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CHAPTER ONE

RED BEARD

ON THE MORNING I was scheduled to die, a large barefoot man with a bushy red beard waddled past my house. The thirty-degree temperature didn’t seem to bother him, but he must have had a lousy breakfast, because he let out a burp as loud as a tuba.

Belching barefoot giants who look like Vikings are not normal in Belleville, Indiana. But I didn’t really get a chance to see the guy closely.

At that moment, I, Jack McKinley, was under attack in my own bedroom. By a flying reptile.

I could have used an alarm clock. But I’d been up late studying for my first-period math test and I’m a deep sleeper. Dad couldn’t wake me because he was in Singapore on business. And Vanessa, the au pair I call my don’t-caregiver, always slept till noon.

I needed a big sound. Something I couldn’t possibly sleep through. That’s when I saw my papier-mâché volcano from last month’s science fair, still on my desk. It was full of baking soda. So I got my dad’s coffeemaker, filled it with vinegar, and rigged it to the volcano with a plastic tube. I set the timer for 6:30 A.M., when the coffeemaker would release the vinegar into the volcano, causing a goop explosion. I put a chute at the base of the volcano to capture that goop. In the chute was a billiard ball, which would roll down toward a spring-loaded catapult on my chair. The catapult would release a big old plastic Ugliosaurus™—a fanged eagle crossed with a lion, bright-red.

Bang—when that baby hit the wall I’d have to be dead not to wake up. Foolproof, right?

Not quite. Around 6:28, I was in the middle of a nightmare. I’d had this dream way too many times: me, running through the jungle in a toga, chased by snarling, drooling, piglike beasts, whose screeches fill the smoky sky. Nice, huh? Usually I awake from this dream when a gap in the earth opens beneath my feet.

But this time, I fell in. Down into the darkness. To my death.

At the moment of contact, the Gaseous Giant burped in real life. The sound woke me up.


The coffeemaker-volcano alarm went off. And the Ugliosaurus whacked me between the eyes.

Which, in a nutshell, is how the worst morning of my life began. The last morning I would awaken in my own bed.

“@$%^&!” I screamed, which means I can’t tell you the actual words.

I sprang off my bed in agony. That was when I caught a glimpse of Red Beard on the sidewalk. Which caused me to drop to the floor, embarrassed to be seen, even by a wacked-out barefoot stranger. Unfortunately my butt landed squarely on a sharp Ugliosaurus wing, which made me scream again. That was way too much screaming for someone who just turned thirteen.

I lay there with gritted teeth, wishing I’d used the alarm clock. In my mind I saw Vanessa goading me: You think too much, Jack. Which she used to say about a hundred times a day. Maybe because I think too much. Always have.

I got off the floor, clutching my head. Red Beard was padding down the street, his feet slapping the pavement. “Next time, close your mouth,” I grumbled under my breath as I staggered to the bathroom.

I should have wondered who he was and why he was here. But I couldn’t stop thinking of my nightmare, which still lingered like the taste of moldy cheese. I tried to replace it with thoughts of math. Unfortunately, it felt about the same.


Looking in the mirror, I saw that the Ugliosaurus had made a gash on my forehead. Not too deep, but it looked pretty bad, and it stung.

I turned on the tap, dampened a washcloth, and pushed aside a mass of rat-brown hair to uncover my wound. As I dabbed it, I noticed a little tuft of blond hairs sticking out from the back of my head.

Weird. I’d never seen them before. Without Dad around to bug me, I hadn’t had a haircut in a while, so those blond hairs looked like loose wires. As I leaned closer to look, a sharp creak made me spin around.

“Vanessa?” I called out.

Aha. She’d heard my scream. I imagined her cowering behind the door, planning how not to be blamed for whatever happened. But she wasn’t there.

I glanced at the bathroom clock: 6:39. I had to leave the house by 6:45. But I wanted to see that little blond patch. I had enough time.

I pulled open the bathroom cabinet and reached for a hand mirror I hadn’t touched in years. Dad and I had bought it at CVS when I was in second grade, for an art project. Picking it up, I looked at the message I’d carved into the plastic frame.

I turned the mirror around. On the back I’d laminated a photo to the surface. In it, I was four years old and dressed in a puffy winter coat, sliding down a gentle hill on a sled. The white snow was tinged yellow-green with age. Mom was on the hilltop, laughing, wearing her favorite Smith College wool jacket. Dad was at the bottom, turned away. It was our game: Boom to Daddy. I’d slide into his legs and he would keel over, howling in pretend pain. Then he’d carry me back to the top and we’d do it all over again.
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I smiled. Back then, I thought this game was hilarious. Every little thing we did was fun. Life was pretty perfect before Mom died. Before I started having those nightmares. Before Dad had decided home was a place to avoid.


Turning my back to the big bathroom mirror, I used the hand mirror to see behind my head. That was when I realized the blond hair wasn’t blond—it was white. And it wasn’t just a couple of hairs. I patted them down and noticed a pattern, an upside-down V. I tried to scrape it off with my fingernails, hoping it was some kind of weird stain. But nothing happened. My hair had just changed color—like in those cartoons where someone’s hair goes white with shock. Was that what the Ugliosaurus did to me? No way were the kids at school going to ignore this.

I thought about what Mom would say: Wear a hat.

Quickly I brushed my teeth. I dropped the mirror into my pack, in case I wanted to investigate further at school. Then I ran into my room and grabbed my peacoat off the floor. Peeking out from under a Wendy’s bag was my wool knit cap. I wiped off a crust of congealed ketchup and Chocolate Frosty from one side. It didn’t smell too bad, so I jammed it on my head, shoved my math notebook into my backpack, and bolted.

It was 6:43.

As I reached the top of the stairs, my cell phone beeped.

Dad!

Ugh. Our 6:30 Wednesday morning Skype session. I’d totally forgotten—and he was late! How could he do this on a test day?

I raced downstairs. Dad always insisted I take the call in the living room on the sofa—with the camera on, so he could make sure I hadn’t trashed anything.

He’s a neat freak. I’m a mess freak. And I had only five rings till the call went to voice mail. In the living room I shoved a pile of cables and joysticks to the center of the Turkish rug, along with two guitars, some comic books, three sweatshirts, a few pairs of socks, take-out containers from Wu Kitchen, a pizza box I was afraid to look into, and a half-eaten Kit Kat.

Beep…

From the middle of the pile I lifted a hook attached to four cables, which were linked to the corners of the carpet. I slipped the hook into a pulley I’d rigged to the ceiling chandelier support. A couple of strong tugs, and the rug rose like Santa’s toy sack, leaving a pristine wood floor below.

Beep…

6:44.

Plopping myself on the sofa, I accepted the call.

“Hey, Dad! Um, I don’t have much time to—”

“Five and a quarter! Tell them to sell at five and a half!” Dad was shouting to someone in his office. All I saw was his arm. “And close the door. I’m on a conference call!”

Then he was grinning happily at me. Which made me grin, too. It was the end of his day in Singapore. He looked really tired, like he’d just run a marathon with a dead gorilla strapped to his back. I really missed him. I wished his job could keep him closer to home.


But why did he have to call now?

“Heyyyy, Jackie, so sorry I’m late!” Dad said with a tight grin. “Living room looks great! But…uh, where’s the rug?”

Oops. I tilted the phone so only the wall would show in the background. “I guess Vanessa took it to be cleaned. But, Dad, look, I have to go—”

“Did she spill something?” he asked.

“I have this math test today…”

“You’ll do great!” Dad replied. “Hey, what’s the McKinley family motto?”

“A problem is an answer waiting to be opened,” I recited.

“Bravo! Hey, did you see the article I sent you about that poor kid, Cromarty? Died in the bowling alley near Chicago?”

Ugh. Current events. This always involved sad stories about kids and tragedies. Followed by a lecture. Dad’s way of scaring me into being extra-careful.

I glanced at my watch. 6:46.

“I think I skimmed it. Send me the link again. So. Wish me luck!” As I stood, my leg buckled beneath me and I almost dropped the phone. I had to clutch the sofa arm to keep from falling.

“Jackie, are you okay?” Dad’s brow was all scrunched now. “What’s that mark on your forehead? Is that a cut? Did you fall?”

“No!” I said. “I just used a flying toy instead of an alarm.”


That sounded a lot crazier coming out of my mouth than I expected. “You used a what?” Dad said.

I was feeling weak and light-headed. I took about three deep breaths and tried to stand tall, but I stumbled against the tied-up pulley rope.

Bad move. The rug hurtled downward. It sent up a cloud of dust as everything clanked to the floor. I swiveled away so Dad wouldn’t see it.

“What was that?” Dad asked.

6:47. How much worse could this possibly get?

“Nothing!” I snapped.

Dad’s eyes were wide. “Okay, that’s it. Something’s not right. I’m booking the next flight home.”

“What?” This wasn’t like him. Usually he’s explaining left and right how important his job is. Usually he’s the one to cut the conversation short. “Really?”

Dad was looking at me funny. “Stay safe until I get there. Do not let yourself out of Lorissa’s sight. Make her take you to school.”

“Vanessa,” I said. “Lorissa quit. And so did Randi.”

“Okay, stay close to her, Jack,” Dad said. “Be safe. And good luck on that math test.”

“Thanks!” I said. “Bye, Dad! Love” —the image flickered off— “you.”

The screen was blank.

6:48. I had to book.


“Vanessa!” I yelled, running into the kitchen. As I snatched two bags of fruit-flavored Skittles from the counter, I saw a note taped to the fridge.
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I darted back to Vanessa’s bedroom door and pushed it open. The little room was tidy and neat. And totally empty.

One more catastrophe to explain when Dad got home.

Shutting it out of my mind, I bolted out the back door and got my bike from the garage. The air was cold and bracing, and I quickly buttoned my peacoat.

As I sped onto the sidewalk, I leaned right and headed toward school.

If Red Beard was there, I didn’t see him.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE ACCIDENT

“YO, SPACE MAN, watch out!”

I didn’t hear the warning. I was at the end of my bike ride to school, which involves a sharp turn around the corner of the building. You’re supposed to walk your bike by that point, but I was in too much of a hurry. Not that it matters, because most people are too smart to stand close to that corner anyway.

But most people doesn’t include Barry Reese, the Blowhard of Mortimer P. Reese Middle School.

There was Barry’s hammy face, inches away, his eyes as big as softballs. As always, he was involved in his favorite hobby, making life miserable for littler kids. He was hunched menacingly over this tiny sixth-grader named Josh or George.

I slammed on the brakes. My front wheel jammed. The rear wheel bucked upward, flinging me over the handlebars. The bike slid out from under me. As I flew forward, Barry’s face loomed toward me at a zillion miles an hour. I could see three hairs sticking out of a mole on his cheek.

Then the worst conceivable thing happened.

He caught me.

When we stopped spinning around, I was hanging from him like a rag doll. “Shall we dance?” he said.

All I could hear was cackling laughter. Kids were convulsing. Barry grinned proudly, but I pushed him away. His breath smelled like bananas and moldy feet.

Josh or George scrambled up off the ground. No one offered to help pick up his books, which had been scattered all over the playground.

I don’t know why Barry was a bully. He was rich. Our school was named after his great-great-grandfather, who’d made his fortune creating those little plastic thingies that protect the toilet lid from hitting the seat. Personally, if I were rich and the heir to a toilet-thingy fortune, I’d be pretty happy. I wouldn’t pick on smaller kids.

“I don’t dance with apes,” I said, quickly stooping to pick up my bike to lock it to the rack.

I stole a look at my watch. The bell was going to ring in one minute.


“My apologies.” Barry elbowed me aside and scooped up my bike with exaggerated politeness. “Let me help you recover from your ride, Mario. From the cut on your head, I guess you had a few crashes already.”

I tried to take back the handlebars, but he was too fast for me. He yanked the bike away and began walking fast toward the rack. “Hey, by the way, did you finish the bio homework?” he said over his shoulder. “’Cause I was helping my dad with his business last night, and it got late. And, well, you can’t think about homework before profits. Not that I wouldn’t get all the answers perfect anyway—”

I pushed him aside and grabbed the bike. “No, Barry, you can’t copy my homework.”

“I just did save your life.”

As I locked the bike to the rack, Barry leaned closer with a twisted, smilelike expression. “Don’t think there won’t be some financial reward…”

Before I could answer, he took two quick steps to the side. Josh or George was making a break for the safety of the school yard, clutching an unruly mass of papers and notebooks. Barry thrust his arm out as if yawning. He clipped the kid squarely in the chest and sent him flying, the papers scattering again.

The blood rushed to my head. I wasn’t sure if it was from the Ugliosaurus hit, the crazy bike ride, the near crash, or Barry’s extreme obnoxiousness. Math test or not, he couldn’t get away with this.

“Here’s my homework!” I blurted, yanking a grocery list from my pocket. “You get it if you pick up Josh’s stuff and say you’re sorry.”

“It’s George,” the kid said.

Barry looked at me as if I were speaking Mongolian. “What did you say, McKinley?”

I was shaking. Dizzy. Maybe this was fear. How could I be so afraid of this doofus?

Focus.

Barry reached toward my sheet, but I pulled it away, backing toward the street. “Tell him you’ll never do it again,” I insisted. “And don’t even think of saying no.”

Balling and unballing his fists, Barry stepped closer. His white, fleshy face was taking on the color of rare roast beef. The bell rang. Or maybe it didn’t. I was having trouble hearing. What was happening to me?

“How’d you get that little cut on your head, McKinley?” Barry’s voice was muffled, like he was speaking inside a long tunnel. “Because I think you need a bigger one.”

I barely heard him. I felt as if something had crawled into my head and was kickboxing with my brain.

I struggled to stay upright. I couldn’t even see Barry now. The back of my leg smacked against a parked car. I spun into the street, trying to keep my balance. The blacktop rushed toward me and I put out my hands to stop the fall.

The last thing I saw was the grille of a late-model Toyota speeding toward my face.
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CHAPTER THREE

FLATLINING

BEEP…

Beep…

Harp strings? What was that noise?

The street was gone, and I could see nothing. I felt as if I were floating in a tunnel of cold air. I had dreamed my own death, and then it had really happened. I pried my eyes open briefly. It hurt to do it, but in that moment I had a horrifying realization.

The afterlife was beige.

I tried to cry out, but my body was frozen. Odd whistling sounds drifted around me like prairie winds.

Slowly I began making out voices, words.

Peering out again, I hoped to see cherubim and seraphim, or at least a few clouds. Instead I saw nostril hairs. Also, really dark eyebrows and blue eyes, attached to a man’s face that loomed closer.

I felt a hand push my head to the side. I tried to speak, to resist, but I couldn’t. It was as someone had turned the off switch on all my body functions. “Extremely odd case,” the man said in a deep voice. “No diabetes, you say? He had all inoculations? No history of concussion?”

“Correct, Dr. Saark,” came an answer. “There’s nothing that would indicate these erratic vital signs. He’s a healthy boy. We haven’t a clue what’s wrong.”

I knew the second voice. It was my family doctor, Dr. Flood. She’d been taking care of me since I was a baby.

So I was not dead, which was a big relief. But hearing your doctor’s voice is never a cheery thing. I was tilted away from the voices, and all I could see were an IV stand, electrical wires, and a metal wastebasket.

It had to be Belleville Hospital, where I hadn’t been since I was born. I must have been hit by a car.

The math test! I had visions of a blank sheet of paper with a big, fat zero. I willed myself to open my mouth. To tell them I was all right and had to get to school. But nothing moved.

“A highly rare set of symptoms,” Dr. Saark said, “but it fits exactly into the recent research I’ve been doing…”

Dr. Flood exhaled loudly. “We’re so lucky you were in town and could rush here at such short notice.”


I felt fingers at the back of my head, poking around where the upside-down V was. I felt a rush of panic. I figured I was about to become the first kid in the world with a prescription for Grecian Formula.

Heavy footsteps plodded into the room. “Excuse me?” Dr. Flood said. She sounded confused, maybe annoyed. “What are you doing here?”

“Chaplain,” a gruff voice answered. “New on job.”

While Dr. Flood dealt with the chaplain, Dr. Saark pushed my head back and slipped something in my mouth. He held my mouth shut, forcing me to swallow. From under his sleeve, I could see a tattoo that looked like two winding snakes.

What did he just give me? Could he see my eyes were open? What kind of doctor had a tat like that?

What was a chaplain doing here?

“But…I never sent a request for a chaplain,” Dr. Flood said, sounding completely confused. “Are you sure you’re in the right room?”

“Yes, correct,” the man replied. “For last rites. Hospital rules. These situations…you know.”

Last rites? As in, the prayers spoken over people about to die—those last rites?

I panicked. I was obviously in worse shape than I thought. Then my body lurched violently, and everything turned white.


“He’s flatlining!” Dr. Saark shouted. “Dr. Flood, notify the OR. I need a gurney, stat!”

My body convulsed. I heard choking noises—my own. And hurried footsteps as Dr. Flood left the room.

The room was a blur of colors. The two men—Saark and the chaplain—were on either side, strapping my arms and legs down. My head jerked backward, and I thought it would crack open like an egg.

Hold on. Don’t die.

Dr. Saark stood over me, his face red and beaded with sweat. “Now!” he said.

The chaplain was nearly a foot taller than Dr. Saark and at least fifty pounds heavier, but he snapped to, fumbling for something in his inner pocket. I could see his face for the first time—green eyes, ruddy skin, curly red hair, and a deep jagged scar that ran down the left side of his cheek and disappeared into a bushy beard. He pulled out a long syringe with one hand, and with the other wiped my arm with an alcohol pad. As he leaned down, I realized I’d seen him before.

I tried to call out. I opened my eyes as wide as they could go. I stared at the man’s face, willing myself to stay awake.

A word escaped my mouth on a raspy breath: “Red…”

I felt a sharp pain in my left arm. As the room went black, one last word dribbled out.

“…Beard.”






[image: image]

CHAPTER FOUR

THE DREAM

A ring of fire, screaming animals, the end of the world. I am being attacked by a hose-beaked vromaski, whose breath is like a roomful of rotting corpses. Its head is long and thin, with a snout like a sawed-off elephant’s trunk. It has the sinewed body of a striped, shrunken cheetah, with long saberlike fangs and scales in place of fur.

As it thunders toward me through the burning jungle, its stocky legs trample everything in its path. In the distance a fireball belches from the top of a volcano, causing the ground to jolt.

The beast bares its teeth. Its crazed red eyes bore into me, desperate and murderous. But rather than running away, I face it head-on.

Mostly, I think, I’m an idiot.


I have a weapon in my right hand, a gleaming saber with a pearl-inlaid handle. It must weigh a hundred pounds, but it’s so well-balanced I barely feel it.

I rear back. The polished blade of the saber reflects in the vromaski’s red eyes. The creature roars, hurtling itself into the air, its teeth bared and aimed at my throat.

I swing with two arms. The saber shhhhinks through the fetid air, slicing off the beast’s head. Blood spatters onto my face and uniform, a brocaded tunic with a helmet and bronze chest plate, now washed in crimson.

Before the slavering monster’s head hits the ground, a creature swoops down from above, its gargantuan wings sending a blast of hot air into my face. With a screech, it grabs the bloody head in its talons and rises. I stumble back. Its wingspan alone is three times my height. I watch in fright and awe, recognizing the great beast somehow. It has the head and wings of an eagle and the body of a lion.

NO.

The dream is not supposed to be like this. Before it was more of a game, the most awesome and scary 3-D video game ever. But now it feels different. The heat sears my flesh. The weight strains my muscles and the smells sicken me.

I turn to run, and I spot…her. The queen. But she’s not the same either. She’s got darker skin than before and a long face lined with worry. Behind her, the land falls off steeply, and I see a vast plain stretching to the horizon. But I follow her glance, which is looking toward a deep valley near us, a depression in the middle of the jungle. She points to a cave opening and looks at me pleadingly. Something has pained her deeply, but I don’t know what—has someone attacked her? Stolen something?

“What do you want me to do?” I shout. But she looks blankly back.

The sky suddenly darkens. In the distance, behind the queen and far below us, I see something growing. A dark blue watery mass at the edges of the vast plain. It is moving toward us, changing shape, roiling and spitting. It seems to be swallowing the earth as it charges, crashes downward, and shakes the earth.

In the valley, the cave is beginning to collapse.

The queen’s mouth drops open. I see a crack growing in the earth. Trees, bushes, still aflame, drop inside the gaping maw. I must leave. I can prevent the destruction. But for the life of me, I don’t know how. All I know is that I must leave. I must race downward to the ocean. I must find someone—someone who looks a great deal like…me.

I run. But the crack is now opening in my path. My brain is telling me I’ve been here before. This is where I die. I am heading for the hole.

I can’t dream my own death again. Can’t.

Somehow I know my brain can’t take this one more time. If I follow through, if I fall into the hole and die, this time it will be for real.

The flying creature swoops down. I feel its talons burn their way into the back of my head. In the shape of an upside-down V.
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CHAPTER FIVE

ARRIVAL

“GEEEAHHH!” I BOLTED upward and immediately regretted it. The back of my head felt as if it had been blasted open, and I was afraid my brains would fall out.

I had been facedown. I’d lifted myself to a push-up position, on a bed with sheets soaked in sweat. I dropped back to the mattress instantly, letting out a moan.

What had they done to me?

Partied on the back of my head, that was obvious. I was afraid to move, even to think. I lay still, face buried in the damp pillow, catching my breath. Slowly, the pain began to subside. The stillness helped.

You’re okay. You lifted yourself too fast. Breathe in…breathe out…


I tried to think positively. The last thing I remembered, Dr. Flood was rushing off to notify the OR. That meant I’d had an operation. Okay. This made sense. I wasn’t convulsing or dizzy or hallucinating anymore. No more wooziness. I had a voice. I could move and see. So the operation must have worked, and I was hurting because of the surgery. That had to be it. When Dad had had surgery on his back a year ago, he’d been in bed for two days. I would need to recover, that’s all. I had to look on the bright side.

Surgery, I realized, was a good excuse for missing a math test.

I took a deep breath. Had they cured whatever had happened to me?

In a few moments, I cautiously turned my head. I could see that they’d moved me to another part of the hospital. Dressed me in a set of pajama pants and a neat white polo shirt. It was quiet here, not like the first room. No beeps or voices or traffic noise. The room was dimly lit by a pre-morning glow. The walls seemed to be a peaceful bluish shade, maybe turquoise. The floor was polished wood.

“Hello?” My voice was hoarse and barely audible. I wondered where I was. How long I’d been out.

A breeze wafted over me, pungent and salty.

Salty?

I moved a little more until I could see the windows. They were open. A nearly full moon was fading overhead into a shimmering, silvery sky. I’d seen that color only once before, on the day after Mom had died. Dad and I had stayed up all night and seen the sun rise.

It was warm out, but I’d been wearing a coat when I had my accident.

I thought back to what the doctor had said. A highly rare set of symptoms. Patients with rare conditions sometimes had to go to special hospitals with the right doctors and equipment. This seemed like California or Hawaii.

A closed door stood about ten feet away. Carefully I rolled over and sat up. The back of my head felt like an epic smackdown between John Henry and Thor. I sat for a long moment, took some deep breaths, and stood.

With tiny steps, I shuffled toward the door. I was fine as long as I didn’t move my head too much. Propping myself up on the doorjamb, I pushed the door open onto a long hallway.

It had a new-building smell, like sawdust and plastic. A carpet stretched down the corridor, past a few closed doors. At the end of it, a hospital orderly sat on a stool, snoring. His back was against the wall, his face drooped down into his chest. He had broad shoulders and sharp cheekbones. A flat cap was pulled down across his eyes, and he wore fatigues and thick boots. On his belt was a holstered pistol.

What kind of hospital armed its orderlies?

Waking him up seemed risky. I backed into the room. I needed to call Dad. I wondered if he’d landed yet, and if he knew where I was. How long had I been unconscious? How much time had passed since I was in Indiana?

Slowly I worked my way over to the foot of the bed. There, on top of a steamer chest, someone had placed my backpack and my clothes, neatly folded. I reached around in the pockets of the folded jeans for my phone, but it was gone. It wasn’t in my backpack, either.

But Mom’s birthday mirror was.

I pulled it out. Her smile seemed to blast out of the photo, cutting through the darkness. Across the room, the bathroom door was open, and I could see my reflection in shades of gray. I wondered what exactly they’d done to the back of my head.

Taking the mirror into the bathroom, I turned on the light.

I barely recognized the kid in the big mirror over the sink. My face was ghostly pale, my head completely shaved. I noticed for the first time a monogram on the polo shirt—KI.

I turned and held the small mirror so I could see the back of my head in the larger one. The white hair had been shaved off with the rest. But someone had drawn a shape in black marker, from the top to the bottom of my head, outlining exactly where the upside-down V had been. Bandages had been placed at the bottom of each line, just above the neck. I touched one and began to pull, but the pain was too sharp. There must have been stitches underneath. Incisions.

“What the—?” The mirror slipped from my hand and crashed to the counter. The mirror cracked instantly, as did the frame, one horizontal line down the center, separating the image of four-year-old me from still-alive Mom.

As I reached to pick it up, I heard a click behind me. I spun around to see a figure standing in the door. It was a guy about six feet tall. He slipped inside and shut the door behind him. “Hey,” he said. “You okay?”

I stepped toward the bed, barely feeling the pain now. “Fine, I guess,” I rasped. “Who are you?”

“Marco Ramsay.” He was wearing the same clothes as I was, but three or four sizes larger. His shoulders were wide, his feet enormous. He had high, chiseled cheekbones dotted with small patches of acne. Dark brown hair hung down to his brow, making his eyes seem to peer out of a cave. They darted toward the door as if he’d done something wrong. “Because I heard a noise from in here…” he said.

“I dropped a mirror, that’s all,” I said. “Um, I’m Jack.”

He nodded. “Yeah, I know. Anyway, that dude outside—you know, Conan? Special Ops, Sleep Division? He should have been in here to check on you, but it’s hard to wake him up. And if you do, he gets nasty. So I figured I’d check in myself. But it looks like you’re okay, so I guess I’ll go…” He began to turn back to the door.

“Wait!” I said. “This guy, Conan? Since when do they allow guns in a hospital?”

Marco gave an uncomfortable shrug. “Maybe one of the patients is a terrorist?”

The door swung open again and two others scurried in, a skinny guy and a girl with dyed-pink hair and a mole on her left cheek. She was about my age and looked like someone you didn’t cross. The guy seemed maybe a little younger and was a curly-haired version of George, the little guy from my school who’d been bullied by Barry Reese. “This is what we’re doing? We’re going to be in deep doo-doo, Marco,” the little guy said.

“Fun’s over,” the girl added, her voice a tense whisper. “C’mon, back to the kennel, Big Foot.”

Marco laughed. “Oh, look who’s Little Miss Obedient!” he said, also in a strange, whispery voice.

“Why are you guys whispering?” I said. “And what are you talking about? Kennel?”

“That’s supposed to be a joke,” Marco said. “Aly is a one-person Comedy Central.”

“Time to go!” said the shorter guy, his voice about three times as loud as the others. As he pulled the door wide open, he gave a dramatic wave. “See you at breakfast!”

“Dude, you’ll wake Conan!” Marco snapped. “Last time we did that, he punctured my basketball.”


“Will you guys at least tell me who you are and what we’re all doing here?” I shouted.

From out in the hallway, Conan let out a snort and a mumble. Marco froze.

The little guy was halfway out the door. “I’m Cass Williams, and this is Aly Black. Look, don’t get the wrong impression. We love this place, really. You will, too. It’s awesome. They’ll tell you everything soon. But we’re not supposed to be here right now. That’s all.”

Aly nodded and scurried out the door. Marco backed out, too, shooting me a thumbs-up. “Seriously, dude. Best place in the world. Great breakfasts. All you can eat. We’re all happy here. Later.”

Before I could say another thing, they were gone.

For a moment I wanted to race after them, but I knew my head would explode with the effort. And I didn’t want to risk waking the guy with the gun.

Plus, that was about the creepiest conversation I’d had in my life. Who were these losers? This felt like one big prank. Some crazy reality TV show. Postsurgical Punk’d.

I sank onto the bed and pinched my right arm, just to be sure I wasn’t dreaming. No chance of falling back to sleep now. Morning light was beginning to filter in through the windows, and I could see the room more clearly. I noticed a flag on the wall to my right, with a symbol that matched the one on my shirt:
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The initials weren’t familiar. I searched for a call button, some kind of signal for a nurse. Nothing. No button, no medicine cabinet, no rolling tables or IV drips or hanging televisions. There was nothing hospital-like about this place at all.

I tried to think back to what had happened at Belleville. Had anyone said anything about moving me?

I’d had dizziness. I’d fallen into the street. In the hospital, there was this expert and Dr. Flood. She was worried. Some chaplain was there to perform last rites and that confused her…

But I never sent a request for a chaplain…

The chaplain had grabbed my arm. I remembered him now. Huge face, bulbous nose. Red Beard. The same guy who’d passed my house only an hour earlier, barefooted and without a clerical collar. He had tied me to a table and injected me with something. He wasn’t a chaplain. He was helping Dr. Saark. But helping him do what?

I wanted desperately to contact Dad. Just one phone call. I turned toward the window. The sky was brightening in the rising sun. Carefully I stood up. The pain wasn’t quite as intense as it had been. I guessed it was the sudden movement that had really torpedoed me. I’d be fine if I slowed down.

I stepped toward the window and gazed out. Before me stretched a long, grassy lawn nearly the length of a football field, crisscrossed with paths. Surrounding the lawn were old-fashioned red brick buildings, most with tidy, white-shuttered windows. They seemed old, but some of them had sections with glass ceilings. If the lawn were a clock I’d be at the bottom, or six o’clock. To the left, about nine, was a grand, museum-like structure with pillars and wide stairs, kind of the centerpiece. At around two, tucked between the red brick buildings, was a sleek glass-and-steel structure that seemed out of place. The whole thing was peaceful looking, like a college campus plopped into the middle of a jungle. Trees surrounded the compound like a thick green collar stretching in all directions as far as the eye could see. Except for the left side—west.

Way beyond the big museum building, a massive black rock mountain loomed darkly over everything. It thrust upward through the greenery like a clenched fist into the softening sky. It seemed almost fluid, changing its shape with the movement of the morning mists.

A murmur of distant voices made me look across the compound. A pair of men dressed in khaki uniforms emerged from the side of a distant building. “Hello?” I called out, but my voice was too weak to carry.

As they stepped into the dim light, I saw that both of them were carrying rifles. Big ones, with ammo.

I ducked away from the window. This was no hospital. I was in lockdown. Were these people coming for me? Already they’d kidnapped me, drilled holes in the back of my head, and stuck me in some sort of bizarre prep school with a bunch of brainwashed zombies. Why? And what were they going to do for an encore?

I made my way silently back across the room. The window on the other side had a much different view. It looked away from the campus. The only thing separating the building from the surrounding jungle was a scraggly clearing, about twenty yards of rocky soil. Beyond it was a thicket of trees. In the dawn light, the jungle looked dense and almost black. But I could see a path leading into it, and that made my blood pump a little faster. Every path had a destination. Wherever this was—Hawaii, California, Mexico, South America—there had to be a road somewhere to a town or city. Stuff had been built here, which meant bricks and materials had been trucked in. If I could find a road and hitch a ride, I’d be able to locate a pay phone or use somebody’s cell. Call Dad. Contact the news media. Report this place.

I sat on the bed and carefully put on my jeans and shoes. Then I went to the window and perched on the sill. Swiveling my legs around, I jumped out.
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CHAPTER SIX

INTO THE JUNGLE

IT WAS ONLY a short drop to the ground, but in my condition, I felt like I’d landed on iron spikes.

Sucking in air, I held back the urge to scream. I pressed my hands to my head to keep my brain from bursting. I had to be careful. I’d just had surgery and was a long way from recovery. Even just looking left and right hurt.

There wasn’t much back here: a scraggly yard of trampled soil and grass, some truck tire marks, a Dumpster. I was alone, and no one was coming after me.

Go. Now.

Each step felt like a blow. My ears rang. The distance from the window to the jungle felt like a mile. I was in full view of the windows on this side of the building. If anyone saw me and told Conan, I would be toast. Try as I might, I just couldn’t go very fast.

But as I stepped into the narrow path, I heard no alarm, no voices. Only the cawing of birds, the rustling of branches and leaves. An animal skittered through the grass, inches beyond my toes, barely making a sound.

Focus.

I hobbled as fast as I could. The adrenaline was pumping now, making me less aware of the pain in my head. The path wound around narrow gnarled trees. Thorns pricked my clothing and vines whipped against my face. The air was tinted orange in the rising sun, and droplets of dew sat like glistening insects on the leaves.

I don’t know how long I trudged like that—a half hour? an hour?—before all traces of coolness had burned off. My clothes were soaking wet with sweat and dew. Flies swarmed around my neck and ankles. I was slowing.

When my foot clipped something hard and sharp, I went down.

I let out a wail. Couldn’t help it. I took a deep breath to avoid blacking out. I had to will my clenched jaw open, to keep from shattering my own teeth. My eyes were seeing double, so I forced them to focus on where I’d tripped. It was a flat, disk-shaped rock, hidden by vines until my foot had torn away the greenery. A snaky line had been carved into the top.


I pulled away more vines. The rock was about the size of a manhole cover, covered with a blackish-green mold. But the carving was clear—a crude rendition of a slavering beast, a frightening eaglelike head with fangs.

It looked a lot like my Ugliosaurus.

This was freaking me out. I felt like someone was taunting me. I had to keep it together. There were carvings of mythical beasts all over the world—dragons and such. The kind of stuff that ends up in the museums of natural history. I didn’t care about that.

Look forward. Eyes on the prize.

The path was becoming narrow and choked. To my right, the black-topped mountain loomed over the trees. It seemed to be staying exactly the same size, which probably meant it was farther away than I thought. How far—maybe a mile, two? I felt like I was going nowhere.

I vowed to keep the mountain in sight, always to my right. That way my path would be straight. But straight to what? What if the next village was a half continent away? I had no idea how to survive in the wilderness—except from reading Hatchet and My Side of the Mountain, and I barely remembered those.

As I plodded on, the day grew darker. The thickening canopy blotted out sunlight like a vast ceiling. My ankle ached from the fall and my hands were bloodied by thorns. Overhead, caws and screeches rang out like playground taunts: Check it out! New prey! It can barely walk! The woods seemed to be closing in, dense and alive, rustling with the wind. Or maybe not the wind. Maybe hawks or a nearby pack of pumas or an angry cannibalistic tribe—or all, jockeying for position. First come, first served. A shadow passed and a buzzard landed on a branch above me, cocking its head expectantly.

“Not dead!” I called up. “See the moving mouth? Not! Dead!”

It didn’t budge a millimeter. It was waiting. Birds were smart. They knew where to find dinner. They could tell when someone was about to be killed.

My resolve was crumbling. I’d gone from get-me-out-of-here to what-was-I-thinking. Suddenly the idea of a zombie prep school didn’t seem so bad.

Time to bail.

But as I turned, I felt my heart drop like a coconut. I saw no trace of a path. The compound had long been swallowed up by the trees. The mountain was invisible behind the greenery.

The sun and the mountain. Those were the things that gave me direction. But I couldn’t see either one now.

“Help!”

My cry sounded puny in the wild-animal chorus. I stood, hoping that would help me get some more volume. “Help me!”

The buzzard fluffed out its feathers.


That was when I caught the hint of a breeze. It tickled across my nose and pricked me with a summer memory—the deck of a ferry, a Nantucket shack with Mom and Dad, air so damp it glued envelopes closed.

I may have been from Indiana, but I knew the smell of the sea. Sea meant shore. A shore was a path along water. I could follow it to a port. Swim if I had to. Signal to a passing ship.

As I moved in the breeze’s direction, I came across a pile of charred branches and vines. Excellent. With dry tinder, bright sun, and a piece of flint, I could start a fire and send up smoke signals. I gathered some of it, used my shirt as a sack, and slung it over my shoulders.

I forged on, feeling stronger. I was going to make it! I thought about returning home. Dad would be so freaked. He’d get a job in town and never leave home again. We’d work together to expose this place. My brain would recover from whatever these people had done to it.

My head had stopped pounding. The ringing in my ears was totally gone.

Unfortunately, so was the sea smell.

I stopped. I hadn’t been paying attention. I sniffed left and right. I sniffed until I had to sneeze. But I had lost the scent. Completely.

I thought of retracing my steps, but they’d vanished in the underbrush. Looking desperately around, I saw a gap between trees. Animal droppings. The possibility of a path. In the distance I thought I could see a tiny, bright glint. The reflection of the sun against water?

My heart raced. I hurried toward it, thrashing through the thick brush.

And then something fell from the sky.

“EEEEEEEEEEE!” With a piercing scream, it hurtled into my path. I sprang backward. As it leaped toward me, I could see a set of knifelike teeth and bright red gums.

A monkey landed on all fours and stood chattering angrily. In one hand it held some half-eaten fruit. In the other it was jangling something metallic.

A set of keys.

I rubbed my eyes. I was seeing things.

The monkey didn’t seem to want to attack. Instead it turned its back and walked into the woods. I watched it go, feeling as if my beating heart would burst out of my chest. Just as I’d gathered myself, the monkey popped out again, scolding me. Waving into the jungle.

“You…you want me to follow you?” I said.

“EEEEEEEEE!”

I took that for a yes.

I tried to obey, but the thing was much slipperier than I was. It would disappear into the brush and then emerge exasperatedly with its hands on its little hips. Ahead, I saw the bright glow of a clearing—and the glint again. We were approaching it from a different angle. It wasn’t water. It was something in the middle of a jungle clearing, something metallic or glass.

I picked up the pace, sweeping away thatches of thorny vines. And then I saw it.

A helicopter.

I figured it had crashed long ago, a relic from some war. But as I neared, I saw it looked new and was standing intact. The words KARAI INSTITUTE were emblazoned on the side in purple letters.

KI—the same initials that were stamped on my shirt and the banner in my room. I had no idea what Karai meant. But “institute”? You didn’t call a hospital an institute. Some kind of laboratory, maybe. A place where smart people got together to have smart ideas. What was I doing there? Was I some kind of specimen?

I approached warily. The monkey had dropped the keys on the ground by the helicopter’s door and was jumping around, hysterically excited.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked. “Fly it?”

The monkey clapped its hands and danced.

The only chopper I’d flown was in a video game. I escaped in order to get help, not get myself killed. Maybe there’d be something inside that could help—a map, a radio, a GPS device. Limping forward, I picked up the keys. “Thanks, bud. If I get out alive, I’m sending you bananas.”


I grabbed the handle by the helicopter door and pulled myself up. Standing on the platform, I carefully pulled the door open.

And I nearly fell back onto the ground.

In the driver’s seat was an enormous man in a short-sleeved shirt. His legs were crossed, revealing the thick, blackened sole of a bare foot. His arm showed a tattoo of the letters KI, made of intertwined snakes. As he turned with a sigh, a pair of steely green eyes peered out from a familiar, scarred face.

I said the only words my brain would allow. “I know you.”

Red Beard grabbed me by the arm and pulled me upward. With his other hand, he swiped the keys from my grip.

“Next time,” he said, “I shoot that chimp.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN

YODA IN TWEEDS

I DIDN’T STAND a chance. Red Beard’s hands were like steel bands. He hefted me up into the chopper in one effortless swoop. The movement was so jarring and such a shock to my fragile system that I blacked out.

When I came to, we were rising high above the jungle to a chorus of simian screeches. I tried opening my eyes but even the light hurt. My brain felt as if someone had pumped it full of air.

“Seat belt,” the man grunted.

The chopper’s blades were deafening. I was going back. Back to the institute. Taken by the same man who had injected me with who knows what while he posed as a priest. He had walked past my house on bare feet. Now he was wearing earphones, moving the controls and humming tunelessly to himself. His eyes were bloodshot, his face haggard.

I tugged on his shirt to get his attention. “Take me home!”

“Hunh?” He turned, a little startled, as if he’d already forgotten I was there. Pulling off the left side of his earphones, he said, “Can’t. Got to go back. Seat belt!”

My sight was slowly clearing, the pain in my head subsiding. What was he doing here—in the middle of a jungle? What had he been doing in front of my house…at the hospital?

What was going on?

“You…you injected me…” I said.

He shrugged. “Job.”

“Why?” I said. “Why do you want me?”

“Do what I’m told,” he replied.

“What’s the Karai Institute?” I pressed.

“Bosses,” he said, as if it were the most obvious answer in the world.

I gazed out the window. Off to one side, the mountain was like a black wound. In the distance, the sea stretched out in a silvery sheet. I could see where the helicopter had been waiting. The spot was surrounded by acres and acres of jungle. What were the chances I’d walk right to it?

“So…you were just waiting at some random place in the middle of the jungle?” I asked. “What if I didn’t show up?”


The man’s face darkened. “Blasted monkey thief!” He pulled down his arm angrily and the chopper swooped. “Stole keys!”

My eyes slammed shut and my stomach jumped. Do not get him angry. And do not hurl.

In a moment we were descending. I peered downward to see a round helipad hidden behind the largest building on the Karai Institute compound.

“Torquin,” the guy said.

I figured he had lapsed into Swedish. “I’m sorry?”

“My name. Torquin.”

“Oh!” I replied. “My name. Jack.”

He cocked his head curiously. “You talk funny.”

The chopper landed and I reached for the door handle. But Torquin let out a grunt and held me back.

Five uniformed workers, three men and two women who looked like the Olympic weight-lifting team, had rushed out of the building. The helicopter door opened and a gloved hand reached in. I tried to pull away, but it grabbed me tight. I heard a sharp, metallic click.

Handcuffs.

“Wait here.” In the basement of a KI building, Torquin pulled open a conference room door. Unhooking the cuffs, the guards shoved me in. The place smelled of fresh cement.

“Go,” Torquin barked. For a moment I thought he was talking to me. But the guards instantly began to grumble and leave the room. I watched them disappear into a long hallway until Torquin slammed the door shut.

He pushed me around a long, polished-wood table to the other side of the room. The place was windowless with pristine white walls, swiveling leather seats, a coffee machine, and a pile of food on the table. With his Visigoth beard, bare feet, and camo clothes, Torquin looked way out of place. “Too many people. Don’t like crowds,” he said.

“Me neither,” I agreed. “Handcuffs, too. Can you take them off?”

“Sit.” He pulled out the leather chair at the very head of the table. My eyes shot directly toward the food spread: fresh and dried fruits, doughnuts, and pastries. On top of it all was a huge, gleaming, chocolate chocolate-chip muffin. It looked awesome, and I was starving.

As he undid my cuffs, Torquin pricked up his ears. “What’s that noise?”

“My stomach,” I said.

“Stay here,” he replied. “Eat. Professor will come.”

As he left, he grabbed the muffin off the top and inserted the entire thing into his mouth.

I hated him.

At the click of the shutting door, I began cramming doughnuts into my mouth. I chased them down with enough fresh pineapple and sliced mango to feed a small Caribbean nation.

When I couldn’t fit another crumb, I slid back into a comfy leather chair and closed my eyes. I would have fallen asleep, I think, and slept for a week straight if five seconds later, the door hadn’t flown open. This time, it wasn’t Torquin.

It looked more like Yoda in a tweed jacket.

“Well, that must have been an ordeal,” the man said in a flat, high-pitched voice. “Greetings and a cordial welcome, Jack.”

He was an older guy, short and lumpy looking with dark, wrinkled skin and a broad nose crossed with veins. His eyes were droopy and sad, and his salt-and-pepper hair seemed to have slid off the top of his head and skidded to a stop just above his ears, forming two messy thatches on either side.

He walked around behind me, leaned in too close, and peered at my head as if I were a lab specimen. Pushing a pair of thick glasses up his nose, he said, “Are we feeling all right?”

“I’m trapped in this room with you,” I said. “I was kidnapped and handcuffed. Nobody will tell me where I am or why I’m here. They took away my phone—”

“Yes, yes, that is a lot to unpack, isn’t it?” the man said, still peering at my head. “But you were hardly kidnapped. You were found wandering off into the jungle. Dear Torquin saved your life. Now please turn and let me properly see the stitches. I promise not to hurt you.”

He reached toward me. I flinched, but he took my chin in his hand and pushed it gently to one side. With his other hand, he lifted one of the bandages on the back of my head. “Splendid! The surgeons did a clean job back there. Are you still in much pain?”

My patience was gone. I was always taught to be nice to grown-ups, but that had expired. “They knocked me out and dug into my brain—yes, I’m in pain! I want to call my dad! Why am I here? And who the heck are you?”

The man pulled up a seat. As he extended his hand, his Coke-bottle glasses slid back down his nose. “Forgive my poor manners. As I used to say to my students at Yale, ‘I have three names—Professor Radamanthus Bhegad—but unlike most academics, I let you use my first name. So you can call me…Professor Bhegad!’”

He sniffed with a very satisfied expression.

“Is that supposed to be funny?” I growled.

“It slew them at Yale,” he said with a sigh. “I apologize for all the secrecy here. You see, Jack, it’s very simple. You need us. You have a rare genetic condition that is about to kill you, and we at the Karai Institute are the only ones who know how to treat it.”

I looked at him warily. “I thought you already treated it.”

“We’re not done yet. This condition is complex. It has lain dormant in you until now. Untreated, it will overload your circuits, so to speak, and cause death.” He sighed and wiped his glasses. “The good news is that when we are finished, you will attain superpowers beyond your wildest dreams.”

“Is this a joke?” I asked.

“Pardon?” he said.

“You mean, superpower superpowers?” I asked. “Like flying, stopping bullets, becoming invisible, having X-ray vision?”

“Dear, dear boy,” Professor Bhegad said, shaking his head with a barely tolerant smile, “the radioactivity in X-ray vision would wreak havoc, wouldn’t it? It is a silly comic-book myth.”

“And there are some superpowers that aren’t?” I asked.

Bhegad nodded. He began to get this odd, faraway look in his eye. “The brain is an amazing thing, Jack. Quite exciting for a boy, no? Whoosh…whoosh…Geronimo!” He seemed to be igniting from the inside. Beads of perspiration lined his forehead. “Of course, this goes two ways. You see, we need you, too. Which is the main reason I am here. To explain your connection to a lost ancient civilization.”

“Wait. Lost civilization?” I said. “I’m still at superpowers.”


Without explaining, he began lifting doughnuts and fruit and glancing underneath. I noticed his fingernails were yellow, practically bitten to the nub.

That’s when it finally hit me. This guy was a nutcase. And I was alone with him. This place wasn’t a lab or a hospital. The “Karai Institute” was an institution!

“Excuse me, Professor…sir…” I said slowly, trying to keep my temper from rising, “I need to see your bosses. Please. Tell them where I am. Tell them there’s been some mistake. Tell them I don’t have my phone, and I need to contact my dad now. Because if they don’t, he will sue their pants off!”

Bhegad looked up from the plate of food. His fingers were smeared with chocolate icing. “You sound frustrated. But you needn’t worry. We have taken care of all details.”

“What does that mean?” I shot back.

“For reasons that will become clear, secrecy is necessary. You will understand when I show you this informational slide show, if I can find that blasted remote….” Leaving the pile of food, he flicked a switch on the wall, and a screen began to lower from the other end of the room. He knelt to peer under the table. “Honestly, no one puts things back where they belong….”

I had to get out of here. Slowly I stood up. The exit was just beyond him. I was sitting at the other end of the table, on the right side. On the floor behind me to the left was a pile of papers. “Oh! Is it that little black thing?” I said, pointing to the corner. “Behind that stack of folders?”

“Ah, thanks…let me see…” he said, waddling around the table.

I waited until he was leaning over, looking away.

And I bolted.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

G7W

I RAN DOWN an empty, carpeted hallway. At the end was an exit sign pointing left, with a little graphic that indicated stairs. I took the corner at top speed.

I didn’t expect the stairs to be so close. Or to run into a card game in progress on them.

“Whoa, where are you going?” Aly cried out. She, Marco, and Cass jerked backward as I tripped over the steps.

Marco caught me midfall, but didn’t let go. “’Sup, Jack? Didn’t Bhegad explain everything?”

“You mean the part about him saving my life?” I said, struggling to pry myself loose. “Or turning me into a DC Comics hero?”

“Are you a DC guy?” Cass asked. “Emosewa!”


“Meaning awesome—Cass likes to talk backward,” Aly explained. “I’m a fan of the old-school Superman TV series…with George Reeves?”

They were all crazy. “Get me out of here! I want to see the head of this place!”

“You just did,” Cass said. “Well, he’s not the head of the whole thing…”

But Marco was already dragging me back toward the room. “Just do this, okay?” he said through clenched teeth. “Don’t be a pain in the butt.”

“By the Great Qalani, what are you doing to him?” Bhegad’s voice thundered as he came around the corner. “If he pops those stitches, we lose him!”

Marco loosened his grip. I shot upstairs and pulled open the door, to the sound of a piercing alarm.

Three guards pivoted on their heels and faced me, hands on their weapons.

I stopped in my tracks. I was trapped.

“Jack,” Bhegad said softly from the bottom of the steps, “I have PhDs from Yale and Cambridge. If you think I’m crazy, then you must think your three friends are, too. And Torquin and the guards. And seventy-nine world-class experts in genetics, biophysics, classical archaeology, geography, computer science, mythology, medicine, and biochemistry. Not to mention a support staff of two hundred and twenty-eight. The Karai Institute is the finest think tank in the world. And we are patient. We can wait until you’re ready to listen. But you will not escape. So it’s either now or later. Your choice.”

“I don’t believe a word of it,” I said.

Bhegad beckoned me to come down the stairs. “Marco, Cass, Aly—would you kindly turn your backs?”

Marco spun around first—and my jaw nearly dropped. Buried in his dark mop of hair was a white Λ.

Cass’s, too.

“Mine is under the dye,” Aly explained.

I swallowed hard. I took a couple of steps downward. The guards slammed the door shut. “So…you’re all…?”

“The lambda is a unique physical sign,” Bhegad explained. “We don’t understand the mechanics of it. The hair changes rather quickly, and at virtually the same age among all who have the condition. But we do know its significance. It is common to one group of people, whom we call the Select.”

“Select? What are we selected for, something good?” I asked.

“Yes and no,” the professor replied. “Each of you has a rare genetic marker. It is an extraordinary gift, but it also happens to be a ticking bomb. Jack, we were hoping to have five of you here—including a young man called Randall Cromarty. You know the name?”

I was about to say no. But the name did ring a bell. A news item. A grainy video that had been circulating for the last week or so. Some kid rolling a gutter ball, throwing up his hands, dropping to the floor. The story Dad had sent me. “The kid who died in the bowling alley?”

Bhegad nodded. “At the age of thirteen, in Illinois. Cause unknown. Before him, a girl named Sue Gudmundsen fell into a fatal coma while in a San Diego mall—also thirteen. And Mo Roberts, playing catch with his little sister. In all cases, our medical team was too late. But we found you in time.”

“Torquin…” I said. “Dr. Saark…But how did they know?”

“For that, you can thank our IT staff,” Bhegad said. “After your last checkup, Dr. Flood made a note on your computerized medical records about the very beginnings of the lambda. Our tracking software picked it up.”

“You hacked my medical records.” My checkup had been about a week before the math test—a day before Dad left for Singapore. Had Dr. Flood mentioned anything about a mark on the back of my head? I couldn’t remember.

“Hacking is such an ugly word,” Bhegad replied wearily.

“So…what does the lambda mean?” I asked.

“Think of those nightly news headlines, the stories that float around social media like crazy.” Bhegad smiled. “An ordinary person lifts an entire car to free a trapped loved one! A kid considered mentally defective draws ornate cathedrals from memory, to the tiniest detail! As humans, we access only part of our brain’s capacity. But these people have tapped into a vast unused area of the brain that we call the ceresacrum.”

“What does that have to do with us?” I asked.

“Some people breach the ceresacrum temporarily, in response to crisis,” Bhegad replied. “Some are born with a bit of access, not much. But what if the ceresacrum’s gate could be lifted? Not just the rare flash of genius or the momentary feat of strength, but total access? Imagine! In each of us lies the potential to do superhuman things. Feats of great physical daring, art, science. The ability to defy laws of nature. Am I clear, Jack?”

Aly, Cass, and Marco were grinning at me now. My mind was a big fog of duh. “No.”

“Some genes are buried deeply in our DNA,” Bhegad continued. “For example, we all possess the code for a tail…for gills! But these are not expressed, as we say. Nature has shut the mechanism, except in extremely rare cases. Being able to open the ceresacrum gate is like having a tail. The genetic ability is there, but ninety-nine point nine nine nine nine percent of the world’s people do not express it. You four” —he glanced slowly at each of us— “are the point zero zero zero one.”

Now it was becoming clear. And the clarity hurt. “You mean…we’re all genetic mutants?”


“Yes, in a good way,” Bhegad said. “You four possess what we call G7W. It’s a marker. A piece of genetic code. We do not understand how it works, but we know what it indicates. You are the elite. The top of the top. The ones whose ceresacrum can be cracked wide open. Millennia ago, this ability may have existed in many, if not all, humans.”

“Wait,” I said. “Evolution is survival of the fittest. So if you had dudes who were superhumans way back then, why wouldn’t they have survived to now?”

“Because those who die early are, by definition, not the fittest.” Bhegad leaned forward. “Jack, we ran a genetic map of Randall Cromarty’s DNA after he died. And Sue Gudmundsen’s and Mo Roberts’s. They all had G7W.”

I looked from Aly to Marco to Cass. Their faces were drawn. “So I’m—all of us—we’re going to die?” I asked.

“No one who has had this marker has lived past the age of fourteen,” Bhegad said. “For whatever reason, the gene kicks into action around your age—and its actions are too powerful to be withstood by the body. Which is why we brought you here. We have developed a treatment. The operation on your head was the first step. You will be required to undergo regular procedures every ten days or so. Your first will be in about seventy-two hours. But we cannot keep you alive forever. There is a point after which nothing can be done—a sort of expiration date we can read in your genome. And that is what scares me. The fact that all our science is still not enough to keep you alive.”

I sank to the stairs. The carpet felt clammy. The walls felt cold. It was as if the stairwell itself were my coffin. I wouldn’t leave here without dying. I wouldn’t see my dad ever again. I might develop a power or two in the meantime. Maybe paint a cathedral or twirl a helicopter in my bare hands. And then…?

“So your job is to study us,” I said. “We’re your superhero guinea pigs. So what happens when we’re dead? Will you call our families and friends—or just have Torquin dump our bodies in the sea?”

“Yo, hear him out, brother,” Marco said.

“I’m not your brother!” I snapped. “Here’s a deal, Professor Bhegad. Call my dad. Give him your location. Let him come here so I can see him—”

“Jack, please,” Bhegad said. “Your father would snatch you back in an instant—the worst thing that could happen to you. Besides, it would be impossible to give him these coordinates. This place is not visible by ordinary means. Radar, sonar, GPS—none of them register here. There are forces on this island even we do not understand—”

“Then go get him and bring him here,” I said. “If he knows I need the treatments, he’ll stay. He’ll help!”

“We can’t risk that!” Bhegad shouted. “Your lungs need air, your eyes need light—but your ceresacrum needs something here, in the earth itself. Eons ago, this island was a continent. Its people created grand architecture, made extraordinary music, governed with fairness and sophistication. It was protected by a curious flux point of natural forces within the earth—electromagnetic, gravitational, perhaps extraterrestrial. When the place was destroyed, the forces were, too.” Bhegad’s phone beeped. He snatched it angrily from his pocket and looked at the screen.

“Dude, man up to this,” Marco said to me. “We’re on what’s left of Atlantis. And we’re, like, great-great-great-to-a-zillionth descendants.”

“Atlantis? Very funny,” I said, attempting a laugh.

No one else laughed with me. I looked toward Professor Bhegad, but he was texting, his face lined with concern. As he snapped it shut, he said, “I must go. But, yes, Marco is correct. You are connected to Atlantis by blood. Your ceresacrum must feed off the ancient power in order to survive. But that power must be found.”

I swallowed hard. Aly and Cass were looking pale and frightened. “How?” I asked.

Bhegad stood. He pocketed his phone and began edging up the stairs toward the building’s exit. “We don’t know where it is now. The power of Atlantis was stolen. Broken up and hidden all over the world. You must find what was taken. Your lives will be saved, Jack, if you locate all the elements of that power. You must bring them together and return it to Atlantis.”

Bhegad’s phone beeped again, and before I could say a word, he was up the stairs and gone.
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CHAPTER NINE

THE SELECT

I FELT LIKE I’d been run over by a three-ton tank. Or squashed by Torquin’s feet.

Aly, Cass, and Marco were all talking at once. Really loudly. We were walking out of the building and onto the path that ringed around the quad. They were telling me what a smart guy Bhegad was and how he was our only hope and how famous we would become.

Half of me felt like a caged orangutan in the zoo. The other half wanted to burst out laughing. Either Bhegad was going to save my life or I had been pranked by some island Yoda who was two sandwiches short of a picnic.

“Atlantis…” I muttered. “Superpowers…I’m supposed to believe this?”


Aly put her arm around me. “Hey, we all doubted it, too!” she said in a loud, affirming voice, like she was talking to someone at the other end of a room. “It’s a tough transition!”

I looked at Cass. “I think Bhegad is nuts. No offense, but I’m not sure about you guys either. You all don’t mind not seeing your parents?”

“Um, no.” Cass’s face clouded over. “Not really. Well, I do, I guess. I mean, I did.”

My heart dropped. I felt like an idiot for asking the question. “Oh, I’m sorry. Are they…?”

“No!” Cass shot back. “They’re not dead. But we…my family isn’t close.”

Marco ran ahead of us on the path. He grabbed a basketball that was lying against the side of a building and began dribbling.

“Trust us,” Aly said. “This is no Truman Show.”

“She likes old movies.” Cass stepped up onto the path’s narrow stone border, and began flapping his arms rhythmically. “Be grateful, Jack. Just think what would have happened if they didn’t find you.”

I had to admit that one. “Okay, I might have died. But I feel totally cured now. Do you really believe this skeezy story—they’re keeping us alive so we can find our inner superpowers, but only if we find the lost power of Atlantis?”

“I believe him!” Aly exclaimed.


“Brother Jack, we are surrounded by world experts,” Marco said, spinning the basketball on one finger. “Wicked smart people. If they just wanted goons to travel and find the Atlantean powers, they could get them. They got Torquin, didn’t they?”

I looked around. Teams were working hard, mowing lawns, repairing roofs, paving walkways. A group was wiring a small maroon half globe to the side of a building. It looked to me like the surveillance cameras in Dad’s old office building. They waved to us as we passed.

“I used to feel the same way you do, Jack,” Aly said, toning her voice down. “I was on a plane flight home from Washington, DC, watching Citizen Kane for like the thirtieth time, and just when I got to the election scene, I had a seizure—and then I was here. The only other person was Marco. That was depressing.”

“Thanks a lot.” Marco threw the basketball at her head, but she caught it. “One minute I’m about to break the scoring record in a middle school basketball game, the next minute I collapse on the court—and I wake up here. I was the first one.”

“You’re in middle school?” I asked. I’d been assuming Marco was at least fifteen.

“I’m thirteen. Big for my age. I think they almost flew me back home, just to get rid of me. But then I started getting the treatments.” Marco faked left, stepped across my path, and quickly snatched his ball back from Aly. “I can’t wait to become invincible.”

Cass had veered off the path and was moving diagonally to the right.

“Where are you going, brother Cass?” Marco asked.

“Nowhere. Just trying to retrace the exact path I took at three o’clock or so.” Cass shrugged. “I committed my foot placements to memory. The patterns of the little pebbles in the blacktop. And the ssarg.”

“Ssarg?” I said, and immediately got it. “Oh. Grass.”

“Humor him,” Aly murmured. “He’s just that way with directions, trivia, you name it. World-class memory.”

“Just about the only thing I don’t remember is how I ended up here,” Cass said. “I was in a parking lot, and then I was here. Hey, tell me the name of the town where you live, Jack. And then name any other place in the United States.”

“Belleville, Indiana,” I offered. “And…um, Nantucket, Massachusetts.”

Cass stood stock-still for about thirty seconds. “Belleville. Take Route Thirty east to Fort Wayne; Route Sixty-nine north to Route Eighty all the way across Ohio, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey to the George Washington Bridge to the Cross Bronx; the Hutch to the Merritt, swinging down to Ninety-five via Route One at Milford; One Ninety-five in Rhode Island, Four Ninety-five to the Cape, and Six to One-thirty-two to the ferry in Hyannis.”

“Which shipping channel does the ferry take?” Marco asked.

“Ynnuf ton,” Cass drawled.

I couldn’t believe what I’d just heard. “He’s right. I used to follow the route on a map on our vacations. That’s freaky.”

“The ceresacrum takes your biggest talent and makes it awesome,” Aly said. “The treatments allow G7W to do its thing.”

“What’s your big talent?” I asked. “Something to do with movies?”

“That’s just a hobby with her,” Cass said. “Often very gniyonna.”

“I sent cute kitten photos to the members of the National Security Council,” Aly said with a laugh. “Which doesn’t seem like much, except I hacked into their system to do it. Through a military-grade firewall and the highest level of encryption. I was bored after finishing my homework. It seemed like a fun project.”

“Did you go to jail?” I asked.

“I was nine years old.” She shrugged. “I didn’t know I was doing anything illegal. They didn’t arrest me, they hired me. To strengthen their system. And…” Her face darkened. “Also to do some other stuff. I was their youngest employee ever.”


“What other stuff?” I asked.

She ignored the question and jerked a thumb over toward Marco. “Believe it or not, Slacker Boy over here is good at something, too.”

Marco was staring at the basketball court at the other end of the quad, near the main building. He bounced his basketball twice, rocking on his feet. “The blindfold, please.”

Aly took a bandanna from Marco’s rear pocket and tied it across his eyes. Slowly he reared back with the basketball.

The court was half a football field away. It was like trying to hit an airplane with a snowball. Marco crouched, then let go with a loud grunt. The ball shot high into the air. Scary high.

Marco pulled off the blindfold and watched as the ball came down like a cannon shot. It ripped the net as it dropped through the hoop.

“Three points,” Aly said.

“Dang,” Marco said disappointedly. “It grazed the rim.”

My jaw nearly hit the ground. “I did not see that.”

Cass had photo recall and could speak backward at will. Aly was a hacker genius and movie expert. Marco was Michael Jordan on steroids, without the steroids.

I was chopped liver.


I sat in my room, glumly putting on a pair of khaki pants and a button-down KI-logo shirt. I didn’t have a talent. I was eh in school and sports. I could use computers but didn’t really know how they worked. I could set up a fake volcano to launch a plastic toy. Maybe that was my talent. Dumb contraptions. Maybe I’d be able to launch an SUV using palm trees.

I was the opposite of the Select. I was the Discard Pile. Not good at anything. Maybe my lambda mark was just premature aging. I was a mistake.

And now I was supposed to go to a dinner honoring me. Were they expecting me to show off, the way Cass and Marco had?

“Ready?” Aly called out from the hallway, knocking on the door.

I opened it. She was wearing a striped knit shirt and a black leather skirt. Her wrists were full of cool, jangly jewelry that matched her pink hair, and she was wearing some makeup. “You look emosewa,” I said.

“You don’t look so bad yourself,” she said.

She was smiling brightly, like we were about to go to the prom or something, which made me feel really uncomfortable. “I was…making a joke,” I said, “about Cass’s backward speak. Not that you don’t look it—emosewa. Er, awesome. You know.”

“Quit while you’re ahead, McKinley.” Aly took my arm as we walked down the hall.

“Heeeere comes the bride…” Marco sang, emerging from his room.

Aly sneered. “Maturity is not part of Marco’s talent profile.”

We picked up Cass from his room, and Professor Bhegad met us outside our dorm. “Everyone is excited to meet you, Jack. Come.”

As he walked, his massive key chain banged against his hip like tiny cymbals. He pointed out the various buildings—a library with enormous windows, a state-of-the-art gym, a museum. People joined us as we walked, all wearing clothes that showed a KI insignia over the left breast pocket. Marco seemed to have a different secret handshake for each of them. Like he’d known them his whole life.

Strange voices called out to me: “Hey, Jack, how are you feeling?”… “Book club meets on Tuesdays!”… “yoga”… “spinning class”… “surfing club”…

Before we went into the dining hall, Marco stopped short. “Yo, P. Beg, I want to show Jack the media room.”

“It’s Professor Bhegad,” the old man said. “And I don’t think we have the time. The chef has prepared—”

“One minute, that’s all,” Marco insisted.

As Bhegad continued to protest, Marco pulled a plastic card from the protective pouch that hung from a big key ring on the professor’s belt. He quickly ran to a Colonial-style brick building, threw open the door, and announced, “Welcome to utter coolness.”

Although the building looked old, the inside was amazing—long and rectangular, with a lofted area and a glass ceiling high above. Everywhere I looked there were consoles and monitors, game devices and arcade machines. The beeps and sound effects made it seem like some strange forest full of squeaking electronic rodents.

“Nerd Heaven,” Cass continued. “Including board games and jigsaw puzzles.”

“We’re getting a foosball table on Friday,” Aly said with relish. “And we’re having a Preston Sturges festival. Hail the Conquering Hero Saturday night.”

We? I could never, ever think of myself and the Karai Institute as we.

“Dinnertime!” Bhegad said, heading back to the door. “Oh dear, where did that access card go?”

“I gave it back to you, P. Beg,” Marco said.

Now Bhegad was looking around the floor in frustration. “Achh. I’ve had this problem ever since I turned sixty. Honestly, I just lose everything! Ah, well, it will turn up. We mustn’t be late. We have a surprise for you, Jack. Come.”

As Professor Bhegad headed for the door, Cass and Aly followed. I turned to go with them.

Behind me, I felt Marco slipping something flat and rectangular into my pocket.
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CHAPTER TEN

SECRET MESSAGE

MARCO HADN’T SAID a word. Hadn’t even looked at me.

What was I doing with the card key? I didn’t want it. I didn’t want to be caught with it. Was this Marco’s plan—to get me in trouble? Why?

I tried to look at him, to get some sort of indication. He was sitting across a crowded table from me, stuffing food into his mouth and carrying on a conversation with some young female staff member whose name tag said Ginger.

The banquet table was enormous, running the length of a vast octagonal room. Chairs were packed close together, and it seemed like the entire Karai Institute was here—fat old men with ZZ Top beards, hipsters in narrow glasses, all kinds of people. Many sported intertwining-snake KI tattoos on their arms. They all seemed to know each other well, their laughter and conversation hovering like a cloud of sound.

The place was called the Comestibule. Professor Bhegad said it meant “cafeteria,” and he didn’t answer me when I asked why they didn’t call it a cafeteria. Its walls, paneled with blond wood, rose dizzyingly upward to a kind of steeple. All around us were portraits of stern-faced scientists, who seemed to be staring at me like I owed them money.

A great chandelier, made of curled glass tubes that resembled Medusa’s head of snakes, flooded the room with LED light. Across the rafters hung a banner that stretched nearly the length of the room:


WELCOME TO YOUR KARAI INSTITUTE HOME, JACK!



Professor Bhegad had made a big deal about the chef preparing quail for dinner. The thought of it made me sick.

Cass leaned over to me and mumbled a long stream of words that made absolutely no sense. “Dude, stop it,” I said. “I can’t do that backward-speaking thing.”

As Cass stared at me, looking annoyed, Marco’s voice boomed out toward a passing waitress. “Excuse me, you got any more food? There isn’t much meat on these things.”

“If you eat one more quail, sir, you’ll fly away,” the girl answered.


“Take mine,” I said.

Marco reached across and vacuumed my plate away.

I kept expecting people to ask me about my Big Talent, but no one did. Fortunately, they all seemed pretty normal. Friendly.

A clinking sound rang out, and Professor Bhegad was on his feet. “Ladies and gentlemen and Scholars of Karai! Our Comestibule is a place of great joy today. We have saved a young life and we continue our adventure with renewed strength and hope. Tonight and over the next few weeks you will all have a chance to meet our newest young genius, Jack McKinley!”

“Speech! Speech!” Marco yelled through the applause.

My heart was ping-ponging. I still couldn’t get used to this. Weeks? Here?

I felt an elbow in my side. “Hey, wake up, dude,” Aly muttered. “You’re getting a standing O.”

All around the table, people were rising to their feet and applauding. Staring directly at me. All except Cass, who was doodling on a napkin.

“Stand up!” Aly said.

My chair was heavy and hard to push back. I felt like a dorkus maximus. I waved awkwardly and sat again.

“That was inspiring,” Marco said, his mouth full of quail.

As I sat, I noticed a paper napkin and a pen lying on my chair. “Is this yours?” I asked Cass.


His eyes widened. He glanced up at the Medusa chandelier. I looked into the crazy swirl of glass tendrils, but I couldn’t tell what he was acting so weird about.

Not weird. Scared, maybe. His face was tense and his fingers had the tremors.

I flipped the napkin over and saw a scribbled note. A bunch of numbers.

“The banner is cool!” Cass blurted out. “‘Welcome to your Karai Institute home, Jack!’ Man, I never had something this fancy. I’d remember those words forever. Wow. ‘Welcome to your Karai Institute home, Jack!’”

He was trying to tell me something. I glanced at the note and figured I needed to read it in private. “I—I think I’ll wash my hands,” I said, pushing my chair back.

The men’s room was outside the dining room, across a small hallway with a view of the kitchen. I bolted inside, ran into an open stall, and latched it shut. Carefully I spread the napkin on the wall and looked at the message.
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They looked like Lotto numbers. What did they mean? Could it be some kind of code? Maybe an alphabet-number substitution thing. Like A = 1 and B = 2.

Nope. Didn’t work. Some of the numbers were greater than twenty-six, and there were only twenty-six letters in the alphabet.

I sat back with a sigh. What was it Cass had been telling me? The banner is cool…I’d remember those words forever. He’d read it aloud. Twice.

Weird.

I wrote the banner’s message across the top of the napkin: WELCOME TO YOUR KARAI INSTITUTE HOME, JACK.

Staring at it, I wondered if he meant it was connected to the code. I started numbering each of the letters in the banner message.
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The first number on Cass’s coded message was 6. That mapped to the M in the banner message.

I went one by one with each of his digits: 6, 27, 2, 8, 23, 20, 30, 15, 13, 4, 11, 21, 13, 5, 11, 30, 8, 28, 16, 2, 31, 15, 6, 1, 7, 13, 25, 20, 15, 1, 17, 10.


MEETINMARCOS
ROOMTHREE
AMWERUNAWAY.



Meet in Marco’s room. Three A.M. we run away.

I took a deep breath. Then I ripped up the napkin and flushed it into oblivion.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

THREE A.M.

AS MY BEDROOM door clicked open, I snapped awake. I didn’t know what time it was. My brain had been dipping in and out of sleep for hours. The night had spooked me. I didn’t trust the smiling, squeaky-clean faces at dinner. Or Professor Bhegad.

“It’s Marco,” came a whisper. “Time to get up.”

The little glowing clock on my bed table read 2:56. My foggy brain was awakening.  Three A.M. we run away.

“You’re early,” I mumbled.

Marco stepped inside. His backpack was slung across his shoulder. “Just wanted to be sure you got up. I’m kind of a control freak. But you probably figured that out. Come on before it’s too late. Aly disabled the bugs.”


I turned to face him. “The what?”

Marco gestured toward the banner with the KI symbol. “Wake up and smell the coffee, Jethro. They’ve got a recording device in that banner. And in a few other places, too. Just sound, out of respect for privacy, I guess. The cameras are on the outside of the building. Now come on. Don’t make me carry you out of here.”

I was on my feet. I hadn’t changed out of my clothes since dinner, so all I had to do was slip my feet into my Chucks.

Marco flung the door open. Conan was slumped backward in his chair, mouth open, snoring. “Aly hacked into the medical-supply security and liberated some sleeping pills,” Marco explained as we walked toward his room. “Horse strength for Conan. Not that he really needed it. Sleep is his natural state.”

Marco’s room was the second door to the right. Cass and Aly were already waiting inside, looking grim and worried. The little smiles that had always been plastered on their faces were gone.

“We owe you an explanation,” Aly said, talking very quickly. “You think we’re idiots. Children of the Corn zombies. We had to act enthusiastic. We’re under surveillance, indoors and out, twenty-four seven. I’ve been trying to hack into the system since day one. The encryption makes the US government look like amateurs, but I finally did it.”

“So…everything you’ve been telling me…about how happy you are here, how much you like this place…” I said.

“Lies,” Cass said. “At dinner I wanted to whisper the plan to you, but that chandelier is full of unidirectional mikes. Then I tried to talk to you in Backward, but you outed me. Sorry about the code. It was my only choice. If I had my way, we would all be talking in code, just for the fun of it. Naem I tahw wonk uoy fi.”

“I’m adjusting to the idea that you’re all normal. Don’t spoil it.” I smiled. “So I was right—they’re evil; they’re fooling us.”

“We’ll talk later, bro,” Marco said. “We have to move, before they notice the system is down.”

“I replaced their live feed with a recording,” Aly explained. “It’s showing an hour-long endless loop of what happened from about one A.M. to two A.M. If they’re listening to Marco’s room now, they’re hearing him snore, all curled up with his toy sheep, Daisy.”

“Leave Daisy out of this,” Marco grumbled.

Cass was peering out the window. “At two o’clock, they switch to only one guard on duty outside. We’ve been watching him for the last week, and he always sneaks off for a snack by five after three—at the latest. M&M’s and Diet Dr Pepper. He’s like clockwork.”

“That’s it?” I said. “Just one guard? For such a high-tech place?”


“It’s because of the high-tech security they don’t need so many guards,” Marco said. “You get past the guards, and the electric eye zaps you anyway.”

I must have turned green, because Aly immediately added, “They disabled it when you escaped, Jack.”

“They knew?” I said. “But—but no one stopped me!”

“Until…?” Marco said.

“This monkey appeared in the middle of nowhere,” I murmured, “with a set of keys…”

“Led you to a clearing in the woods, right?” Marco said. “A big chopper just waiting, with ol’ Sweet Cheeks in the pilot seat? Same thing happened to me. They let you go, Jack, and then manipulated your return. To teach you a lesson. Wear you down. That’s the way they operate.”

I felt as if I were emerging from a fog. For the first time since I got here, I was actually hearing things that made sense. “What about all that junk about the superpowers? How’d you make that basket from three miles away, Marco—invisible ropes?”

“He really did that,” Aly said, gently taking my arm. “Look, I think the G7W marker is real. With each treatment, we get smarter, stronger, more whatever we are. That’s what I think their goal is, Jack—to make some race of superpeople, not save us from death. They want us supercharged so we can help in their crazy missions. After this Atlantis thing, who knows what’s next? Maybe finding the abominable snowman.”

“Aly’s supposed to be having her treatment right now,” Cass said. “She went in at eleven o’clock and is supposed to stay hooked up to machines all night. But when the docs left, she rewired the hospital monitors so it seems like she’s still there.”

Aly smiled. “And look at me. Skipped the treatment and I feel great! Body feels good, mind is sharp. Ask me to recite the opening lines of Star Wars Five.”

“When we bust out of here, I’m heading for the NBA draft,” Marco said.

Cass had taken twelve sheets of loose-leaf paper from under the rug and carefully taped them together. On the combined sheets was a map drawn in exacting pencil strokes. A miniature replica of the campus was at the bottom, each building labeled. At the top right was a cloud of dense trees with a dotted-line path ending at a clearing. Cass had drawn a key and a monkey on the path, and a helicopter at the end of it. “How do you know all this?” I asked.

“We have outings, nature walks,” he replied. “Sometimes the guide lets us go off the beaten track. I remember it all. If I have enough data, I can mentally map a larger area according to the size and variety of the vegetation and the dispersion of light. Also spoor deposits. Patterns of animal poop can be geographically significant. Also, by the way, poop is a palindrome. The same backward and forward.”

“Thank you,” I said numbly.

Cass traced his finger along a path through the jungle on the upper left, a different direction from the path to the helicopter. At the very top of the map was a shoreline with a dock and a boat. “We’ll head here, to a beach the guards use. Which has a boat.”

On the way, his finger had crossed a line with jagged markings. “Is that the electric fence?” I asked.

Aly shook her head. “Not a fence. Filaments. Thin as cobwebs. You don’t know you’ve been through them until you’re on the ground, wriggling. They don’t kill you, but you’ll wish they had. The filaments were de-electrified and dropped to the ground during your escape attempt.”

“And now?” I asked.

“Active again,” Aly said, shaking her head. “And hard to disable. The security system is decentralized. I managed to hack the recording devices and cameras around the dorm. But the other campus cameras are still live, and so are the filaments.”

“Dora the Explorer here knows where all the surveillance cameras are,” Marco said, gesturing toward Cass. “We’re going to take a route to the control building that avoids the guards’ sight lines.”

“Once we’re there, I will get to work on the security system,” Aly said.

“How will we get in?” I asked.

All three of them smiled at me.

“Dude, you’ve got to have some kind of talent, right?” Marco said.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

THE MOE QUADRANT

“ARE YOU SURE this will work?” Aly whispered as we raced along the back wall of the dining building.

“No!” I shot back. “I mean, I don’t know!”

The moon was a ghostly blur under the cloud cover, but we could see Cass just ahead of us, pacing a precise path out of camera range. “This way,” he said.

I patted my pocket nervously. In it were two shoelaces I’d taken from a pair of spare shoes in my closet, and a large rock. I was shaking with fear.

They were counting on my part of the escape plan. But my idea seemed borderline idiotic. “Okay, stay near the wall and get to the fire escape of Building D,” Cass said.

We ran into the darkness, careful of the lone guard and cameras and anything else that might give us away. Cass led us to Building D, a brick structure set all by itself away from the main campus. Just above us hung a retractable fire escape. Marco reached up and grabbed the bottom rung. His backpack was stuffed with supplies, but on his shoulders it seemed weightless. “Isn’t someone going to hear this?” he said.

“I used WD-40,” Cass whispered. As Marco lowered the ladder in silence, he added, “So, listen up, guys, here’s what to do when you get to the top—”

“Aren’t you going with us?” Aly said.

Cass shrugged. “I have this thing about h-h-heights.”

Marco grabbed Cass by the waist, slung him over his shoulder, and climbed the ladder. “Don’t look down,” he advised.

Aly and I followed. We made our way across the rooftop, stepping lightly. As we passed a small skylight, I glanced down. The place was whirring with mechanical life. A rack of servers beeped and flickered. Laptop screens shone with Karai Institute screensavers. No people.

Marco and Aly were crouched at the opposite edge of the roof, looking down. A few feet away sat Cass, with his back to the parapet. “I think I’m going to be sick,” he murmured.

“Tell Jack what to do first, Cass,” Marco said. “Then hurl.”

“Ok-k-kay. See if you can locate the c-c-camera,” Cass said, jerking his thumb vaguely downward.


I glanced over the side of the roof. The camera was there. Fastened to the side of the wall. I calculated the distance downward as I pulled the shoelaces from my pocket.

“We’re counting on you, MacGyver,” Marco said.

I gulped. A great big EPIC FAIL sign flashed in my head as I took a deep breath. I tied the two shoelaces together and then knotted the rock at the bottom. I could sense my three partners staring at me, baffled. “Okay, so it’s not Mission Impossible,” I said.

Leaning ever so slightly over the roof, I eyed the maroon camera. I dropped the rock, holding on to the shoelace. Trying to gauge the distance, I swung the rock outward and let its momentum carry it back toward the lens.

Thwuck.

It struck dully against the wall, about two feet to the left of the camera.

“Let me try.” Marco grabbed the shoelace from my hand and pulled up the rock. Holding the lace with his right hand, he used his left to hurl the rock up into the sky. He stood there, watching motionless until the rock reached the end of its trajectory and the string snapped it back.

It hit the lens dead center, sending a spray of glass and plastic to the ground.

My jaw dropped open. It had worked!

“Good thinking, Marco,” Aly said.

“Marco?” I repeated. “It was my idea—”


“Get down!” Aly whispered. “That was loud. What if the guard heard it?” We ducked behind the parapet next to Cass, our breaths puffing wispily in the cool humidity.

I listened for a car, an opening door, a voice.

Nada.

After a moment, I peered over the top. “Coast is clear. Let’s book.”

“My knees are l-locked,” Cass complained.

“At least you’re not speaking backward,” Aly said.

Marco yanked Cass over his shoulders again and led us back down the fire escape. We ran around to the entrance, under the remains of the camera. The door to the building had a card swiper that glowed red. “You’re doing great, brother Jack,” Marco said. “Now use that card I stole from Bhegad. It gives access to all the buildings.”

I fished the stolen card out of my pocket and swiped it. The little light went from red to green, and Marco pushed open the door.

We raced inside. Aly tapped on a touch pad and a screen glowed to life:
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“Oh, g-g-great,” Cass said.


“You guys should have known about this,” I hissed.

“We did.” Aly pulled out a flash drive. “To a computer, a fingerprint is a set of data—zeroes and ones like everything else. I managed to get into the stored ID database and download Torquin’s finger ID. The system will automatically upload it and conclude that he put his index finger on the pad.”

She inserted the drive and the screen changed to a KI wallpaper with a new flashing message: HELLO, O MIGHTY SAVIOR OF ALL THINGS FLUFFY AND FIERCE.

“That’s Torquin’s welcome message?” Marco said.

“He has an odd idea of his own personal mission.” Aly’s fingers flew over the keyboard. The screen began flashing complex sequences of circuits. “Cafeteria…library…sewage…”

“No sewage pipes,” Cass protested. “I’m afraid of heights and depths.”

Aly smacked the keyboard. “Here’s the security fence. But they’ll only let me access one quadrant at a time.”

“How do we know which is the right one to pick?” I asked.

“The one that doesn’t get us killed,” Aly replied. “Eeney, meeny, miney…”

“Moe” was the quadrant that went straight past Bhegad’s house. He lived behind the library, in a little gingerbread cottage that was like something out of “Hansel and Gretel.” All the lights were on inside.

“We can’t do this!” Cass whispered.

“He’s snoring,” Marco remarked. “I can’t even hear us!”

We managed to slip by, one at a time, crouching below an open window. Cass was the last. He was frozen at the edge of the house. “Ahhh…” he said, his eyes narrowing for a sneeze.

“Oh, no,” Marco murmured. “Please no…”

“Hold it in!” Aly whispered.

“CHOOO!”

We all went stiff. From inside Professor Bhegad’s cottage came a snuffling sound. Then a honk.

He was still snoring.

Marco dove for Cass, grabbed him by the shoulder, and pulled him past the window. We headed for the jungle, running through a small yard and then an open, grassy field.

Aly found a well-trampled path into the underbrush. After a few dozen yards she stopped. “There,” she said, pointing to what looked like a small sapling. “Careful.”

The disabled electric filaments were hanging like cobwebs.

As Aly bounded into the jungle, Marco escorted Cass by the arm. “Okay, brother Cass,” he said, “you’re the navigation guy. Lead the way.”

Cass took a deep breath and closed his eyes for a moment. Then he began walking tentatively to the right. “This way. And if you see something, say something.”

Aly and I followed close behind, with Marco bringing up the rear. His backpack clunked as he walked, and for the first time he looked uncertain. “I wish I had my basketball,” he murmured. “I feel more comfortable with my basketball.”

The memory of this jungle sickened me. The vines lashed just as sharply as they had the day before, the roots caught just as tightly—but in the darkness it was ten times worse. We had only the occluded light of the moon, and soon the canopy blocked even that. Through the underbrush, I could practically feel Cass shaking. He sounded like a GPS voice on a short circuit. “Go l-left here, I th-think…”

“Are you okay?” I asked him.

“I hate the dark,” he said. “Okay, head for the shadow of that ball, tent tree. Um, sorry. Tall, bent tree…”

As we walked, no one wanted to talk much. The bugs swarmed all over us, and we stayed busy slapping them away.

“Um…this pathway to the left looks right,” Cass said. “I think.”

“What do you mean, you think?” Marco called out. “I thought you were perfect.”

“Not when I’m nervous,” Cass said.

“Can we slow down?” Aly asked. “I’m out of breath.”

“If we go any slower, we’ll be going backward—geeaaah, horsefly!” Marco said, slapping his forehead.


Breathing hard, Aly sat on a flat tree stump. “Feeling…a little…light-headed.”

Marco stood over her, waving his arms in a regular rhythm to keep away the flies. “Hey, you just rest, sister Aly,” he said. “Soon we’ll be out of this horror hole. The night I disappeared, my mom was going to make a big lasagna. I’m hoping she froze it, ’cause you’re all invited over.”

I nodded. “My dad was cutting short a business trip to see me. He’s probably worried out of his mind.”

Aly was bent over, her head between her legs. We had to hunch down to hear her. “Sorry, I don’t know what’s wrong with me. But this feels better,” she said. After a moment, she continued in a soft voice. “My mom? She knows I’m alive. I can just feel it. We have this bond. I’m worried about my dad, though. He’s older. The stress is probably killing him.”

“Mine probably hasn’t noticed,” Marco said. “It’s the middle of football season. He’ll figure it out after the Super Bowl. I just hope he’s not defrosting the lasagna.”

“How about your parents, Cass?” Aly asked.

Cass was heading farther up the path. “Um, we have to go this way…”

“Look who took his brave pills,” Marco said. “Hey, wait up, Davy Crockett, Aly’s injured!”

“It’s okay,” Aly insisted. “I’m ready.”

As she stood up, I looked at what she’d been sitting on—a stump.


“Guys?” I said. “Does that look weird to you? A flat stump in the middle of the jungle? I mean, trees don’t shear themselves flat. Someone had to have done this.”

Marco took a flashlight from his pack and shone it on the stump:
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“Dude, somebody carved this,” Marco said.

Cass wandered over and leaned in. As he ran a finger over the grooves, a strangled scream rang out from the woods.

Aly.

We turned and ran. She was about twenty feet ahead of us, standing rigid, her hands to her mouth. “I did not see that—I am feeling sick—my eyes are playing a trick—I did not see that,” she was muttering.

“See what?” asked Cass.

Aly swallowed. “Nothing. Probably a possum, or a woodchuck, or an armadillo or a hyena or whatever the heck they have in a jungle. It just—in the dark, it looked like a panther or something, only with a hog’s face. And teeth.”

I froze. “A hog’s face?”

Marco put his arm around her. “Hey, it’s okay. Lot of stress here tonight. We’re almost there, right, brother Cass?”

“Should be about twenty minutes,” Cass said.

Aly nodded, and she and Marco fell in behind Cass once again.

I stayed close, trying to keep my peripheral vision open. But all I could think about was my recurring dream. Of the chase and the explosion and the earthquake. And the beast I had seen so often in my imagination, the hose-beaked vromaski.

The creature with a body like a beast of prey, a snout like a hog, and teeth.


We trudged on until I felt I had no unbitten skin left. It seemed as if we’d been gone a whole night. The moon was still high but dulled by clouds that had moved in suddenly. Before long the cool sea breeze stiffened up. It tickled my lungs and I began to cough. The ground beneath us was growing sandier. I could hear the crashing of waves now. Cass stopped, his head cocked to the left.

“Akerue,” he said. “We made it.”

I could see a dull licking of whitish-gold ahead of us through the branches. It was the dim, defiant reflection of the now nearly obscured moon against a body of water. A wave thundered onto the shore, and one lonely seagull cawed. As its silhouette rose into the faint circle of the moon’s remaining light, we all began to run toward the sound.

Marco hit the sandy beach and flew into a cartwheel. Aly started dancing but dissolved into a fit of laughter and coughing. There was a faint rotten stench, which I figured to be some washed-up dead fish, but even that seemed sweet.

It was the smell of freedom.

As I stumbled forward, my foot caught a root and I fell. I didn’t care. I rolled to my feet, a laugh tearing itself upward from my throat. In the distance I could see a small wooden dock, with the shadow of a boat rising and falling on the water. The soft creak of its mooring ropes against the hull was the only sound.

Until Cass’s shriek pierced the night. Directly to my right.

“Get this thing off me!” he shouted.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

ESCAPE FROM KI

MARCO RACED BY me in a blur.

By the edge of the woods, Cass flailed against an enormous assailant. In the moon’s dull light, all I could see were shadows, a changing mass of flesh and limbs.

I ran as fast as I could. But as I got closer I realized what Cass was battling. It wasn’t an animal or a human.

It was a monster. And it was dead.

The thing was rolling with him, its bones all akimbo in the moonlight. Marco was pulling Cass away, but Cass’s arm was in the rubbery grip of a dripping band of sinew.

I was too panicked to gag. Before I could reach them, the sinew recoiled with a thwap. Marco hurtled backward, tumbling head over heels with Cass down the sloping beach.


At the bottom, Cass rolled to his feet. “Never again!” he shrieked. “I will never, ever let you talk me into something like this again!”

With that he bolted toward the jungle.

“Where are you going?” Aly called out from the beach.

“I’m covered with guts!” Cass shouted. “I tripped over that stupid thing.”

“So you’re going into the woods?” Aly said. “The jungle flies are drooling, Cass. They can’t wait to see you. Now get in the water and wash up!”

I turned to look at Cass’s attacker. It stretched across the sand like the prow of some organic ship, its ribs curved upward toward the moon.

“Thar she blows,” Marco muttered.

It was a whale, maybe ten or twelve feet long. It had been washed up, maybe a day or two ago, and apparently attacked by predators. Cass hadn’t seen it in the darkness and had just stumbled into it. As I eyed the huge carcass, the first few droplets of rain thudded softly onto the body.

A whale this size meant we were near an ocean—this was no bay or inlet. I wasn’t sure what that meant for our escape. I guess I was hoping for something a little less vast.

“Ow,” came Aly’s voice.

Marco and I turned to see her stumbling in the sand. She was arm in arm with Cass, heading toward the water. “‘Sup?” Marco said.


“Just…stepped on a shell,” Aly replied. “Carry on.”

“Come on, brother Jackie. Let’s get the boat,” Marco said.

I followed him toward the dock. The rain was picking up, along with a sudden wind, and I thought I could hear a distant rumble. Marco was untying a wide, flat-bottomed boat. It was about twenty feet long or so, with wooden sides, two sets of oars in oarlocks, and two seats. “There’s no motor on this thing,” he said. “The darn thing is a rowboat. I’ll get in first.”

“We can’t escape across an ocean in that!” I said. “You saw the size of that whale. What if its father is out there looking for it? What if there are sharks? It’s also raining. And dark. And there’s thunder.”

“Okay, so it’ll be a little cozy.” Marco jumped in and grabbed a pair of oars. “Are you with me?”

I took a deep breath. I was not going to face Bhegad and Torquin by myself. Reluctantly I stepped in after him. Sitting down, I took hold of the other pair of oars. “I hope you know what you’re doing,” I said, fitting them into the locks.

Marco gestured out toward Cass. “We’re traveling with a human gyroscope, dude. He’ll guide us by the moon. Or the molecules in the water. Or the trail of fish poop. Whatever. In about an hour and a half, the sun rises. By that time we’ll be far away and we’ll see where we’re going. Ready? Let’s go.”


We pushed off toward Cass and Aly. The boat rocked on a sudden wave that broke over the side, nearly soaking me.

Rowing with Marco was a great way to feel useless. His strokes nearly lifted the boat out of the water. As his oars struck the surface, the wind spat the splashing water into my face. I could barely keep pace. We reached the other two quickly and managed to get them aboard without capsizing. Marco had brought a blanket and some extra clothes in his pack, which he gave to Aly and Cass. Cass sat next to Aly in a seat at the stern, where Marco and I could see them. Aly was shivering and Cass put his arm around her. “Where to, Christopher Columbus?” Marco asked.

Cass peered upward, into the rain. “No chance of s-s-seeing any stars tonight. We’re going to have to use d-dead reckoning. Row like crazy and keep parallel to the shore. We’re traveling northwest, with the c-current. By daybreak we should be one or two miles away. Then we can s-s-stop.”

“You okay, Aly?” Marco asked.

“As well as can be expected, having to stare at you,” she replied.

Marco’s SUV-sized back loomed toward me and away, toward and away. He was pulling harder than before, the boat practically lurching out of the water. I winced with each stroke, afraid he’d break the oars and shoot straight backward.


“Can you do that a little smoother?” Aly asked. “I’m getting sick.”

“You can ease up a little, Marco!” I called against the wind. “I’m rowing, too!”

“Have to…pull hard…to get over…these swells…” Marco grunted. “It’s calmer…farther out.”

Aly leaned over the side of the boat and threw up. I pulled until the skin on my palms hurt. A bright stroke of lightning rent the air. For a moment the scene in front of me was bathed in a ghostly greenish white. Marco’s arm muscles were a ropy tangle as he pulled.

“Something’s wrong with Aly!” Cass shouted. She was convulsing in his arms now.

“Seasickness!” Marco shouted. “She’ll be better in a minute!”

Now I was rising nearly vertically. Cass screamed, his voice now below my feet. I held tight as the boat slapped back down, wrenching my stomach like a roller coaster.

“It’s getting worse, not better!” Cass’s cry was cut off by a crack of thunder.

“That was about ten seconds between the light and the noise!” I shouted. “We’re two miles from lightning!”

“Where’s land?” Cass cried out, holding tight to Aly, who now appeared to be unconscious.

“Got to…get farther out…” Marco grunted.

“I can’t navigate without a shore, Marco!” Cass said. “Sea is different from land!”

Marco dug in extra hard. “You’re the genius—figure it out! I have to get the boat out of this—”

A black curtain rose up to the starboard side, as if the sky itself had been swallowed up in the storm. Marco lifted one of the oars and rowed with the other, trying to change the boat’s position. “Hang on!” he yelled. “Get low and hold on to the boat!”

I let go of my oars and grabbed tight on both sides. I could see Aly sinking to the floor. And then she and Cass were sliding…colliding with Marco…

Marco lost control of his oars. They swung away from him, flailing against the side of the boat. His hand was bleeding. He lunged forward, trying desperately to grab them again.

The wave lifted us upward like a roller-coaster car. We paused at the top, nearly sideways, suspended for a brief moment…

And we flipped silently into the sea.






[image: image]

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

SINK OR SWIM

MY LEGS LURCHED over my head. My arms flailed as if they didn’t belong to me. My body bent backward and I thought my neck would snap. I was traveling in directions I didn’t know existed. I felt the grit of seaweed against my skin and had no idea which way was up.

I willed myself to be still. Soon I was floating. Upward. My lungs were about to explode from my chest. I began swimming desperately. Kicking hard.

“Geeeeeahh!” I broke through the surface with a desperate sucking of air. My body spasmed. Seawater rushed into my mouth and I thought I would choke.

“Help! Help me!”

Cass.


His voice was to my left. Not far. I took three crazy deep breaths. Swimming blindly, I called out, “Where are you?”

But my voice was lost in the spindrift. I fought against the swells and whitecaps, taking my direction from Cass’s screams. But now his voice was getting weaker. “Hang on!” I shouted. “I’m—”

My arm hit something solid.

It was Aly, facedown in the water. I yanked her head up but she was motionless, eyes rolled back into her head. I pulled her against me, my front to her back, and squeezed her abdomen hard. Nothing.

I turned her around and put my lips over hers, inhaling as hard as I could. Then exhaling. Pumping her system with oxygen.

Her body seized up. She jerked back and coughed a gob of seawater and long-digested quail.

Marco’s voice boomed from my right. “Is she okay?”

“I don’t know.” He was swimming toward us, his arms chopping through the rough water.

“Let me take her,” Marco said. “You get Cass.”

As he pulled Aly away, I tried to scan the area. The rain seemed to be coming horizontally, right into my eyes. “Cass! Where are you? Say something!”

A tiny moan was my only answer. I swam furiously until I saw a black lump emerging from the water’s surface. I reached below and grabbed an arm.

Cass’s head bobbed upward. He spluttered weakly. But he was alive. “Hold on to me and I’ll tow you in!” I said, flipping onto my back as I grabbed Cass’s hand.

“Aly…” he moaned. “She…”

“Marco has her!” I said.

Cass was trying to shout something, but I couldn’t understand him.

“I’m here!” Marco cried out in the darkness. “Follow my voice! Let’s swim to shore!”

“Where is it?” I yelled.

“I don’t know!”

In that moment, I knew we were dead. Left, right, forward, back—it all looked exactly the same. Marco was guessing where to go, towing Aly. And he was almost out of my sight. I was an okay swimmer but not great, and I’d swallowed a ton of seawater.

Lightning split the sky, followed almost immediately by thunder. It was getting closer. I hoped the wash of light would reveal some sign of land, but all I could see were rain and whitecaps.

Cass’s grip was getting firmer. He groaned. “Treat…ment…”

“What?” I shot back.

“Aly…” he said. “Missed her…treatment…”


I realized what he meant. Aly wasn’t seasick. Something else was wrong. Her illness was all about her treatment. The one she had blown off.

My hands plunged into the weed-choked water. I tried to measure my strokes, to conserve energy. But my fingers were weakening, and Cass slipped away. I saw in an instant that he didn’t know how to swim. He was slapping the water crazily, choking.

“Going…to die…” he said.

My lungs were filling up. My body felt as if it were full of solid lead. I reached desperately for Cass’s wrist and held tight.

His leg swung around and kicked up from underneath.

No. It couldn’t have been his leg. Something else was down there, thick and smooth, pushing up against my own feet. It was lifting me. Lifting Cass.

His hand unclasped. We were both sliding now, off to one side.

Shark.

I tried to swim away, but my strength was gone. The beast broke the surface of the water, its skin black against the storm. It was too big for a shark. Enormous. It must have been a whale, like the one that washed ashore. I felt around desperately for Cass.

He was barely afloat. All I could see were the whites of his frightened eyes.


“Swim!” I yelled. “Move your legs and arms! Come on!”

“No,” he shot back. “Jack, look—lights!”

I turned toward the undersea intruder. Its shadow was now a solid hull, its skin gleaming metal. At one end a light blinked on a small rectangular housing. As it rose, I could see shapes painted on its hull.

The letters K and I. And, between them, a star.

“She had about another half hour to live, even in the best of circumstances,” Professor Bhegad announced as he emerged from a hatch in the submarine’s control room. “The doctor has managed to stabilize her. She is undergoing the treatment and will continue when we dock.” He stepped into the small room and eyed us meaningfully. “Without any trickery, I trust.”

“Thank you,” I said, shivering.

Despite the tropical climate, our body temperatures had dropped while we were in the stormy sea. I was wet and shivering beneath an oversized KI beach towel. I sat opposite Cass and Marco on wooden benches, our knees touching. The submarine was small and cramped, but the dryness felt unbelievably good. My arms shaking, I sipped a cup of hot chocolate.

“This is my fault, P. Beg—I mean, Professor,” Marco said. “I did all the planning, organized the breakout all by myself—”


“You are an extraordinary athlete, Marco, not an actor,” Professor Bhegad said. He was sitting next to me, his face drawn and grim. “You do not need to cover for your friends. It is enough that I found you all alive.”

I glared at him. Was this another of his planned rescues, like the Miracle of the Monkey? It wasn’t supposed to happen that way. Aly had rigged the surveillance system. He couldn’t have seen us. “Just how did you find us?” I asked.

“Why did I have to find you?” he snapped back at me. “Do you understand the absolute folly of what you just attempted? And the consequences you may have faced? By depriving Aly of the treatment, you nearly killed her.”

“Sorry, it was really stupid,” said Cass feebly.

Bhegad whirled on him. “Stupid is a small word. What you did was unforgivably reckless. Imagine if you’d succeeded. What happened to Aly would happen to you all. The operation unlocked your G7W gate, which saved your life. But the gate is unstable and can fail. The metabolic pathways are too weak. It’s like a dam—open it slowly and it will irrigate a landscape; break it and it causes a flood. Your powers will overwhelm your system and kill you. We have developed the treatments to adjust the energy flow. To preserve your lives. And you decide to take a toy boat into notoriously unnavigable waters during a storm? By the Great Qalani, this is not stupid, it’s insane. Suicidal.”


I knew I should have felt moved by Bhegad’s words. He had saved us. But his tone was angry and scolding, as if we’d just spilled coffee on his favorite scientific experiment.

“We’re grateful, Professor,” I said, “but you’re part of the reason this happened. What do you expect? Whether you lock people up in an underground bunker or in a tropical village, you’re still locking them up. Saving people’s lives is a great thing, so why do it in secret? Maybe there are hundreds more G7W carriers you could help—”

“There’s a good reason for the secrecy,” Professor Bhegad said.

“Atlantis!” I blurted out, staring at him levelly. “You’re turning us into super-charged slaves who will find Atlantis for you.”

My words hung uncomfortably in the room’s dankness.

Professor Bhegad’s eyes grew sad and distant, his face red from the humidity in the submarine. He paused, wiping his fogged glasses, then put them on and looked at me. “Jack, when you came out of the operating room, you were in a coma for two days. We monitored you, round the clock. You talked quite a bit in your sleep. Something about an explosion and an earthquake. A red flying beast. A hoglike thing resembling a cheetah. You called it a vromaski, I believe.”

Cass choked. Marco looked stunned.

“If I’m not mistaken, Jack, you’ve been having these visions for as long as you can remember,” Bhegad continued. “Do they sound familiar, Marco?”

Marco swallowed nervously. “He’s lying to you, Jack. Those are my dreams. You are messing with our heads, Professor.”

“No, he’s right, I did dream them,” I said. “I dream them a lot.”

“I do, too,” Cass piped up.

“This is ridiculous,” I said. “How can three people have the exact same dreams?”

“Four,” Bhegad said. “Aly has them, too. Same event. Same location. It is a place all four of you know well.”

“I thought you were a scientist, P. Beg,” Marco said with a baffled laugh. “I don’t need a PhD to know that’s impossible.”

“Do you know the term déjà vu?” Bhegad asked. “When you have this odd feeling I’ve been here before, even though you know you haven’t? That feeling is considered to be a fantasy, too. But our research shows that déjà vu is a connection to something real—some past event that left an unanswered question. Any of you could feel it, say, in a small coffeehouse while visiting Paris. Chances would be that your great-great-great-great grandfather fell in love there and never saw the woman again, or was attacked by a stranger who was never found.”

“So déjà vus are like memories from people who are dead?” Cass asked. “Ghosts of memories?”


“They are visions of real things,” Bhegad said. “We don’t pretend to understand them fully. But these visions exist—stored in that vault of mysteries, the ceresacrum! You are being called to see the destruction of Atlantis. It is a vision of what happened when its source of power was stolen, upsetting the balance that had existed for ages. We believe the power was divided into containers and hidden.”

“And where are we supposed to find them?” Marco said. “Antique shops?”

“Why us?” I cut in. “Why are we having these dreams? And how does the G7W marker fit in with all of this? And why are we the ones who have to find these…containers?”

“They are called Loculi,” Bhegad said softly. He thought for a moment and took a deep breath. “There is much I need to tell you, when you are all conscious. Suffice it to say, for now, that we are not the only ones bent on finding the Loculi. There is another group—and we must get them first.”

The hatch in the floor opened, and we could hear a rhythmic mechanical beeping. A silver-haired doctor poked her head into the hole and gave Bhegad a thumbs-up. “Signs are stable,” she announced. “Patient is conscious.”

“Any permanent damage, Doctor Bradley?” Bhegad asked.

The doctor scratched her head. “Her first words to me were, ‘We’re not in Kansas anymore, Toto.’”


“The Wizard of Oz,” Cass explained. “That means she’s okay.”

“Well, she will need a full day to sleep this off,” the doctor replied. “Perhaps they all will.”

Bhegad nodded, his eyes traveling from Cass to Marco to me. “I have no more wind to answer your questions,” he said. He checked his wristwatch. “It is now six A.M. Your training begins in exactly twenty-four hours.”
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

TRAINING DAY

“SORRY.” TORQUIN YAWNED as he entered my room, his bare feet slapping the floor like dead fish. “Overslept. Come.”

I slid off my bed and followed him down the corridor. It was nearly 7:30 A.M. on Training Day. Exactly at 6:00, a technician had arrived to take Cass to the media center. Marco had run off with a bunch of jockish-looking guards. And someone had whisked Aly off in a golf cart to the system control center. We were all supposed to have a morning of “skill building,” followed by a classroom lesson at 2:00 P.M. with Professor Bhegad.

Torquin had been late. “Where are you taking me?” I asked.


“Garage,” said Torquin.

Great. Either my gift had something to do with cars, or I was destined to be a world-class custodian.

As we stepped outside into a crisp, sunny day, I realized I had no idea what the weather had been for about twenty-four hours. The previous day had been spent sleeping, arguing, and eating food that Conan had wheeled to the dorm on a cart.

It took a while to fill Aly in, because she’d had no memory of the night’s main events. In the end, we’d all agreed to toe the line. To go along with Bhegad’s plan. Even though I, for one, still didn’t believe his story.

“Heeee-yahh!” came a distant shout. At the other end of the compound, way across the open lawn, a group of guards seemed to be in some sort of martial-arts fight. They were dressed in robes, attacking each other with sticks.

No. Not each other. From their midst, one lone figure leaped upward, doing a complete backflip over their heads. Landing behind the line, he plowed into the backs of their knees with his own stick, sending nearly the whole group sprawling.

“Marco?” I murmured.

“Dangerous,” Torquin said, waddling toward the media center. He opened the door and we walked into the huge main room, with its beanbag chairs, monitors, and games.


My heart leaped. “Cool,” I said. “So you were joking about the garage!”

“Shortcut,” Torquin replied. He went through a door at the other side, which led to a long, tiled corridor. As we passed one of the rooms, I could see Cass working at a desk with some scientists. Someone had placed electrodes on his head, which were attached to some machine. He and two KI guys were staring at a massive, highly detailed map of an island. In the middle stood an enormous black mountain, labeled ONYX.

“Is that where we are?” I asked.

“We are walking on floor. That is map.” At the end of the corridor Torquin pushed open a door. The smell of hot rubber and grease assaulted us. “Inside. Now.”

We continued across a hangar-sized building with all manner of carts, trucks, and buses being painted and repaired. Mechanics bustled about, some ducking under vehicles, others with heads buried beneath the open hoods. At the other end, what seemed to be a mile away, I saw the submarine that had plucked us out of the sea. It was now more than six feet off the ground atop a car lift. A huge square panel had been cut out of the bottom, to reveal a tangle of broken wires, tubes, and blackened steel. It looked as though it had just been through a fire.

We stopped underneath it. Torquin pointed upward. “The night we picked you up,” he said. “Hit something. Almost didn’t make it.”

“Looks pretty bad,” I said. Was that why I was here? So Torquin could show the damage we’d caused the sub? Did he expect me to apologize? “Next time we’ll send for a car. Now where do I go?”

Torquin just stood there, staring at me. After a minute or two, he bent down and picked up a wrench off the floor.

“Fix,” he said. “I come back at one forty-five.”

“Woo-hoo!” Marco yelled, nearly bounding across the lawn. “Hiro says I’ll be double black belt in a week!”

Marco the Magnificent was the last person I wanted to see at the end of my morning of torture. Despite the fact that he’d just been deep in martial arts, he was dribbling a basketball toward me. I slumped against the outside of the garage. My face was smudged with grease. Behind me, the submarine was tilted to one side and it looked as if its intestines were hanging out.

I had managed to befriend a mechanic named Fritz, who had his entire face tattooed with the KI snake symbol. He tried to teach me how to use a welding tool and a rivet remover. I burned a hole in the hydraulic lift, managed to yank the sub’s emergency hatch off its hinges, cracked a motherboard and its circuitry, and somehow hammered off one of the propellers. The sub was in worse shape now than it had been this morning. Fritz was screaming his head off in German. And a team of techs was discussing whether to commission a replacement sub.

“Whoa, what happened here?” Marco asked as he saw my face, and the sub, up close.

“You almost got a black belt,” I said, walking out toward the lawn. “I almost got a Schlag auf dem Kopf mit einem Schlussel.”

“Sounds amazing,” Marco said. “What’s that?”

“A smack on the head with a wrench,” I replied.

Across the compound, Professor Bhegad was waving to us from the other side of the oval lawn. He was wearing a faded KI baseball cap that wasn’t quite straight, and he stood at the base of a museum-like structure with wide stone steps topped by seven stone pillars. It could have passed for a courthouse in Washington, DC, but for the distant black mountain rising like a witch’s hat from the jungle behind it.

I began walking across the lawn. My feet were so sweaty they squished in my shoes. My pockets were loaded down with some junk I wanted for my room, which Fritz let me take—pulleys, hooks, rope.

“So, are you some kind of car genius?” Marco asked.

“They must have thought so.” I sighed. “I mean, I’m not stupid. I’m not afraid to try things. But I like to construct things my way, which isn’t necessarily the way anyone else does it. So this afternoon was one big epic fail. I messed up everything.”

Marco’s brow furrowed. “This is called training. I think we all have to do a little bit of everything. Expand ourselves. Maybe I’m the one who gets garage duty tomorrow. Come on, brother Jack, pessimism not allowed. What are you great at? When people think of Jack McKinley, what do they say? He’s an incredible…what?”

“Nothing,” I said. “I can’t even wake myself up in the morning without smacking myself in the head with a plastic toy.”

Marco nodded. “Okay, that’s pretty pathetic, I admit. But come on—art? Chess? Foreign languages? Angry Birds? Swimming! No, wait, you suck at that.”

As we neared Professor Bhegad, I saw for the first time that the majestic building had a name, carved into a stone block above the pillars: HOUSE OF WENDERS.

“Looks like a big typo,” I said, “for House of Wonders.”

Marco snapped his fingers. “There’s your talent—spelling!”

By now Cass and Aly were jogging toward us, laughing at some joke. A breeze had kicked up, and Aly’s hair looked like a pink flame.

“Well, well, looks like you all had a splendid first day so far,” Professor Bhegad called out. “Follow me, please. Jack, there is a men’s locker room down the first set of steps when you enter. It has showers and fresh sets of clothing.”

We followed Bhegad upstairs and into the building. A grand hallway greeted us, its floors made of polished wood, its walls of bright mosaic tile. At the opposite end, a wide carpeted stair led to a marble balcony that surrounded the hallway and opened onto rooms and offices.

But I could not take my eyes away from the hall’s center, where the ceiling vaulted at least three stories high to accommodate a skeleton that nearly took my breath away. It rose up like some brontosaur on steroids, with a snakelike neck that ended in a fearsome raptor head with saber teeth. It stood on bent legs with clawed feet, and its tail was short with thick bones. “Wow, what do you call that thing?” Cass asked.

“Sir,” Marco said, his head craned upward.

“The skeleton was excavated by paleontologists shortly after the island was discovered,” Bhegad said, removing his baseball cap, “by one of the greatest Scholars of Karai, Herman Wenders, who died in 1897.”

“Oh, well, so much for the spelling angle,” Marco muttered.

“It is only one of the bizarre specimens we have uncovered, as you can see…” Bhegad said.

As I looked around the room, I felt something odd. Like the walls themselves were expanding and contracting in rhythm. Breathing. The light, too, seemed to be seeping through the pores of the stone, like a draft that could be seen and not felt.

Marco was peering at me oddly. “’Sup, bro?”

“I think I inhaled too many garage fumes,” I said. “See you in class.”

I hurried down to the showers.

Trumpets and drums and quivering violins blasted out of speakers. They echoed through a musty old classroom, where I was sitting at a wooden desk in the second row, behind Aly. An image filled a screen—a glorious castle with a great lawn on which a king and queen greeted subjects while little boys played nearby.

“The kingdom of Atlantis,” Professor Bhegad announced, “existed on this spot for thousands of years. It is unlike other ancient advanced civilizations—India, Italy, Greece, China—because the historical record was completely destroyed. Or so it was thought…”

“Can you cut the sound track?” Marco called out from the back of the room.

Aly leaned forward and pressed the mute button.

“Yes, ahem,” Bhegad said. “A transcription and several images were found by KI archaeologists shortly after the discovery of this island over a hundred years ago. They are said to be based on stone tablets, which we have not been able to locate. The transcription provided much of the history we know, and this slideshow is based on that. Behold Atlantis’s last rulers, King Uhla’ar and Queen Qalani, along with their sons, Karai and Massarym.”

“The Great Qalani…” I murmured.

He clicked the remote and another image appeared—seven globes, glowing brightly. “A pioneering genius in mathematics and physics, Queen Qalani spent her life studying the source of Atlantean power. She worried about attack from barbarians who would abuse the energy for evil intent. So she sought to analyze the power, perhaps to convert it into physical form. Imagine! It could then be transported, hidden away, kept safe. Over years, using techniques not even imaginable to our scientists today, she isolated this energy into the seven components, each to be stored in a Loculus.”

“Like harnessing electricity and putting it in lightbulbs,” Marco said.

“Not exactly,” Professor Bhegad said. “Massarym, who inherited his mother’s curiosity if not her intellect, found something astonishing upon handling the Loculi. Each of the seven power components had a unique property of its own. With one Loculus he could fly…with another become invisible…things of that nature. But the Loculi did not work for just anyone, only those of royal blood.” He looked meaningfully at each of us. “And their descendants, too. Which would be those carrying the G7W gene marker.”

Aly’s eyes widened. “The Select…”

“I’m a prince?” Marco said, nearly leaping out of his chair.

“Exhilarated by the discovery,” Bhegad continued, “Uhla’ar, Qalani, Karai, and Massarym showed off the powers of the Loculi. Their people were in awe. They began seeing the royal family as gods. Some became envious and tried to steal the powerful spheres. Karai, who had a deep connection to Atlantean fauna, trained one type of giant raptor to protect the Loculi.”

I knew the answer to this one. “The Ugliosaurus!”

The image now changed to a painting of a slavering red creature with the head and wings of an eagle and the body of a lion. “It is known in mythology as a griffin. The fiercest of beasts. When they imprinted on something, they would guard it with their lives. They tore to shreds anyone who came close, the way a hawk captures a rat. Now the game was changing. People began hating the royals. Rebel bands emerged, bent on unseating the family and stealing their magic. Karai realized that the Loculi were not preserving Atlantis but poisoning it. They needed to be destroyed.”

Now we were seeing a fight scene, the dark and fair brothers in a fistfight as the queen summoned a team of burly courtiers. “Massarym would have none of Karai’s talk. He loved the powers of the Loculi. So one night, when the palace was under attack, he slipped away. He commandeered a fearsome reptilian beast to kill every last griffin, and then he stole away the sacred Loculi.”

The fight scene faded, replaced by a scene of horrific disaster. An explosion blackened the sky as a horrified Qalani cried out in agony. Fire swept through the jungle, and a crack opened in the earth—directly in the path of the fleeing Karai.

The dream.

I recoiled. My fingers felt scorched. I had the urge to run. My body went rigid with fear. Fight or flight.

Marco, Cass, and Aly were staring at me. They’d had the dream, too. Were they feeling the same thing I was?

“You okay, dude?” Marco asked.

“F—” I couldn’t even say fine. My jaw was locked tight.

I couldn’t stay here. Below me, the smooth floor seemed to vibrate like a delicately plucked string. I ran out onto the balcony that surrounded the grand entrance hall. A song seemed to be flowing from above, only it wasn’t sound really, and it wasn’t light either.

Bhegad had stopped talking. In a moment Cass, Marco, and Aly were by my side.

“Do you feel it?” I whispered. “Do you hear the song?”

Bhegad was standing in the door, watching us closely. Below us, the skeleton seemed to be glowing. Some of the bones were dissolving, shaking loose. They floated, re-forming in midair. The neck was shortening, the tail growing longer, as if the creature had not been put together quite right and was correcting itself. Other bones flew in from other skeletons. The beast’s form was changing, its mouth growing rows of sharp teeth, its claws sharpening.

A white shroud began to form around it, slowly sapping color from the room, until a transparent film of mosaic scales had wrapped the beast from head to toe.

I felt bolted to the floor. I saw nothing now but the pale ghost of a shrouded reptilian giant. And the piercing, unmoving eyes of Professor Bhegad.

“Jack?” Aly said. “Are you okay?”

Why wasn’t she looking upward? Why wasn’t anyone? I blinked once, twice. I shook my head. “Look!” I said. “Open your eyes!”

As if in answer, the creature turned toward me.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

THE FIRST TREATMENT

IT IS THE largest of them all. It bounds over the ridge, slashing trees in its path. The red raptors—griffins—surround it like hornets, dive-bombing, screeching. But it springs from its haunches, grabbing one of the taunting raptors out of the air and crushing its neck. I turn away as it holds the bird-lion under its claw, waiting for its twitching to stop.

I do not want it to see me. So I continue to run. Until I hear a voice.

I know the voice. It is my brother’s.

He is my age, but we look nothing alike. I am angry with him, but I don’t know why. He is telling me to come, to escape with him.

A fireball plunges from the sky, nearly taking my head off.  I believe my brother’s plan is doomed. But I see an escape: a scorched pathway through the woods, leading over the ridge. I point that way and call to him. His name comes off my tongue, but I can’t hear it.

And now I can no longer see him. Where is he? I hear his voice behind me. Then to my left. My right. Above me. I turn and turn, helpless, confused.

And I see the great creature looming above, the head of the lion-bird gripped between its teeth.

It is coming for me.

“No!” It is the first word I hear out of my own mouth.

The beast laughs, dripping blood from its jaws. “Ja-a-a-ck…” it says.

“No-o-o-o-o!”

“Jack!” a voice called out of the darkness. “You’re awake, Jack. You’re healthy and alive and in the real world! Welcome back.”

My eyes blinked open. I saw charts and beeping LCD monitors and IV tubes. For a moment I thought I was in Belleville again, and this whole adventure had been a horrible dream.

But the voice was Professor Bhegad’s, and he was dressed in a white lab coat. The silver-haired doctor from the submarine—Dr. Bradley—was adjusting my IV tube.

“What happened?” I asked.


“Your first treatment happened,” Dr. Bradley replied. “It wasn’t scheduled yet, but you collapsed in the House of Wenders.”

“You were having visions,” Bhegad said. “The timing of the first symptoms is unpredictable, which is why we’ve been monitoring you so closely since you arrived.”

“Now you tell me!” I said.

Professor Bhegad smiled. “The hump is over, Jack. After this one we can time the other treatments nearly to the minute. From here on in, they will be given to you before anything bad happens. You will receive a schedule.”

“Lucky me.” I sat up, feeling weak. I thought of the museum. “I…felt something in there. That building…”

“Yes,” Bhegad said. “The others did, too. To a lesser extent, but that may be because they’ve been here longer. For the Select, physical relics of the ancient world seem to act as conduits to the past. It as if the past and present are together.”

“I saw the creature move,” I said.

Bhegad cocked his head. “The others did not see that. To them, you screamed and fell to the floor. They are concerned about you.”

“Why didn’t they see it?” I demanded.

“I—I don’t know,” Bhegad replied.

“There was a song, too,” I said. “Not really music, but more like…a call. From one of the rooms.”


“The Wenders Collection?” Bhegad said. “Just above where I was standing…one of the rooms leading into the balcony?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Fascinating…” Bhegad murmured. “That is where we keep the most unusual relics from Dr. Wenders’s archaeological digs. We believe he alone possessed knowledge of where the heart of Atlantis lies. The place where the seven Loculi must be gathered to regain the power of the lost continent. But his studies were never completed. After his young son died, at age fourteen, he fell into grief and began trying to destroy all he had discovered. He died a broken and confused man.”

“Age fourteen?” I said. “Was he…?”

“Yes, young Burt Wenders was most likely a Select,” Bhegad said.

I lay back in my bed and closed my eyes. I could still hear—feel—what was coming from that room. “So…that’s one of our tasks, isn’t it? To find that place where the Loculi were gathered. Which no one has done in thousands of years.”

“Give yourself a night’s sleep and a good shower,” the professor said softly. “It’s been a long day.”

I spent the rest of the night in the hospital.

Wide awake.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

HERMAN AND BURT WENDERS

“IT’S OBSIDIAN,” CASS said, staring at a jagged rock he held up to the light through the dusty windows of the Wenders Collection room.

Marco shrugged. “Seems well-behaved to me.”

“Obsidian, not obstinate, you ape,” Aly said.

“Oo! Oo! Oo!” Marco grunted.

I felt as if I were floating somehow. The Wenders Collection was alive to me in ways that I couldn’t understand. Down the center of the room ran a solid oak table with neatly organized glass boxes full of artifacts. The dark wood walls were lined with cabinets, stuffed to bursting. Wherever I looked, I saw bones and potsherds, scraps of clothing, artwork. Each seemed to be calling to me somehow, crowding my brain. Each was its own déjà vu.

I felt stronger today. Bhegad insisted it was because of the treatment. The others assumed the same thing. But a part of me couldn’t believe it. Yes, Aly had passed out, and I’d had some kind of spell. Yes, we were both whisked away behind closed doors. But maybe we would have recovered anyway. Maybe the “treatments” were nothing more than keeping us out of sight until we were well.

The better to make their story seem true.

I took the rock Cass was holding. It was palm sized, an odd, geometric shape that looked like it had been carved.
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“That’s sad,” Aly said.

“That’s gross,” Marco remarked.

“This was found on Herman Wenders when he died,” Bhegad said. “He had gone missing for days, mentally unraveling over the death of his son, Burt. When Wenders reappeared, he seemed haunted, babbling to himself. Claimed to have seen the center of Atlantis. The Scholars tried to take him seriously. They attempted to nurse him back to health, all the while gently coaxing him for details. But he would lapse into a confused silence and stare hopelessly at this rock.”

I looked up above Professor Bhegad’s head to a portrait of Herman and Burt Wenders. The father was grim and scowling, with a trim, gray beard and a waxed handlebar mustache. He sat ramrod straight in a neat, dark jacket. His son looked energetic and full of mischief, like he was dying to tell the photographer a joke.

Like he was dying to tell me something.

What?

It was amazing how a good photographer could make a person come to life. I had to glance away. “Did anyone find the place Wenders was talking about?” Marco asked.

Bhegad shook his head. “No, alas. We believe it exists, or it did. Our transcription told of a deep fissure at the center of a valley. The source of the continent’s extraordinary power. A connection to the spirit of the earth. Before the creation of the Loculi, for generations the Atlantean king and queen made pilgrimages there, to find peace, wisdom, discernment.”

“I had a new version of the dream—our dream,” I said. “I was there at the destruction of Atlantis again. But I had a brother. He was calling to me. Did any of you guys have that one?”

Cass, Aly, and Marco shook their heads.

“Was it Karai or Massarym?” Bhegad asked, his eyes intent behind his glasses. “Which one were you?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t remember.”

“You must start writing these things down.” Bhegad took a deep breath, his brow deeply creased. “As for the source of the great fissure, there are none on this island that we know of. We do know that there was a severe geological cataclysm when the island sank, which might well have changed the landscape considerably. We worry that the fissure is underwater. Some scholars thought Wenders’s mysterious rock might be some sort of key. But it is likely the delusional ranting of an aggrieved father.”

With a sigh, I put the rock down on the oak table.

As soon as I let go, I nearly jumped. That strange feeling jacked up a notch. Like a mild electric shock.

Look closer.

I swallowed. I wasn’t sure where the suggestion had come from.


“Um, Professor Bhegad?” I said, placing my hand back on the rock. “Can I take this back to the dorm to examine?”

He looked at me curiously. “Of course. You’re not going anywhere out of my purview for a long, long time.”

I shuddered at that comment.

As I slipped the rock into my pocket, it was warm to the touch.

“I hate the way he talks about Wenders,” I said, holding the rock up to the great Medusa chandelier in the dining room.

“I hate the way he talks about everything,” Marco said. “What’s a purview?”

We were sitting at dinner now, in a table by a corner. According to Aly, the chandelier mikes couldn’t pick up our voices here. The great banquet table for my welcome dinner had actually been lots of square tables pushed together. Now the tables were dispersed throughout the great hall, and people were huddled together over papers, laptops, tablets, and all kinds of handheld devices, chattering busily.

“‘Delusional ranting of an aggrieved father,’” Cass said, imitating Professor Bhegad’s voice. “What does he know about losing someone?”

Aly shrugged. “He might. He’s old enough to have lost parents, or at least grandparents.”


“He’s a cold fish!” Marco shouted. “And I don’t care if he heard that.”

I was staring at the poem, noticing the shape of the lines. “Guys,” I said. “Do you think this thing is some kind of code?”
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Aly looked at it closely. “It’s worded funny. But it could just be old-school Victorian poetry. You know, like he couldn’t stand to see the light of day. The dawn brings life and light, but it also burns—very Romeo and Juliet. The best version being Zeffirelli’s, IMHO, but that’s another discussion. Anyway, the brightness reminds him of his son’s life and makes him feel bad. Also, you know, there’s a similarity in the words son and sun? Another thing—he says ‘I burden west.’ The sun sets in the west. So maybe he’s, like, wishing for his own sunset. His own death.”


We all stared at her. “Did you just think of that?” Marco asked.

“Gnizama,” Cass said. “I’m sitting next to you in English class.”

Aly’s face turned red.

“But notice the shape,” I said. “The three lines of the poem are arranged funny. Like they’re in two columns—one column under Burt, the other under Wenders.”

Cass leaned closer. “He kind of had to write it that way. The rock is bent.”

They began changing the subject, talking about Marco’s martial arts exploits and Aly’s improvements to the Karai security system and Cass’s ability to re-create a topographical map of the sea floor around the island by memory. They were all psyched about going back to their training tomorrow.

The geek movie buff, Mr. Memory, and Athlete of the Century.

No one was taking my idea seriously.

I felt like Herman Wenders. Burnt. And not looking forward to dawn at all.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

THE ONES THAT DON’T BELONG

AT 6:00 A.M. my alarm went off at an ungodly volume. Which was just barely loud enough to wake me.

As I rose out of bed, I untied a string from a hook I’d screwed into the wall. The string was part of the pocketful of junk I’d borrowed from the garage. The other end of the string was tied to a wooden hanger—by way of a small pulley hooked into the ceiling. And on the hanger was my shirt. Now the shirt plunged down until its tail just brushed the sheet on my bed.

Not bad.

I took off my pajama top and thrust my arms into the sleeves of the shirt, pulling it off the hanger. Then I slid my body toward the foot of the bed, where my jeans lay waiting. The legs were held open by clothespins attached to two strings I’d hung from the ceiling on hooks. I’d clipped socks to the cuffs of the jeans, and just below the socks I’d left my sneakers open. Super-easy access for all.

Pants…socks…shoes.

I pulled off the clips, tied the shoes, and checked my watch. “Sixteen seconds,” I murmured. I’d have to improve that.

I was not looking forward to another day of Find Jack’s Talent.

Today I was to help the head chef, Brutus, in the kitchen for breakfast. And I had to be on time.

I ran across the compound toward the Comestibule. I passed the athletic center, a sleek glass two-story building with a track, an Olympic-sized pool, indoor basketball courts, weight rooms, and martial arts rooms. Through one of the windows I could see Marco in climbing gear, making his way up a vertical rock wall. It seemed to take no effort at all. I liked him, but I hated him.

Veering toward the back of the octagonal Comestibule, I entered the kitchen. It was enormous, its walls full of white shelves groaning with the weight of flour and sugar sacks, cans of oil and vinegar. Thick doors in the back of the room opened to meat lockers and freezers, blasting cold air every time the doors opened. Kitchen workers were preparing omelets and fruit bowls with blinding speed.

Brutus arrived late, flushed and out of breath. He had a round, doughy face and an impressive stomach. He glared at me as if his lateness was my fault. “Make the biscuits,” he said, gesturing toward a long table jammed with ingredients. “Two hundred. All the ingredients are on the table.”

Two hundred biscuits? I didn’t even know how to make one. “Is there a recipe?” I asked.

“Just leave out the ingredients that don’t belong in a biscuit!” Brutus snapped, scurrying off to yell at someone else.

I gulped. I grabbed a cookie sheet. And I said a prayer.

“I can speak again—the dentist unglued my teeth!” Marco said, bounding into the dorm after breakfast.

I plopped onto my bed in a cloud of pastry flour. I was trying desperately to flush the morning’s biscuit-making experience down my memory toilet.

Except for one thing. One comment by Brutus…

“I think the cinnamon-mint-mushroom combo was…different,” Aly said cheerily, following me into the room.

“They tasted like toothpaste!” Cass added. “But I happen to love the taste of toothpaste.”

I ignored them all, leaning over to take the Wenders rock from my desk drawer. The other three were just noticing the various strings hanging from my ceiling. “You making a marionette show?” Cass asked.

Just leave out the ones that don’t belong…Brutus had said.


I held out the rock. “What if some of the letters are supposed to be left out?” I asked.

“Huh?” said Cass.

“What if this is a code, but not one where you have to substitute a letter?” I pressed on. “What if it’s about taking away letters?”

We looked at it again:
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I was seeing things in the words, recurring letters. And I had an idea what to do with them.

“Bhegad said this might be a key to the center of Atlantis—whatever that means,” I said. “So maybe Wenders got to the center. Imagine being him. Imagine finding the thing you’ve been looking for, the find of a lifetime—and you think, so what? It’s a hole in the ground. His son, Burt, had died! Think about how he would have felt.”

Marco nodded. “I’d have thrown the key away.”

“Part of him would want to come back announcing, ‘Yo, we found the center!’” I said. “But that would have sent everyone running. It would have been disrespectful to Burt’s memory. So he didn’t do it. Still, Wenders was a professional, one of the best in his field. He had to feel some obligation to the Scholars of Karai. So he made it a little hard. He created a delay, a barrier to prevent people from rushing off to find the fissure.”

Marco was staring oddly at me. “What made you think of all this? It’s like you’re reading the guy’s mind.”

I shrugged. I didn’t know. The feeling was blindsiding me. “This was before the discovery of G7W, before the treatments,” I said. “It must have felt to Wenders like a part of himself had been ripped away. So maybe he meant for the name Burt Wenders to be taken from the words of the poem—the way the kid was taken from him.”

“Let’s try it,” Cass said.


I began writing the words of the poem on a sheet of paper. “Cass, you said something about the shape of the lines. It’s like they’re in two columns. And on top of them, there are the two words of the son’s name.”

“So maybe take the word Burt from each line in the first column and Wenders from the second?” Cass asked.

Exactly.
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Then I wrote out the remaining letters:
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“Looks Greek to me,” Marco said. “Maybe Swedish.”

I exhaled. I was ready to crumple up the paper and toss it, when I looked at the bottom two lines. The word on began the second row. And the third began with ni, which could easily be in.

“I think they’re just scrambled, that’s all,” I said.

I smoothed out the paper and carefully began writing.
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“On peak!” Aly shouted. “That could be Mount Onyx! Maybe that’s where we’ll find the other half of this rock.”

Marco scrunched up his brow. “So all we have to do is find…a tub? On the top of a humongous mountain?”

“Maybe that part is a mistake,” Cass suggested. “Or maybe it’s supposed to be but, not tub.”

“In but?” Marco said. “That scares me.”

Cass shrugged. “An alternate spelling for butte?”

“That scares me less,” Marco said.

“Tomorrow,” I said, folding the paper and putting it in my pocket, “we will find out.”
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

MOUNT ONYX

“THAT’S SPLENDID, JACK!” Bhegad said, looking at my analysis of the poem. We had managed to find him walking across the lawn toward the Comestibule for a late breakfast. Even in the morning, the low clouds seemed to trap the heat. “Very impressive. Thanks for this tip. I will have Torquin mobilize a search team at once. Come. Let’s discuss today’s training agenda over some of your biscuits, shall we?”

Training agenda? With my luck, they’d be testing my skills on cleaning the Karai sewer system today. I was hoping Bhegad would have had a different reaction. “I was thinking we would go up there,” I said.

Bhegad looked alarmed. “You want to go on a hike in the jungle on a hot day like this? To find a rock?”


“Actually, some speed swimming in the pool with the Karai trainers would be great,” Marco said.

I kicked him. “We’re the ones who figured out the puzzle, Professor Bhegad,” I said. “Isn’t it our right to be the ones to find the other half?”

“Exactly my thinking,” Aly said.

“It is kind of high up there…” Cass said dubiously.

Professor Bhegad turned and looked toward the distant black giant. “Mount Onyx looks formidable, but it’s actually not terribly difficult if you use the paths our trackers have marked. Torquin, of course, knows those paths well.”

“The other half of the rock may provide some clue to the big secret we’re looking for!” I said. “Isn’t that why we’re here?”

Without breaking stride, Bhegad whipped out a walkie-talkie. “Hello, Torquin. Changing today’s schedule. You are to take the children to the top of Mount Onyx…Oh, dear, it was your day off? Well, we’ll make it up later…Really? Well, you know what I say to that response. See you at breakfast!”

“What did he say?” I asked as he hung up.

“Over his dead body.” Bhegad mopped his brow with a handkerchief. “I can see this will be an illuminating experience.”


My hiking shoes alone felt like they weighed forty pounds. My feet hurt from pounding into the hard-packed soil. My shoulders ached from my backpack, which was loaded with extra water, a change of clothing, spare ropes, some trail gorp, a flashlight, bug spray, and sunblock.

And we hadn’t even reached the mountain.

The clouds hung over us like a dirty ceiling. The air was stagnant, hot, and sticky. Torquin was leading us through the jungle on a winding path, his bare feet tromping the flora flat. He had a machete, which he swung lazily from side to side.

Marco was directly ahead of me. He had a machete, too, but he preferred to keep it tucked into his belt. Instead he was listening to music through earbuds and whistling tunelessly. His backpack was the size of a small hut. It clanked and banged with each step. “What’s in there?” I called out.

Marco pulled out an earbud and glanced over his shoulder. “Rocks. Stones. Free weights. I figured I’d get some conditioning out of this.”

I knew I shouldn’t have asked.

“I’m starting to have blisters already,” said Aly, who was walking behind me with Cass.

“I love blisters,” Marco said. “They’re fun to pop.”

“That image just ruined my frisky mood,” Cass said.

That was the first thing Cass had said since we’d started out. “How are you holding up?” I asked.


“Fine, as long as I don’t think of heights.” He gazed upward at the black column that seemed to rise out of the mountaintop and disappear into the clouds. “That thing at the top is like Jack in the Beanstalk’s beanstalk. L-like it kept growing for a thousand years and then petrified.”

“AIIEEE!” Torquin shouted. “Look! Poison snake!”

He jumped out of the pathway. Something blue and shiny was slithering through the grass toward us.

I leaped away and crashed into a tree, thudding to the ground. Cass, screaming, fell into a bramble bush. Marco and Aly collided while ducking away and fell together in a heap.

The snake continued past, hissing ominously, and then stopped.

From our left came the wheezing sound of Torquin’s laughter. “Need new batteries,” he said.

I picked myself up and walked closer to the reptile. It was made of metal and segmented. And completely out of juice. “It’s a toy,” I said.

“What?” Marco shot back.

“Marco’s backpack nearly crushed me!” Aly said.

“I want to go back,” Cass said.

Torquin was sitting on the ground, holding his stomach and vibrating with laughter.

I stepped into the pathway and accidentally on purpose crushed Torquin’s toy.


“Robert was old friend,” Torquin grumbled, as we began our ascent up the side of the mountain.

“Robert?” Marco asked.

“Snake,” Torquin growled.

“Your toy snake’s name was Robert?” Aly said.

“What do you expect from a guy named Torquin?” Cass reminded her.

“You will pay,” Torquin said.

“Sorry,” I lied. “I didn’t see it.” I felt a little guilty. But not much. The climb was too serious for dumb practical jokes.

After about an hour of dirt, the path became rocky. We scrambled over boulders, swatting away flies. Torquin soon pulled way ahead of us, but nobody minded. With a wad of gum, Marco had stuck a sheet of paper on Torquin’s backpack that said BITE ME. The flies couldn’t read it, but it made us smile.

“El Torko! You’re too fast for us humans!” Marco shouted.

“Watch me! Learn!” Torquin called over his shoulder.

As Torquin picked up speed, Marco stopped. He held us back and shushed us silently, waiting until Torquin grunted out of sight

With a sly grin, Marco turned to Cass. “You know this path well?”

Cass nodded. “We’re at an elevation of two thousand thirty-nine feet already. The path rises here and continues to circle around, until we actually circumnavigate the circumference three times before our final—”

“Tell me this, Jonny MapQuest,” Marco interrupted. “Is there a shortcut to the top—like right up those rocks?”

Cass’s eyes traveled upward, toward the nearly vertical black cliff. His face took on a tinge of green and he quickly looked away. “Yes, of course, but if we follow this path we go around to the other side of the cliff. It’s a gentler climb.”

“Gentler and longer,” Marco said.

“Right,” Cass said.

“Which is where Chief TurboFeet is headed,” Marco said.

“Torquin? Yeah, probably,” Cass replied.

“So let’s take the shortcut,” Marco said. “We’ll get to the top before that fat frog. He’ll come huffing and puffing, like he’s some kind of superhero for beating us kids. Imagine his face when he sees us, la-di-da, checking our watches.”

I laughed. “It would serve him right.”

“I’m not sure,” Aly said.

“You guys are crazy,” Cass said, peering up the sharp incline.

Torquin’s voice came thundering from the top of a rock scramble. “Babies need nap? Cass want Mommy, Daddy?”

With a snort of a laugh, he turned and continued hiking.

“I loathe him,” Aly said.

Cass’s face was turning a deep red. His eyes were glowing with anger. “The path is actually a few yards behind us. We make a left and climb straight upward to the base of the black rock.”

“Bingo,” Marco said. “You lead.”

We followed Cass back down the path and found an opening—a trailhead to a very steep climb. Marco went first, shinnying up vines and over huge boulders. He pulled a rope from his pack and dropped it down to help the rest of us. We continued like this, going on our own until it became too hard, and then relying on Marco to help us over the tough parts.

We were making quick progress. After about a half hour, we climbed onto a wide rock ledge and rested. “This is it,” Marco said. “The base of the cliff. Great job, guys.”

Cass, Aly, and I flopped down onto our backs, breathing hard. From this perch I could look out over the island and see the Karai Institute compound. The athletic building shone like a brick of ice, steel gray in the cloudy sunlight, and the people crisscrossing the lawn looked like orderly insects. A puff of smoke went up from a chimney behind the kitchen.

Above us the black cliff rose nearly straight up to the very top of Mount Onyx. It was about the height of a twenty-story building. “Man, we’re close,” I said. “If we were Spider-Man—bam—we’d be at the top in seconds.”

Cass gulped. His face had lost color and I could tell he was forcing himself not to look down. “From here,” he said, gesturing to a section farther along, where a pathway led away from the cliff, “we take that path, which leads us off this ledge and around the mountain again, where we connect with the main trail—”

But Marco was already unloading a pile of ropes, clips, picks, and shoes from his pack. “What the heck is that stuff?” Aly asked.

“Harnesses…camming devices…anchors…” Marco said.

“I thought you said you had rocks and bricks in there,” Cass said.

“I lied,” Marco said with a shrug. “Hey, I’ve been wanting to do this since I got here.”

“I’m not going up that!” I said. “It’s nearly vertical.”

“I agree,” Aly said, turning away. “This isn’t The Eiger Sanction. Fail, Marco. Epic fail.”

Cass was shaking. “Aly and J-J-Jack and I—we’ll stay behind as lookouts! At least I will!”

“This kind of climbing doesn’t work if one person chickens out,” Marco said. “It’s totally safe, and this equipment is state-of-the-art, right from the KI gym.” A smile crept across his face. “So strap on those harnesses and shoes. Even you, brother Cass. ’Cause if you don’t, I’m carrying you. And that will be no picnic for either of us.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY

BELAY ON!

CASS’S FACE WAS bone white as Marco tossed him a wrapped-up clump of equipment. “Man up, guys. Have no fear, Marco’s here. We’re using a belay system.”

“B-b-ballet?” Cass squeaked and turned to us. “We’re dancing up the cliff?”

“Belay.” Marco tossed us each our own packets. “I’ve done this a hundred times. Just copy what I do.”

I was not expecting this. I hoped this was an elaborate practical joke.

We stood there, dumbfounded, until he shot us a no-is-not-an-option glance. He was carefully putting on a helmet, a harness, and a fancy belt that wrapped around his waist and thighs. The belt contained an arsenal of clips. He looked like a host on the Nature channel.

“We do this in pairs,” he said, as we began donning our own gear, “the climber and the belayer. Both are harnessed to the rope. The first climber is called the lead. The belayer stays at the bottom, feeding out as much rope as the lead climber needs. The rope feeds through these cool locking mechanisms on our belts. So if the climber slips…shhhhk!…the belayer’s lock grips tight. The rope goes taut, the climber doesn’t fall. When the lead climber gets to the top, he belays everyone else from up there. Got that?”

“No,” Aly said.

“Not in a million years,” Cass added.

“Watch.” Marco lifted a cable full of hooks, slings, and eye-shaped devices from his backpack. He quickly changed into a pair of lightweight, low-cut friction shoes. “The soles are supergrippy,” he explained. “I brought a pair in everybody’s sizes. I’m smart that way.”

“Supergrippy?” Cass mumbled. “Sounds like the lamest cartoon hero ever.”

Marco reached up, holding tight to a gap in the rock. Keeping his torso close, he dug his foot into a tiny rock dimple and then began hoisting himself up—hand, foot, hand, foot. After a few steps, he let go and jumped to the ground. “See? Gravity’s your friend. As long as there’s the slightest incline, you can do it, no problem. Each time the lead climber sees a good place—a chink, a space between rock, whatever—he or she sticks in the spring-loaded anchor. Like this.”

He jammed a small metal anchor into a crack, attached a small loop of rope to it, and pulled to make sure it held tight. Then he used something I recognized—one of those pear-shaped aluminum loops with a hinge, like you put on your backpack to attach things. “This is a carabiner,” he said. “Inside it, you hook the loop and the rope. So the rope stays fast to the anchor, but it still has freedom to move up and down. Safer than going up a flight of stairs! Okay, we need a lead climber and a belayer. Volunteers?”

“I’ll watch,” Aly said. “For now.”

Cass opened his mouth, but no sound came out.

I thought of belaying and letting Marco climb. But I took one look at Cass and Aly, and I had a sudden fear: Without Marco to keep Aly and Cass in line, with just me on the ledge, they might refuse to go up. And then I’d have to climb alone.

I hated not to trust them. But even more, I hated the idea of being last.

“I’ll do it,” I blurted out. “I’ll climb first.”

Cass and Aly stared at me like I’d lost my mind.

“Woo-hoo, let’s hear it for Jack McKinleeey!” Marco shouted. He pulled his machete out of his belt and handed it to me. “Take this.”

“Why?” I asked.


“Just in case,” he replied. “You never know what may be up there.”

Fool. Idiot. Moron.

It’s hard to put on friction shoes when your brain is screaming at you. But I had no choice now. No retreat, no surrender. Marco was hooking himself up to the belay harness. Cass and Aly looked as if they were telepathically planning my funeral.

“Okay, I’m allowing you some slack in the rope as you climb, but not too much—so if you fall, it won’t be far,” Marco said. “When I’m ready, I say ‘Belay on!’ You say ‘Ready to climb.’ I answer, ‘Climb away.’ If you need more rope, yell ‘slack.’ If you want me to tighten, yell ‘rope.’ Got that?” He turned to Cass. “And when it’s your turn, no tricks. Don’t say ‘epor.’”

“Wasn’t even thinking of it,” Cass replied.

I nodded numbly. Looking up, I saw only one crack. The one Marco had already used. The rest of the rock looked like it had been gone over with a power sander.

“Belay on,” Marco said. “Now you say ‘Ready to climb!’”

“Ready to climb,” I squeaked.

Marco put his hand on my shoulder. “Climb away, brother Jack.”

“Stop calling me that,” I snapped. “You make me feel like a monk.” Grabbing the handhold, I pulled myself up. I tentatively dug my foot into the rock.


I reached up for another handhold, my fingers drumming desperately on the rock. “You don’t need much, dude!” Marco called up. “Just a small indentation. Anchor with fingers, push with feet. And keep your body close to the rock.”

Marco was right. The shoes made a difference. Also the angle. My head was maybe six inches forward of my feet. That gave me more balance than I’d imagined. I could push into the smallest bump with my toes and my fingers.

Push, reach. Push, reach. I was climbing!

“Find an anchor!” Marco called up.

I was staring into a deep crack that hadn’t been visible from below. Perfect. “Rope!” I called out.

Marco pulled the climbing rope snug. I jammed an anchor into the crack, attached the carabiner, and snapped the rope into it. “Slack!”

I was picking up speed now. And confidence. I could see an abandoned metal tower at the top. I dropped a couple of anchors in the rush to jam them into the rock. I was getting sloppy. Marco was yelling at me from below.

Soon I was swallowing sweat. Gulping breaths. Feeling light-headed.

“Slow down!” I heard Marco’s voice shout.

I forced myself to stop. Catching my breath, I looked downward.

Big mistake.


Marco was a dot next to two specks. My heart began pumping so hard I could see the movement through my sweat-soaked shirt.

Go. Get there now!

I pushed and reached. My foot slipped off, but I held on. With each climbing step I felt a stab in my thighs. My arm muscles ached. The wind rushed down on me over the top of the mountain, buffeting my ears. I could hear voices below, but I had no idea what they were saying. All I knew was that the lip of the mountain was just above me. The summit.

With a final grunt, I curled my hand around the top. The skin on my fingers had practically peeled off. I pushed as hard as I could with my legs. I hoicked one elbow over the top, and then another.

Directly above me was the old tower.

“I—I made it…” I gasped. “I made it!”

Slowly I pulled my face up over the ledge. And I came face-to-face with bloodshot eyes and gleaming sharp teeth.
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CHAPTER TWENTY - ONE

THE TUB

MY FINGERS LET go.

Lurching backward, I screamed. The summit gave way to a blur of rock. I flailed my arms, trying to grasp something, anything. The weight of my pack pulled me backward. The tower gave way to the blanket of blue sky.

And then I jerked to a sudden stop. In midair. As if a giant fist had reached up and socked me. My field of vision went white. My torso seized upward.

I was traveling sideways now, flying back toward the rock. I followed the rope with my eyes. It was swinging from the anchor I’d just jammed into the topmost crack. I put my arms up for a shield.

I hit the rock full speed.


“Grab it!” Marco’s voice floated up from below. “Grab the rock!”

My hand was bleeding. I gripped on to a crack, but my fingers slipped. With a jolt, the rope sank lower. I heard a sickening squeal as it pulled on the anchor.

My entire weight was being supported by a thin aluminum clip and Marco’s grip. If either one of those gave way, I was dead.

I wiped my hand on my jeans and tried again.

There. Fingers in hole, two feet planted. “Cuh—!” I squeaked, my voice raw and parched. I swallowed and tried again. “Coming down!”

“Climb on!” Marco replied.

He hadn’t heard me right. “Not ‘climb on’ —climb down! There’s an animal up there!”

“What kind of animal?” Marco called up.

“Hungry!” I replied. “Red eyes. Ugly. Bad. That kind. Can we have this discussion when I reach bottom, please?”

“You can’t!” Marco said. “Go back and scare it away!”

“You are out of your mind!” I said.

“Jack, calm down. It’s more afraid of you than you are of it,” Marco called. “Cass says the only possible thing it could be is a bear. You startled it. As long as you’re not attacking its babies, you’re good. In fact, it’s probably gone by now!”

“And if it’s not?” I yelled.

“You have the machete, dude!” Marco replied. “Use it. Worst-case scenario, you turn and rappel.”

“What’s rappel?” I asked.

Marco went silent for a second. “Oops. Guess we didn’t talk about that. It’s how you get down.”

My blood was oozing down the rock now. “Just lower me now!”

“We don’t have enough rope,” Marco said. “You’d fall halfway. You’d die. Just go up, dude. Be careful. If you’re safe, unhook yourself and give me a tug.”

“Fall to my death…be eaten by a jungle mountain beast…Let me think about it a minute!” I yelled.

Marco, Cass, and Aly were tiny, barely discernible. It was only by some trick of acoustics—and Marco’s big voice—that I could hear him.

I refused to return to the Karai Institute a flattened blob of ex–human being. I took a deep breath and felt the machete, still snug against my side. I had never hunted, never battled an animal. But there was always a first time.

You will not be scared.

“Ready to climb!” I called down.

“Climb on!”

The blood on my hands was starting to clot. My stomach was sore from the fall, and each step felt like a punch to the midsection. I willed myself to stop shaking as I made my way back up.

Slowly.


Just below the summit I stopped. If the thing was there, it would see my fingers reaching over the top. Instead I dug my fingers into a deep fissure just below the surface. I kept them there while I stepped upward, locking myself into a crouch. From that position I raised my head slowly over the top.

I could see the base of the abandoned black tower. A long, flat stone platform. A clump of trees. Rocks. Nothing else. The mysterious beast was gone.

“Hello?” I called out.

Holding on with my left hand, I grabbed a loose rock with my right and threw it into the trees.

No sudden motion, no attacking streak of black.

Just do it.

I pulled myself up to the top and swung my legs over. As the wind rushed over my body, my breaths came in ragged, painful gulps. Squinting to avoid the sun, I stood on shaky legs and took a few steps in. If the thing were going to surprise me, I didn’t want to fall back. Pulling out the machete, I muttered, “Just try it, suckah…”

The beast was nowhere to be seen. The top of the mountain was an enormous flat surface that seemed to stretch out for a mile. I expected it to be barren, but a small section of it had tree cover, mostly pines, rising like a clump of hair about fifty feet to my left. I figured that was the top of the easy path—the place where Torquin would eventually emerge.


The wind whistled around me, whipping up from the jungle below. At this height it looked like a dirty carpet stretching all way to the compound, which now resembled a toy village. The distant sea surrounded the island like a scarf.

I felt a tug on the rope and remembered what I was supposed to do. Stick it through the locking mechanism on my harness. Belay the other climbers from above.

Cautiously I set down the machete. “Belay on!” I yelled as loud as I could.

I felt a tug on the rope. And a barely audible response. A frightened, high-pitched, quavery scream.

Could have been either Aly or Cass. Marco was making them go first.

For a jock, he was pretty smart.

“I don’t believe this guy,” Aly said, her voice hushed.

She, Cass, and I stared down the mountain at Marco.

Aly’s climb had been smoother than mine—once she got past the first few minutes, she was a natural. Cass had whined and complained the whole way and had had a few major slips. But we were there, all three of us. And we were pretty proud of ourselves.

Until Marco began his climb.

“Here comes Spidey!” he screamed, scampering up like an animal. Somehow he was managing to loop the rope through his own harness as he climbed. I wasn’t even belaying him.


And the worst part was that he was whistling. Whistling.

When he reached the top, he launched over it into a double somersault and sprang to his feet. “Ta-da!”

“I. Did. Not. See. That,” Cass said.

“Wild applause,” I said, looking around warily. “Now let’s find this thing and go. And keep an eye out for a big beast with a snout and sharp teeth.”

“Sounds like the vromaski,” Aly said.

“The vromaski is fictional,” I said, “from our dreams. If it ever existed, it died out a gazillion years ago. So maybe we look for something real?”

Aly raised an eyebrow. “Well, excuse me for living.”

She stomped off, plopping herself down at the edge of a long, rectangular rock near the tower, her back to us.

I felt like a total jerk. I hadn’t meant to sound so sarcastic. Things were too tense. I was letting my nerves get the better of me.

“Uh-oh, Romeo,” Marco whispered. “A little repair work needed.”

“Belay on,” I said with a sigh.

I sat at the other end of the long rock. It was sunken in the center, so I had to perch carefully. “Hey. I’m sorry.”

“Hi, Sorry,” she said, still looking the other way. “I’m Aly.”

“I shouldn’t have been such a jerk,” I said.

“Yup, you shouldn’t have,” Aly replied. “But I guess suggesting the vromaski was dumb. I have my dumb side.”


She turned toward me with a hint of a smile. And then her butt began sliding down into the center of the sunken rock.

I let myself slide, too, and we collided in the middle, laughing. “First time I’ve ever been in a bathtub with a guy!” she said.

I could feel my face turning red.

And then we both stopped laughing at once.

Other half on peak in tub.

Together, without exchanging a word, we jumped off the rock. Dropping to our knees, we began feeling around the outside of it. The rock was solid, save a large crack that ran along the base. One part of the crack was wide enough for fingers. I pulled up, but it was heavy. “Help me,” I said to Aly.

She came to my side and dug in. The rock moved a fraction of an inch. It was an entire corner of the tub, a large, loose cubic section. “Cass, Marco—we found it!” Aly shouted.

They were kneeling next to us in seconds. “We need a lever,” Marco said, running into the woods.

He came back with a boulder about two feet high and dropped it near the widest part of the crack. Then he took the machete from where I’d set it down and jammed the tip into the crack. Resting the center of the blade on the rock, he pressed down hard on the hilt.

The stone started to lift. Marco’s face was red with the effort. Inside the crack was a black hole. “Almost there!” I said.


“Geeeeyaaahh!” Marco grunted. The stone slid off, thudding to the ground.

With a pinging snap, the machete broke, sending the top half of the blade flying over the cliff.

Cass grimaced. “We may find some shish-kebabed toucan on the way down.”

The removed corner of the tub revealed a big hole inside the rock. I pulled a flashlight out of my pack and shone it inside. The hole was thickly fretted with cobwebs, which Aly quickly pulled out. A family of small spiders and one big tarantula scurried over the edge. Cass recoiled with a choked scream.

At the bottom of the hole, covered with dirt, was another small section of rock. My heart began to beat loudly. I reached down and picked it up.
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CHAPTER TWENTY - TWO

ATTACK

“WHAT DOES THIS mean?” Aly asked.

“No idea,” I replied.

“Numbers,” Marco said, scratching his head. “Very dangerous.”

I looked at Cass. His face was bone white. He was looking over my shoulder. “What is it?” I asked.

“Sssh,” Cass hissed.

And then I heard it. A rustling in the bushes among the evergreens. I slipped the rock into my pants pocket.

“Torquin,” Marco whispered. “Let’s surprise him. You guys hide behind the tower. I’ll climb as high as I can go and see if I can figure out exactly where he is.”

He bounded onto the big cement platform that supported the old tower. Cass, Aly, and I ducked behind it.

In about twenty seconds, Marco was up and then back down the metal struts of the tower. “It’s not Torquin,” he whispered. “It’s shorter. And nastier looking. And four-footed.”

I glanced around, in case we needed to bolt. If something came out of the jungle, we had a lot of room to run—but I had no idea which sections of the plateau would be safest to climb down.

Marco jumped off the platform. “Listen up—you’re going to rappel down, all of you. Here’s how: You anchor the rope, tie it around your harness, and lock it into the belay mechanism. When you step over the edge, get your body perpendicular to the rock. That’s the hardest part. Remember. Perpendicular. Once you do that, you’re golden. You walk down, letting out slack as you need it. That’s it. You won’t fall. Got that?”

The command had barely left his mouth when a speeding gray blur erupted from the bushes. It was all sinew and flash, a red-eyed ball of muscle with a wrinkled snout. It let out a gravelly roar, flashing ivory saber teeth that looked like they could slice an elephant to shreds.

A hose-beaked vromaski.

“Marco, look out!” I shouted.

The giant predator leaped. Marco spun away with lightning reflexes, and the beast missed him by inches and crashed to the ground with a grunt. “Run!” Marco yelled, racing for the broken hilt of the machete.

The beast scrambled to its feet and attacked again as Marco grabbed what was left of our machete—the hilt and a jagged section of blade. Marco rolled away as the beast leapt. He thrust the weapon up, impaling the vromaski’s side in midair. It let out a shriek like the scratching of glass on slate.

Aly and Cass were already running for the anchored rope. “He nailed it!” I shouted, bolting after them. I nearly tripped over a rock. The wind decided then to gust, blowing dirt and branches across the plain. I heard footfalls behind me, and Marco shot by.

The vromaski was still alive. The knife in its side only made it angrier. It had managed to shake the weapon loose, and the broken machete now lay in a pool of dark-green fluid.

At a dead sprint, Marco scooped up a branch. He looked around desperately, spotting the rock near my feet.

“Throw me that rock, Jack!” he shouted, drawing the branch back like a baseball bat. “Right down the middle!”

I tossed the rock and ducked. I heard the stick make contact and the rock whistle into the air.

It shot toward the beast and hit it square in its drooping nose. With a howl, the vromaski fell to the ground. “Now go!” Marco shouted.

Cass was frozen at the top of the cliff. “I—I can’t,” he said.


“We’re going to be killed!” Aly said.

Cass looked down again. “I—I—” His mouth froze silently. Aly and I looked at each other. In a split second, I realized this was not going to work. Cass was panicked. His body had locked down.

Trying to rappel down was one thing—doing it while carrying Cass would be suicidal.

Marco and the vromaski were near the edge of the pines. He was outleaping the beast, zigging when it zagged. Its nose was a bloody mess. It roared with fury.

I glanced back over the plateau. Our only hope was to run for the far end. The plateau dropped off, but maybe we’d find a footpath. An easier way to get to the bottom. “Go that way!” I said, pointing down the expanse of barren rock. “See if we can climb down!”

Aly urged Cass along. He began to run. I watched them for a moment, hanging back to help Marco. He had dropped his stick on the ground, and I picked it up. “Marco, here!” I shouted, throwing it toward him.

Marco grabbed it in the air, just as the vromaski pounced. In one quick move, he turned and stabbed the jagged edge of the stick into the monster’s eye.

It wailed horribly, writhing on the ground, then wailed again as he pulled the stick out.

“Come on!” I said. “Follow Aly and Cass!”

Marco began to run. With one hand he held the dripping stick, with the other he pulled me along. My feet were moving faster than they ever had in my life.

Aly and Cass raced to the end of the plateau and stopped short. I prayed that they would start walking down, and we could follow them into a wooded path, where we could lose the vromaski. But instead they turned toward us, their eyes wide and frightened. They began waving their hands frantically. “No! Stop!” Aly said.

Marco and I reached them at the same time. We put on the brakes. Below us yawned a deep, bottomless blackness—a crater.

Mount Onyx was a volcano, and we had reached the center.

Marco turned, the stick still in his hand. His teeth were bared.

The beast was dazed and limping. Green blood poured from its mouth as it stalked us, its eyes flashing red. Even at a distance it smelled like rotting flesh. Exactly like in my dream.

Marco backpedaled. He was a few feet from the ridge’s edge now. “Scatter to the sides,” he shouted. “We’re safer if we’re farther apart. Go as far away as you can!”

The vromaski coiled itself, holding still. Then, springing with its last ounce of strength, it hurtled toward Marco like a rocket. Its mouth widened, its teeth glinting in the sun, stained green.


Marco held the stick in front of him. Then, with a sudden motion, he stepped aside.

The beast’s teeth closed around the wood—and Marco’s wrist. With a sharp crack, the stick snapped. Marco bellowed in pain.

The animal’s momentum carried it over the edge of the volcano. The wood went with it.

And so did Marco.
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CHAPTER TWENTY - THREE

INTO THE ABYSS

“NO-O-O-O!”

I watched the two figures falling, weightless, like rag dolls. I couldn’t breathe.

The thing about horror—real-life horror, not the kind you see in movies—is that it is so silent. No screaming sound track, no fancy camera angles. Just two bodies vanishing into the shadows. Gravity doing its work.

And then it hits you. Rips into your soul.

Aly leaned forward, screaming, reaching with her arms as if she could wave him back up. Cass froze and then began rocking back and forth, staring at the dirt. “This didn’t happen, this didn’t happen, this didn’t happen…”

I turned away and looked back, staring into the abyss. I don’t know why. Maybe I was hoping to see him. Hoping these horrible few minutes, like the vromaski itself, were part of a dream.

But Marco was gone.

He had told us to scatter. He had faced the beast alone. He had taken one for the team.

Marco, the slacker jock. The show-off. The goofball.

He had given his life. For us.

I leaned over, my head in my hands. Tears ran down my cheeks and dropped onto the sandy crags below. A cry welled up from my gut, echoing into the chasm. “Marco…”

But all that came back was a hot, dry wind.

“He was attacked by a what?” Bhegad looked at us as if we were speaking in Gaelic.

We were gathered in his cramped office, on the second floor of the lab building. The windows were grimy, the walls a dingy shade of beige. At least seven stacks of files rose against the wall, joining at the top into one solid phalanx of paper that nearly touched the ceiling. Newspapers were stacked on the other side, paper clips marking pages that were yellowed with age. An old metal fan jutted out from where it had fallen, stuck between a file cabinet and a wall. The blades were so dusty they seemed to be made of gray felt.

Aly and I were standing. I’d given Cass the only available seat, a butt-high pile of magazines topped with New England Journal of Medicine, July 23, 1979.

“He’s dead, Professor Bhegad!” Aly said. “That’s what matters. You didn’t tell us that…thing would be there! It was a vromaski—a real one. Saber teeth, horrible snout. Just the way I dreamed it. How did that happen, Professor? What aren’t you telling us?”

“I didn’t know.” Bhegad was wiping off his glasses. His eyes were red, his skin flushed. “There are no animals at the top of the volcano. It is barren there.”

“Barren?” I exploded. “Tell Marco he was killed by an imaginary animal!”

“We didn’t even have a chance to say good-bye,” Cass said.

Aly shook her head in despair. “Or thank him.”

“But…how did you get here?” Bhegad asked. “How on earth were you able to get back down so quickly?”

“Because he told us how,” I snapped. “He explained how to rappel down the mountain while the animal was attacking him.”

“Extraordinary…” Bhegad leaned heavily forward on his elbows. A pile of papers shifted, sending a small alarm clock to the floor. “…Pushing the physical envelope under attack. Teaching…imparting skills. Fantastic.”

“One of us dies and you call it fantastic?” I shot back.

“That is really cold, Professor,” Cass said.

“Oh my, I meant that only as a—a tribute to this extraordinary young man,” Bhegad said, rummaging through his desk. “Tragic, tragic.”

I hated his response. After what had just happened, I detested everything about the Karai Institute. Bhegad had made it seem like they cared. Like their biggest concern was our lives. Like G7W and possible superpowers were these great gifts from them to us.

They didn’t care about Marco. Marco’s death was another way to gather information. His murder was a new data point.

Well, I didn’t care about them anymore. Or my supposed salvation.

The institute wasn’t the reason I was alive right now. Not the operation or the treatment. Or the fact that I happened to be born with some fatal but magical gene marker. My life could have ended with the snap of a jaw. I was alive because of a friend’s sacrifice. No matter how many more years I had left, I would have to live with that.

“We have to find his body,” Cass said. “Send us down there with Torquin in his helicopter.”

“I daresay Torquin is still on his way back,” Bhegad said. “He radioed me. After he lost you on the mountain, he turned back. He thought you’d fallen asleep or some such. By the time he reached the top of Mount Onyx, it was long after you’d…left. And, my boy, we can’t send a chopper into the caldera. We’ve tried it before. The volcano has been dormant for thousands of years, but still, there are strange updrafts that will knock a helicopter into the side walls.”

“Then we’ll go by foot,” I said. “I’m with Cass. We can’t just leave him there.”

“Jack, the idea is sheer folly,” Professor Bhegad said. “We have no tunneling equipment.”

“There is a way into the volcano.” I pulled the second half of the rock from my pocket. “We found what we were looking for, Professor Bhegad. The second part of Wenders’s message was on Mount Onyx. It talks about an entrance.”

Bhegad peered at the stone. “Random numbers…I fear this is the writing of a madman.”

“The first part of the code made sense,” Aly pointed out. “What makes you think this doesn’t? All these years studying the island, and you have no idea what Wenders was talking about?”

He sank back into his chair, wrapped in thought. “A hundred years ago, a subgroup of Scholars—the Onyxians—hypothesized the center of Atlantis was inside the caldera. There is a mythology of a labyrinth, you know. A maze. Modern theorists know that this is unlikely within the sides of a volcano. The maze must refer to the winding paths of the castle itself, which is certainly underwater. But I will ask a team to investigate—”

“If anybody goes to try to find our friend,” I said, “we’re going with them.”


As he reached for the phone, Bhegad shook his head. “Absolutely not. I sent you on a simple hike and you turned it into an alpine rock climb. You separated from Torquin and lost one of your closest friends. One of the Select. I plan to place you under the strictest house supervision!”

He shot us all an accusing glance, picked up the phone, and pounded a number. “Torquin? You are to assemble a search team, pronto. It will include you, me, and your three best people.”

A tear made its way down Aly’s cheek. Cass put his arm around her. As Bhegad moved to hang up the phone, Aly let out a sniffle.

“Now get out of here!” the professor shouted. But his voice had lost its bite and his glasses were fogging up.

None of us moved.

Bhegad’s eyes flickered briefly and he coughed. Yanking the phone back to his ear, he barked, “And, Torquin…you will include the three remaining Select…No, you do not have a say in this. And, no, Torquin, I do not believe they need to be taught a lesson. I will see you in a half hour, or I will force you to work for a full month straight…in shoes.”

I grinned. He wasn’t such a lizard after all.

“Thank you…” Aly said.

Professor Bhegad put the phone down and hung his head. He flipped through a messy leather datebook and ran his fingers along today’s date. “Don’t thank me yet. We can’t start this until break of day tomorrow. And at midnight the day after that, Cass is due for his next treatment.” He looked at Cass. “I cannot send you, my boy.”

The color drained from Cass’s face. “But that’s two whole days!” he protested. “We’ll be back in time.”

“Professor Bhegad, even your best people are no match for Cass’s sense of direction,” I said. “We can set a limit. If we don’t reach the center by a certain time, one of the team can take Cass back.”

“No to that,” Bhegad said, drumming his fingers on his desk. “I have responsibilities.”

“Marco used to call me brother Jack,” I said. “It annoyed me. I teased him about it. Told him it made me sound like a monk. But now I understand. He really did see me—and Aly and Cass—as his family.”

Cass nodded. “We have a responsibility, too, Professor. To our brother.”

“To your—but that makes no—” Bhegad sat wearily in his chair, wiping his forehead with a handkerchief. His brow was knotted in a way that broadcast no, but his eyes were soft. “May the power of Atlantis,” he finally said, “be always with you.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY - FOUR

THE DREAM CHANGES

The dream again.

The fire.

The beasts of air and land, in their panic, are a tangle of torsos and teeth. They’re all around me, slithering, swooping, skittering. They fear the inevitable.

The end of all that’s known.

A voice calls, as it always does in the scene: Run! RUN!

But this time I see a new person. Silent. Still. Someone I believe I know.

WHO ARE YOU?

I move closer but the face is shrouded, the features blurred as if seen through a dirty lens.

I’m tempted to run away, but I don’t. I know where running leads. To the hole. To death.

I know I can no longer fear.

So I turn to the center of the destruction, where smoke billows blackly. Its tendrils shoot toward me, twining around my neck like curled fingers. It is at one moment sweet smelling, the next sharp and acrid. But I keep walking until I see the shaft rising from the center of the circle. It glows brightly, beckoning somehow.

Around the shaft is a circle of light. Spinning. There are objects embedded in the circle, and I must take them.

The smoke is clearing and I know I must work fast. I kneel to the circle, fighting indecision. Driving out the demons inside. What I will do—must do—defies all that I have ever stood for.

The fire rages, coming closer, licking the edges of the valley. I reach through the smoke to grab what I need.

But what I see instead is a head.

Marco’s head.

It’s laughing.
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CHAPTER TWENTY - FIVE

IF MISERY BE THINE

“JACK, I THINK I know how to get us through it,” Cass said, panting as he struggled to keep up with the search team.

The sun blazed with a special fierceness that morning, and it was hard to keep up a conversation. “Through what?” I asked.

“The ezam,” he said.

“Beg your pardon?” came Professor Bhegad’s voice from behind us.

Cass immediately clammed up. I was dying to hear about his plan, but not in full earshot of the old professor.

Torquin was leading the group at a breakneck pace, clomping through the bushes like an elephant on steroids. He used his machete, but he didn’t need to. The guy was a human path maker. Especially when he was angry about working on his day off.

Behind him were three of the meanest, biggest guards I’d ever met in the Karai Institute. Guys I recognized from the heliport when I landed after my escape attempt. One was missing teeth, the second was missing a finger, and the third was missing his hair.

Bhegad’s tweed blazer had large circular sweat stains that grew like an incoming tide. “Torquin!” he called ahead, “are you sure this is the path to the Wenders tobacco site?”

Torquin grunted something that could have been either yes or no. None of the other three seemed to have an opinion.

“Tobacco site?” I asked.

“The Onyxians searched fanatically for signs of entry to their maze,” Bhegad replied. “They found a pile of pipe tobacco leaves that matched Wenders’s favorite brand, near a rock wall. Although the wall was solid, they marked the place for future reference. Site One. There were other sites, too—”

“Guys, we need to pick up the pace,” Aly urged. “Torquin and his goons are making tracks.”

The men were way ahead of us, stepping high and fast as if on military training exercises. “Confound it, Torquin, slow down!” Bhegad shouted.

“Go slower is standing still!” Torquin’s voice echoed. “Hurry. Big distance. North side of mountain!”


As we trudged on, the heat seemed to be radiating up from the ground in waves. My clothes were soaked through and my head was throbbing. But we were circling the northern side of the mountain now, and that meant we would soon be in the shadow.

Which dropped the temperature to a breezy ninety-one degrees or so.

I wiped sweat away from my eye as we walked into a clearing. The sun was behind the mountain now, and a scraggly patch of dirt led to a rock wall at its base. Torquin and his men were out of sight, and Professor Bhegad stopped, holding on to a tree. “Please…” he said. “Someone tell those ruffians…to wait…”

“We don’t need to,” Cass said. “They walked past the site. We’re here.”

“How do you know?” I asked.

“From one of the maps I saw in the office. I remember a marking—WTS. I’m guessing Wenders Tobacco Site?” Cass pointed to a spot on the rock wall. “It’s right there.”

Cass, Aly, and I ran toward the wall. It was covered with vines. We began ripping down as much as we could. I looked for some sign of an entrance—a suspicious crack, a fingerhold, a carving…

“Stand aside!” Torquin’s voice boomed.

He and his three men were marching back, faces flushed with embarrassment. Using his machete, Torquin began swiping away more vegetation, taking down huge clumps of vines as the others joined in.

“My heroes,” Aly murmured drily.

Torquin turned toward us, his chest heaving. “Is rock. No entrance. Go to Site Two.”

“I’ll be the one who gives marching orders,” Bhegad said. “Let’s rest a moment.”

I was having a feeling again. Something that seemed to be vibrating up from the ground. I stepped back, holding the two parts of the stone in my hands, reading the words. Torquin’s team were muttering to themselves, kicking the wall, yawning.

I looked up the side of the mountain. Maybe thirty feet above us, the rock lost its smoothness, becoming sharply cragged. To the right a cliff jutted outward, a horizontal platform attached to a diagonal outcropping, like a letter Z that had emerged from the rock and lost its bottom part.

“‘If misery be thine,’” I read, “‘enter below, where one, four, two, eight, five, seven becomes nine, nine, nine, nine, nine, nine.’ I don’t get it.”

“Those numbers are familiar,” Aly said. “One, four, two, eight, five, seven. They’re a repeating set. For sevenths.”

“Meaning…?” I asked.

Professor Bhegad nodded. “One-seventh, if you change it to decimal form, is point one, four, two, eight, five, seven. Two-sevenths is expressed with the same digits, only beginning with the two.”

“Look.” Aly pulled a pad and pen from her pocket and quickly wrote out what she meant:
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“The same repeating digits in the same order,” she explained, “but starting at a different place.”

I shook my head. “But Wenders isn’t writing here about decimals. It’s whole numbers—what do you call them, integers. How does one number become the other? And how does this get us inside?”

Cass walked closer to the wall. “Maybe he left another message somewhere…”

I looked up at the ledge again. At the shape of the outcropping. The incomplete letter Z.

And it hit me. The formation was the shape of a perfect seven!

Where 142857 becomes 999999…

Quickly I took Aly’s pen:
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“Where the first number becomes the second number,” I said, “is here. At a seven! We just have to find the entrance.”

Torquin stomped over to me and took the sheet of paper. He and his men stared at it.

“The slanted part of the seven points downward,” I said. “Could it function like an arrow?”

I followed the diagonal downward, but the wall didn’t show any obvious clue. Just rock. It was lined, like sedimentary rock formed in layers. I figured that when the volcano formed, those layers were pushed up out of the ground to form this wall. I went closer, running my hand along the rock. It was covered with spindly little roots where the vines had attached, all of which fell right off.

And then a chunk of rock peeled away, too.

Professor Bhegad came closer. “That brittle rock appears to be shale,” he said. “There is no shale on this island, though.”

I dug my hand in and scooped out some more. The rock crumbled easily, raining outward.


Torquin stooped down, lifted a handful of the powdery stuff, and tasted it. “Not rock,” he said. “Plaster.”

I cleared away as much as I could. Aly and Cass dug their hands in to help. When we were done, a sharp-edged carving stared back at us.

My hands shook slightly as I joined the two halves of the rock with Wenders’s weird rhymes on them.

Then I inserted them into the carving.
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CHAPTER TWENTY - SIX

THE MAZE

I WAITED.

My fingers tingled. After holding the rocks in place for a long moment, I had to let go. The two halves of Wenders’s “key” did not fall out, though. They stayed snug in their place.

Torquin turned away with a dissatisfied grunt. “Now, Site Two.”

“Just a minute!” Bhegad barked.

I was feeling something. I could tell from Bhegad’s face that he was, too.

It began as a movement underneath us, like the passing of a subway train or a slight earthquake. Cass gasped. He and Aly looked down instinctively. But I had my eye on the wall. On a seam in the rock. Slowly it darkened into a crack and began to move with an awful scraping noise, like a boulder being pulled across a parking lot. Pulverized rock billowed out in dense clouds.

I covered my ears. We ran to a safer spot, behind bushes and away from the spewing grit, until the noise stopped. As the dust settled, we saw a slim, arched opening, barely tall enough for a human to enter standing up.

“That’s it?” Cass said. “We did it?”

Professor Bhegad nodded, speechless.

We all walked cautiously closer. A horrible stench rushed out, putrid and wet, like sulfur.

“Smells like something big and disgusting died in here,” Aly whispered.

“Extraordinary,” Bhegad said, wiping his dirt-encrusted glasses on his tie. “The Onyxians were right about Wenders…”

“We lead. Kids follow,” Torquin interrupted. “Mark walls. Return.”

“Torquin, don’t lose them,” Bhegad said.

“Pah,” Torquin replied with a contemptuous glare.

Bhegad turned to us with a wan, forced smile. “I’ll be waiting here. And please, my young friends, stay safe.”

I nodded at the old man. I couldn’t bring myself to smile back.

The four goons went first into the darkness, shining their flashlights all around. The opening was barely wide enough for Torquin.

Placing my hand over my nose, I stepped in next. Cass and Aly followed close behind.

“Narrow,” Torquin grumbled, his shoulders scraping the sides.

“Diet didn’t work, eh, Torq?” one of his goons remarked with a laugh.

I heard a thump and the laughing stopped.

After plodding for about ten minutes, Cass called out, “Turn right at the fork!”

“How do you know there’s a fork?” I asked.

“I was trying to tell you earlier,” Cass said. “That tree stump we saw in the jungle—remember the one with the carved lines? It looked suspicious to me. Like someone had carved it. Which meant there was a reason for carving it. So I memorized it.”

“It was just some random thing in the middle of the jungle!” Aly said. “And you only looked at it for a moment.”

Cass shrugged. “I can’t help it. I memorize everything. It’s like you with tech stuff. And movies. Oh, by the way, look out.”

I turned and walked smack into the beefy back of one of Torquin’s men. They were all standing still at a fork in the path. “Left,” Torquin said.

“Right,” Cass corrected.


“Right,” Torquin agreed. “Left.”

As the men walked off to the left, Cass’s shoulders slumped. “They’re just going to run into two more branches that are dead ends, and another that winds all the way around the mountain.”

I called out to Torquin, “We are going to the right!”

The men stopped. I could see Torquin trying to elbow his way through them.

“Guys?” Aly called out. Just inside the right-hand turn, she had found a small rectangular panel in the rock wall. It held two buttons, one above the other in a row. “What’s this doing in an ancient tunnel?”

Cass leaned closer. “Has to be from Wenders’s time. But what’s it for?”

Aly thought for a moment. “It looks like an early design for an on-off light switch. You see them in old movies sometimes. It’s possible the correct path is rigged with lights.”

“I don’t see any bulbs or electrical wires,” Cass pointed out.

“I said possible,” Aly reminded him. “Of course, it could be some spectacular Indiana Jones–style effect, and we’ll all be running from some boulder rolling down a chute. Ha-ha-ha.”

Her laugh echoed unanswered.

Torquin had managed to emerge from the crowded knot of goon muscle. He stood at the opening to his tunnel, glaring at me. “Lost you before. Glued to my side now.”


Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Aly pressing the top button. It was rusted and old, but it finally went in with a crisp snap.

I was hoping for something spectacular to happen—holiday lights, music, whatever—but there was nothing. Torquin stepped closer. The goons were grumbling.

“Let’s just go with them,” Cass said. “We need them. They’re nasty enough to scare away vromaskis.”

Click.

I stopped short. The sound had come from above. From within the rock ceiling. “What was that?”

“What?” Cass said. “I didn’t hear—”

A deep rumble interrupted him. There was no mistaking that. Torquin looked up, grunting under his breath.

With a sudden explosion, rocks showered from above. I shoved Cass and Aly away from the noise. As we fell to the ground, arms over our heads, a clang echoed against the walls.

I peered out to see a rusted iron gate slamming down from the ceiling. It completely sealed off Torquin and his men at the opening to the left-hand tunnel.

“How?” Torquin shouted.

We stared, bug-eyed. “I don’t know!” I replied.

“Sorry…” Aly squeaked.

The men raced to the gate and tried to lift it. Torquin wedged a machete under it as a lever. Cass, Aly, and I joined from the other side. But the thing held fast. It must have weighed a ton. “You did on purpose!” Torquin shouted.

“Like we want to go into this maze alone?” I shot back.

I felt helpless. Cass was right—we needed these guys. Badly. They were our first line of defense.

“We have to get some help,” Cass suggested.

I was about to agree—until I considered what would happen. Bhegad would radio KI for backup. We’d have to wait. He would suspect that we’d done this on purpose and not let us go back. Our mission would be over.

“That pattern from the tree trunk—you memorized it completely?” I asked Cass.

“As well as I know my name,” Cass said.

“Can Torquin and the guards meet up with us if they keep going?” I asked.

Cass thought a moment and then nodded. “But it would be a very long and twisty path.”

I turned back and walked to the gate. Holding myself as tall as I could, I said, “Give me the machete, Torquin.”

Torquin’s eyes seemed to want to bust out of his head. “Orders, me. Following, you.”

“We warned you guys—and you got trapped,” I said, stepping closer. “I can go back and report that to Bhegad. He won’t take it kindly. Or we can go on ahead without a weapon and be eaten by wild beasts, which Bhegad won’t like either. Or you can give me the machete. We’ll go ahead while you try to lift this thing—or take the path you wanted to take and meet up with us later on. Follow my instructions, and we won’t say a word to your boss.”

Torquin’s eyes narrowed. Then, crouching slightly, he slid the machete under the bars.

“Thanks, Torquin,” Aly said. “We owe you.”

“Will pay,” Torquin replied.

I took the weapon, tucked it into my belt, and turned. “Let’s roll.”

As Cass, Aly, and I headed down the right-hand corridor, I could hear one of the goons wish us good luck. It was followed by the sound of a dull blow and an agonized cry.

Torquin was not happy.

I scraped the machete along the wall, making a white line. “A marker, in case we get lost,” I said. “Cass, any sense of how long this maze is?”

“If we make no mistakes, if there are no traps, no doubling back, and then we actually find…find Marco’s…” Cass’s voice dropped and his pace slowed.

This was going to be tough on us all.

“I’m concerned about flashlight battery life,” I said. “Let’s use one at a time. Cass, yours first.”

As he flicked on his light, I put mine away in my pack. Although he was behind me, Cass kept the light trained on the path ahead. After a few minutes we started descending sharply. We slowed. The rock surface beneath me was slick with water. Probably from some mountain stream. To keep my balance, I stuck to the right side, walking sideways, holding the wall with my free hand. I felt an opening behind me, big enough for us to fit. I just needed to shine the flashlight into it, make sure nothing nasty was waiting for us.

“Cass, can I borrow your—” I didn’t have a chance to finish the question. The floor gave way beneath me. The machete’s point jammed against the stone as I fell, ejecting the weapon out of my belt. I slid downward, quickly gaining speed on the wet surface. My fingers grasped for a hold but only reached smooth stone. “Help!”

Cass and Aly screamed my name, but their voices were fading fast. I shielded my face with my arms as my body tumbled, out of control, down a long chute. I braced myself for impact.

But the chute ended into nothingness. I was somersaulting in midair, down to utter blackness.
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CHAPTER TWENTY - SEVEN

RECALCULATING

I FELL ON cold, pricking knives. I tried to gasp, but the air had been displaced by…

Water.

The stabbing sensation slammed up through my body—the shock of cold. Colder than anything I’d ever felt. By the time my feet hit bottom I could barely feel them. I pushed as hard as I could, rising, my lungs tight as fists.

As I broke the surface, stunned and numb, I heard clattering noises. It took a second to realize they were footsteps.

“Jack! Over here!” Aly was calling.

The call seemed to come from everywhere. But I saw only blackness. “Where are you?”


“Here!” Cass said from my right. “There are stairs on the right. You didn’t have to slide!”

“Th-th-thanks,” I said through chattering teeth.

A flash of a light blinded me, and I felt something snakelike drop onto my shoulder. I recoiled with a yell.

“It’s a rope, Jack!” Cass shouted. “Grab it!”

I managed to close my fingers around it. Cass dragged me through the water, and then two pairs of hands lifted me over the surface of a sharp rock ledge.

I flopped against a slimy wall, grateful to be out of there but shivering uncontrollably. Aly and Cass had both taken thin blankets from their packs and wrapped them around me. “Easy,” Cass said. “Just sit tight.”

My teeth kept chattering. My entire body shook. I’d bruised my ankle against the bottom of the underground pool. I’d lost the machete.

“Well,” I said, my voice raspy and raw, “at least we’re off to a good start.”

I’m not exactly sure how Cass found all the wood. But it was really dry. He returned with pile after pile, proudly dropping it all on the chamber floor. “Very strange. A karst topography in a jungle environment.”

“No backward words, please, Cass,” Aly asked.

“Karst is a real word that means an area of limestone, sink holes, underground pools, cenotes,” Cass said. “This must have been some kind of sacred location. There are piles of beads, stacks of wood all around. Maybe this was one of those ancient places where they sacrificed maidens to the gods.”

“Why was it always maidens?” Aly said with disgust.

I threw a couple more pieces into the fire. The heat felt amazing. I wasn’t dry yet, but getting there. We were lucky that a fissure in the ceiling served as a flue to draw the smoke upward.

Cass warmed his hands over the flame. “All the comforts of emoh. Er, home.”

“Don’t get too comfy.” I stood up, slinging my wet backpack over my shoulder. “We have a long way to go. How many matches do you have left? Mine are soaked.”

Cass shrugged. “A few.”

“If we run out, I can use the flint,” I said. “My matches and my flashlight are useless after that swim. Aly, you grab some wood, just in case. Cass, you, too. How are you set for other supplies?”

“Three-in-one oil, rubbing alcohol, kerosene, and peanut butter and jelly sandwich—in separate containers.” Cass walked to the mouth of the pathway, shining his flashlight into the blackness. “But I forgot the monster repellant.”

I took the flashlight and stepped cautiously inside. The path seemed to have been blasted through solid rock. The ceiling was about eight feet tall, the walls craggy and covered with moss. I felt a drip of water and looked up to see a small stalactite.

“Looks like there’s a fork ahead,” Aly remarked. “Which way, human GPS?”

“Go right,” Cass called out nervously, then shook his head. “No. Recalculating. Left.”

Aly and I exchanged a wary glance. Our footsteps clopped loudly. The path grew wider and warmer as we approached a blind turn. The flashlight’s globe of light traced a path along the curved wall.

And then it hit a dead end.

“Want to recalculate again?” Aly asked.

“I—I don’t understand…” Cass said, nearing the sheer rock. “I remember this. There should be a fork here, where we go right!”

As I crept closer, I noticed that the wall contained a perfectly rectangular section of stone, placed into it like a large brick. It jutted out just enough for me to wrap the fingers of both hands around it. I handed the flashlight to Aly.

“Be careful,” she warned. “Remember what happened to Torquin.”

I pulled. With a loud sccccraack, the plug slid out. Under it was a collection of dirt and cobwebs, which I blew aside. Aly shone the flashlight in.
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“What the—?” Aly said.

“Think,” Cass said. “‘Keys.’ Keys unlock things. Maybe this is some kind of door.”

“But the keys are divisions,” I said. “That makes no sense.”

“It’s a list,” Aly said, staring intently. “The elements must mean something.”

“Sisters, gamblers, seas—they have nothing in common!” Cass insisted.

“People are a combination of their virtues and sins…” I mused.

“Wait!” Aly blurted out. “Camelot!”

Cass and I looked at her.

“The part in the movie where the evil Mordred sings ‘The Seven Deadly Virtues’?” she said. “Seven virtues…seven sins? And…gables! That’s a movie, too, House of the Seven Gables. Well, it started as a book. Nathaniel Hawthorne.”

“Seven Sisters…” I murmured. “My mom went to Smith College. She called it one of the Seven Sisters schools.”

“Seven continents and seven seas!” Cass blurted out. “And seven is a lucky number for gamblers! Don’t ask me how I know that.”

Aly’s fingers were reaching toward the pad. “Seven, divided any way, gives us a fraction with the same number pattern we saw outside, remember? Let’s give it a try.”

Carefully Aly tapped out 1, 4, 2, 8, 5, and 7.

We held our breaths, staring at the rock. For a long moment, nothing happened. Then a noise.

“Are we…rising?” Cass asked.

“I don’t think so,” I said. “Look at the ground.”

It felt like we were rising. But only because the stone wall around us was sinking into the floor.

I looked up. From the shadows behind the rock, I could see the top of two archways.

“Yes!” Cass blurted out. “I told you! A fork! Okay, when this baby sinks, we march right!”

I shone the light into the right-hand pathway.

An eyeless, skinless face stared back at me with a toothy grin.
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CHAPTER TWENTY - EIGHT

DON’T LOOK UP

“AAAAAAHHHHH!” CASS’S SCREAM caromed off the stone wall.

We fell over each other trying to run away. I hit my head against a low ceiling. Aly dropped the flashlight.

“Is it behind us?” Cass said.

“It’s dead, Cass!” Aly replied. “It’s a skeleton!”

“So why are we running?” Cass demanded.

I took a deep breath. I stepped back and picked up the flashlight. I shone it back behind us into the empty passageway. “Okay,” I said. “There’s an explanation.”

“S-sure. The explanation is that that used to be a live person,” Cass said. “Someone who found this maze. Like us. The wall trapped him. He started knocking. And he’s b-been there ever s-s-since—”

“Stop!” Aly said. “I think Wenders set this up. He found a skeleton, maybe from an ancient sacrifice. He set it up. To scare people away from getting into the tunnel.”

I nodded. “Nothing to get freaked about. No big deal.”

“No big deal?” Cass said. “What if there are ghosts in here, or zombies?”

“Those are mythical, Cass,” Aly said.

“So are vromaskis, and superpowers, and shared dreams,” Cass retorted.

Aly leaned forward, putting her hand on Cass’s shoulder. “Hey. I know how you feel. We’re all scared. But we have a mission. Remember?”

Cass nodded. “Marco.”

“Marco,” she said.

“There will be an opening off the right wall,” Cass said softly. “Take it.”

I trained the flashlight ahead. Cass was clinging to Aly. The opening was exactly where he said, and I scratched a mark on the corner with a piece of flint. Then we all edged past the skeleton.

This tunnel was wider. Someone had painted strange-looking animals, now faded and almost transparent. A red bird with the body of a lion. A hook-nosed beast with sharp teeth. “The vromaski and the griffin,” I said.


“I need to see this,” Aly said, taking out her own flashlight.

“Are you nuts?” Cass snatched the flashlight from her. “We can’t sightsee! Let’s get through this place. About fifty feet ahead, we turn left.”

“That is rude, Cass.” Aly lunged toward him and grabbed back the light.

“Guys!” I shouted. “Stop this!”

As Cass lurched away, Aly lost her balance, hurtling to the ground. She cried out, her foot wedged in a hole.

“Are you all right?” I asked.

She grimaced, looking straight downward. “I think so. Lost my flashlight, though. Thank you, Cass.”

Cass and I knelt beside her. I shone my light down into the hole. It was bottomless. “Next time you guys want to fight over something,” I said, “make sure it’s not anything our lives depend on.”

“Sorry,” Cass murmured.

I helped Aly up. “We only have one working flashlight. Let’s hope it lasts. How’s your foot?”

She leaned on my shoulder, testing her ankle. “It’s only a flesh wound,” she said through gritted teeth.

Aly held on to the back of my shirt and hobbled forward. After a few steps she was limping along on her own. Our next left was a vast chamber. It vaulted upward into a dome, so high that the flashlight beam barely kissed the top. In the center of the room was a raised stone platform shaped like a keyhole, round and flat with a short walkway leading to a table on the left. The platform was surrounded by five steps. Directly across the chamber was an exit portal, an archway leading deeper into the maze.

We stepped slowly onto the floor of polished stone slabs.

“Looks like an altar,” Aly said.

“Probably where the Atlanteans made the s-s-sacrifices,” Cass added, setting his pack on the floor.

He took the flashlight from my hand and skimmed the beam over the wall behind the altar. It looked like an enormous grayish-green canvas.

I stepped closer to it. “Focus the light on here a minute.”

Cass and Aly were examining the table, but Cass shone the light for me, and I flicked the bottom left of the canvas with a finger. Dust poofed outward. Under the coating was an image of a man wearing a toga. I shook it and saw an entire scene, some kind of ancient festival. This wasn’t a canvas. It was a gigantic tapestry.

The image looked just like Professor Bhegad’s scene from the classroom—the king, queen, Karai, and Massarym. But then the light beam moved, and I turned to see that Cass and Aly were examining something carved into the table.

“Guys, can I have the light back?” I asked. “This is important.”

“There’s some writing here,” Cass said. “I want to copy it down.”


I couldn’t wait. I needed something brighter than a dying flashlight. Something that would show me the whole scene at once. Like a fire.

I grabbed Cass’s pack and angled it so whatever light was in the room would illuminate its contents. I pulled out the kerosene can and found some stray wood. At the bottom of the pack was an old, yellowed newspaper. He hadn’t included it in his inventory of the packs. But it would be useful. Quickly I set the newspaper down, piled the branches on top, and lit it with one of Cass’s matches.

Flames shot upward, first consuming an advertisement for Bob’s Plumbing Supplies and traveling upward to a screaming banner headline: MATTIPACK CRIME-SPREE COUPLE CAUGHT!

As the wood ignited, my mouth fell open. The tapestry came to brilliant life in the amber glow. It showed all the images from Bhegad’s tutorial—the peaceful kingdom, the sparring brothers, the destruction of Atlantis. But I noticed something strange. In the highest right corner of the weaving, there was a man hanging by his arms from what looked like a small beach ball. It looked completely out of place in this scenario. “Cass, Aly—take a look at—”

“What did you just do?”

Cass’s scream shocked me.

I spun around.


“You—you burned my Chronicle!” Cass lunged at me with his fists.

As we struggled, Aly tried to grab Cass from behind. The three of us stumbled back, bouncing off the altar and onto the round platform. Aly caught her heel on a slightly raised lip where two stones met. We all fell onto a disk of polished marble, directly in the center of the platform.

And after a hesitant rumble, it began to sink.

A roar echoed through the chamber, stone scraping on stone.

Cass’s eyes were huge. “What’s happening?”

I leaped back up to the lip of the platform. “This room is bad enough,” I said, reaching down for the others. “I don’t want to see the basement.”

The entire chamber began to vibrate. Dust clouds shot outward from the tapestry. The stone legs of the altar table groaned against the floor as they slid.

As Cass and Aly scrambled upward, a square section of the ceiling moved. I squinted upward to see a stone door on thick metal hinges, opening to release something thick and black.

The mass spilled out, morphing and growing, changing shapes like a living thing.

“Let’s go!” I screamed. I grabbed on to Aly. She locked her fingers around Cass.

Before we could clear the platform, the blob hit us.
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CHAPTER TWENTY - NINE

CASS ON FIRE

I FELT THE impact on my left shoulder. A low whoooomp echoed through the chamber.

A gust of warm wind shot toward me—a compression of air from the falling mass. I hurtled away from the platform, rolling myself into a ball to cushion the fall.

I hit the floor hard. And I slid.

I was covered with something dense and grainy. It seemed pelletlike but also fine and slippery. Its stink was intense. I crashed against a wall, but I barely felt it. Everything stung—my eyes, nose, and mouth. It was as if someone had squirted ammonia in my face.

I pulled my pack around and reached frantically inside for my water bottle. With shaky fingers, I uncapped it and squirted water into my face. I tried to blink, but it was like opening my eyes in acid. I squirted again and again.

To my right Aly was writhing on the ground, clawing at her face, screaming. “Ew, ew, ew—I know that smell! It’s bat guano, Jack! Like, five thousand years of it!”

“Look my way!” I shouted, scrabbling over the grime-soaked floor.

As she turned toward me, I shot streams of water into her eye sockets. The goop oozed downward in thin black fingers. “Enough…save the water for later…I can see…” she sputtered.

“Where’s Cass?” I said.

I scanned the edge of the reeking mound. The cavern walls were glowing orange. Out of the corner of my eye I could see the right side of the tapestry, bright as day now.

“Jack, I can see,” Aly repeated, still rubbing her eyes.

“I heard you,” I said. “That’s great. Now let’s find—”

“I shouldn’t be able to see!” Aly said. “Where is the light coming from? It should have been smothered.”

That was when I saw the flames. They danced up from the back of the mountainous pile, growing, spreading, licking against the back wall. With a loud whooshing sound, the tapestry caught fire.

“This stuff is flammable!” I said.

“It’s dried guano, Jack, of course it’s flammable!” Aly shouted.


Cass.

In the growing brightness, I spotted a slight movement. A hand. Sticking out from the edge of the mound.

I raced toward him.

The fire skittered over the top of the guano, gaining ferocity. Aly dug into the pile, scooping the foul stuff from atop Cass. I pulled hard. His shoulders emerged. His face. He was barely breathing.

The flames were descending the slope of the mound now. Coming closer to Cass. I grabbed under his shoulders and yanked as hard as I could.

Aly took his arm, but Cass was pinned by the dense mass. The flames spat sparks all around us. “Pull!” I yelled.

I planted my feet. I leaned hard. Aly’s face was red.

With a sudden jerk, Cass slid loose. I flew backward. The mound shifted, collapsing around the area Cass had vacated. A ball of flame arched through the air.

It landed on Cass’s body. His guano-covered shirt instantly went up in flames.

“He’s on fire!” Aly shouted.

I whipped off my still-wet pack and began battering the fire with it. Aly had found a bottle of water in her own pack and was pouring it on him. Finally I threw myself on top of Cass, the wet backpack between us, and held tight.

I could feel the heat radiating upward. I stayed there until I was sure the fire was out, and then rolled off.


“Is he alive?” Aly asked.

His chest wasn’t moving. He was limp, motionless. I knelt and slapped his face. I’d taken a CPR class and tried to recall what we’d learned—compressions above the lungs. I pressed hard, in bursts of three. Cass’s skin was red, and some of it looked papery.

“Geaaaahhh!” As Cass’s face came to life, he spat out a hunk of guano. He began to convulse, spitting and coughing. I sat him up and doused his face with water.

He was screaming like a wounded animal. I could barely recognize his voice.

“Come on, let’s get him out of here!” I shouted. “Quick.”

With one of Cass’s arms over draped my good shoulder, the other over Aly’s, we dragged him away from the flaming guano. The fire’s light showed that there were two passageways branching off ahead—one to the left and one farther ahead to the right.

“My eyes!” Cass screamed.

With my free hand, I squeezed the remaining contents of my water bottle into his face. Aly was coughing now—wracking, rattling explosions that made her body heave. Her eyes were red and swollen. We staggered forward, our lungs filling with toxic fumes.

We passed through the archway on the other side, into a narrow tunnel. Smoke was billowing from behind us.

“Where do we go?” Aly said. “There’s another fork ahead.”


“Guh…go…” Cass moaned. “Rrrahh…”

“What’s he saying?” Aly asked.

“Go right?” I repeated. “Is that what you said, Cass—go right?”

“Ssss…” he said, his eyes flickering shut. I took that for a yes.

We limped into the increasing darkness. The stench was lessening, but Aly could barely walk for her coughing. My heart was beating too fast. My breaths were quick and ragged, my eyes near swollen shut. “I feel…weak…” I said, gasping for breath.

“The fire…” Aly paused to cough. “Toxic fumes…”

The fork seemed twice as far as it looked. When we finally made the turn, we collapsed onto the floor.

The air was clearer here, the fire a dull, distant glow.

“Light…” Cass said. “Dropped into…pack.”

Aly eyed his backpack, which was now nearly solid black with fire-cured guano. I could tell she was not going to touch it.

Cass had zipped up the pack. I hoped the interior would be intact. I unzipped it and reached in, holding back my own revulsion.

Incredibly, the flashlight was fine. I shone the beam to the left. “Ready?”

Cass grimaced. “I hurt,” he said.

His face was matted with blood. Welts bubbled up on his arms. His shirt was charred and tattered, the shreds saturated with sweat and blood. Under them was an angry cross-hatching of burn marks. “We…we’re going to have to clean you up,” I said.

“Like, now.” Aly pulled a water bottle out of her own pack and poured it on Cass’s chest.

“Yeeeeaaaagh!” His scream was like a body blow.

Aly fell back in shock. “Sorry!”

Cass convulsed. “You’re going to be fine,” I said.

He grabbed my hand and Aly’s. His chest was rising and falling rapidly. “I’m dying. Leave me. Go.”

“We can’t do that!” Aly said.

Cass flinched. “When you get out…send help. Go!”

I looked at Aly. We couldn’t let him die. I put my arm around his shoulders and tried to hoist him up. “We’ll get through. Return home to our families. All three of us.”

“Stop!” Cass said, his face twisted with pain. “That newspaper…Chronicle…”

He was hallucinating. “Cass, the newspaper is gone!” I said.

“My family…” Cass said. “Gone, too. Not dead…gone.”

As I struggled to my feet I remembered the headline, going up in flames. “Cass, that article…the crime-spree couple…?”

“What are you talking about?” Aly demanded.

“Mom…Dad…” Cass’s eyes were wild, desperate. “Never met them…but I found out. Life sentence…gave me up. At birth. Four foster families. Five? I don’t know. Bad…son. So bad. Ran away…”

The words hit hard.

My family isn’t close…I remembered what Cass had said when we’d talked about our families. “Cass, we don’t care who your parents are,” I said. “You’re coming with us.”

“You have families,” Cass insisted. “I have nothing. Go!”

Aly’s eyes were full of tears. “Cass, we’re all the same now. We’re all each other has—”

“Left…” Cass said, his voice a raspy whisper.

“Exactly,” Aly agreed.

“No…go left…” he said. “About…fifteen degrees. Not straight. Not too sharp either…fifteen degrees or so…”

His voice drifted off.

“Cass!” I shouted, shaking him.

Aly felt his neck for a pulse. “He’s alive. Maybe we should turn back…get him help.”

“But Marco—” I said.

“We can’t save Marco,” Aly said. “We may not ever find him now. But if we retrace our steps and return, we can save Cass.”

I set Cass down on the floor. I couldn’t go another inch with him. I was on the verge of collapse myself. His weight was killing my sore left shoulder. Aly looked half dead. “We can’t go back the way we came. We’ll burn alive, Aly.”


“Right, you’re right.” She squinted ahead. “Okay. He said fifteen degrees.”

“You’re at a street corner…” I gasped. “You turn clockwise. Right turn is ninety degrees, backward one-eighty. Left turn two-seventy.”

As I lifted Cass again, I slid the flashlight toward Aly with my foot. “Take this.”

As Aly bent to pick it up, she coughed violently. Dark brown fluid dripped from her mouth.

She flicked on the light and shone it ahead. Its beam shook with the rhythm of her coughing. A bat chittered overhead, zigzagging among the stalactites. The light was nearly gone now, but it revealed a turn ahead. At about fifteen degrees.

“Go left,” Aly said. “And pray.”

Moving with Cass sent a stab of intense pain down my left side, but I held tight. Collapsing would do neither of us any good. “Okay. Ready.”

“Are you sure you can do this?” Aly asked.

I nodded firmly. “For a brother, I can.”

The tunnel seemed to go on forever. Bats squeaked overhead, scolding us. I could barely walk. My shoulder was completely numb.

We used the flashlight only sparingly. I was banging poor Cass into the wall. Finally I stepped into a hole and we both nearly went flying. I screamed. My body was pure agony now, shoulder to foot. “Setting him…down,” I said through gritted teeth. “My ankle feels broken…”

I sank against the wall and set Cass in my lap. He needed a cushion. Holding him in a kind of modified bear hug, I felt my eyes close.

A little sleep couldn’t hurt. Just a minute.

“Jack?” Aly said. “You don’t look good.”

I could see them in my mind now. The king and queen. They were expecting me. But they looked sad.

“I did…the best I could,” I said. A soft, slightly cool breeze caressed my right side, sending me deeper into dreamland. Closer to Uhla’ar and Qalani.

Now the queen’s face was changing. Her regal features softened, reshaping into a smile so familiar that I felt I’d been seeing every day.

“Hi, Mom,” I said. I wanted to let go. I wanted to join her. It had been so long, and I had lost her so quickly. I missed her so much.

“Jack, don’t go to sleep!” Aly was screaming.

I could sense a dim glow under my lids, but I wanted darkness. I was ready for it. “Please turn off…the light…”
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CHAPTER THIRTY

GOING, GOING, GONE

“IT’S NOT ON!”

The sharp slap to my cheek stung. My eyes flickered open, and Mom’s smile was replaced by the charred, peeling face of Aly Black. “What?” I moaned.

“The flashlight, Jack,” she said. “It’s not on. The light is coming from somewhere else!”

My eyes blinked open. She was right. The glow was farther ahead in the tunnel. The same direction as the breeze.

Breeze? Through the wall of pain, little bits of reality peeked through the cracks. Breeze meant air. Air meant a connection to the outside world.

“Help me up,” I said, lifting Cass off my lap.

“Uhhhnn…” He was stirring now, reviving.


Aly helped me get him upright. I stood, once again wrapping Cass’s arm around my shoulder.

We staggered toward the faint glow. The tunnel seemed to be widening. My momentary sleep must have done me good. I had a bit of strength.

I could see Aly in silhouette now. Her eyes had swollen badly. “How are you doing?” I asked.

“I look bad, huh?” she said.

I tried to shine the flashlight in her face, but the light had finally died. Still, even in the soft glow I could see that her eyes were nearly shut, her lips cracked and scabbed, her skin covered with angry red blotches. “You look fine,” I lied.

“Jack, look!” She gestured to an ominous narrow floor-to-ceiling archway in the wall to the right.

The breeze was stronger now, warmer. I could hear a low, distant crashing noise. The glow—and the breeze—were clearly coming from beyond the archway.

“What is that?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I said.

Aly froze. “Jack…” she said, her voice thin and high-pitched. “This rush of air…warmth, light—I think we’re heading back into the fire. We’ve gone in a circle.”

Her eyes were slitted lanterns, her red-patterned face a fright mask. Panic seized me. Cass’s arm nearly slid off my shoulder.


I knew I looked as bad as she did. My own skin was pulling, my own sight lines shrinking. We all needed medical help. We were running on adrenaline and whatever advantage G7W gave us, if any. Cass was nearly dead. To march back into an advancing fire was crazy. Suicidal.

“Let me…try to carry him for a while,” Aly said, kneeling next to Cass. “Switch off…we’ll find another path…”

“Aly, no,” I said. “We’ll get lost—”

“What other choice do we have, Jack?”

Aly’s shout echoed dully against the stone walls. Then it seemed to echo again. From beyond the archway.

A gust of warm air surrounded me. A tiny droplet of moisture formed on my nose.

Moisture.

Aly collapsed, trying to lift Cass. “Help me do this…”

“Aly, that’s not the fire in there,” I exclaimed. “Look at my nose!”

She came closer. “It’s burned, Jack—”

“It’s wet!” I said. “So’s my face. So’s yours. A fire makes the air dry, Aly. It sucks oxygen into itself. It doesn’t send out damp breezes!”

Cass was stirring now, muttering. His heat-swollen eyes blinked. “I feel like…a llorggedeirf.”

I dropped next to him. “What, Cass? I can’t understand you.”


“Fried egg roll,” he said. “Sorry. Note to self: stop speaking backward.”

Aly and I looked at each other. This didn’t seem possible.

She knelt. Tears were making gray rivulets down her cheek. “Welcome back, Cass,” she said softly.

“Easy for you to say,” Cass replied.

I couldn’t believe it. He was struggling to his feet.

“Cass, take it easy!” Aly said, reaching out to him.

He took her hand and put it on his shoulder. “Let me…lean on you…”

As he stood slowly, wobbling, I put his other arm around my shoulder. The tunnel would be just wide enough for the three of us. We turned back toward the dim light, the source of the moisture. At first, Cass’s legs were almost useless. But things changed when we made the turn into the right-hand tunnel. He began taking more of his weight. Easing the pain in my ankle.

We picked up the pace. The light glowed brighter and the gusts picked up intensity. They soothed and tickled, seeming to wash away part of the pain. My shallow breaths grew deeper. Even my eyes seemed to be seeing more.

But the crashing sound was increasing, too—continuous, like a machine.

“We’re almost there,” Cass said. His eyes were open now, a pained smile growing on his face. “You did it.”

He dropped his arm from my shoulder. As I lowered mine, I caught a glimpse of his chest. It had stopped bleeding. The oozy welts down his front were now dry red swooshes. The bubbled skin on his face had receded. “Cass—your chest,” I said. “It’s healing!”

Aly smiled wanly. “You don’t look like Quasimodo anymore,” she said.

I smiled at Aly—and I realized her eyes were returning slowly to normal, too. “And you don’t look like ET.”

Her smile vanished. “I looked like ET?”

“Almost…there…” Cass interrupted.

Aly and I picked up speed. Cass’s legs were stronger, and he was supporting more of his own weight. Ahead of us, the light pulsed with the rhythm of the crashing sounds. Our feet caught on rocks and bumps, but we managed to stay upright.

The tunnel veered ninety degrees to the left. We made the turn and stopped short.

Here, the wall’s stones were long and lined vertically like sinew. They seemed to beckon my eyes upward, to an impossibly high ceiling, like in a cathedral.

The source of the crashing noise was a distant waterfall, surging out of the darkness above. The tunnel was suffused by a soft light that seemed to come from some unseen place.

We started forward, but Cass pushed our arms away. On wobbly legs, he stumbled toward the water. “Cass, careful!” Aly said, reaching toward him.

I took her arm and held firm. “No,” I said. “Let him.”

Cass seemed to be gaining strength. He managed to rip away the remaining shreds of his tattered jeans as he walked, continuing on in a pair of grime-blackened Simpsons shorts, black socks, and Converse sneakers.

“I don’t believe this,” Aly said.

“What, that he was a Simpsons fan?” I remarked.

She jabbed me in the side. It felt good.

“Come on,” she said, moving forward toward Cass.

I followed, taking care not to further injure my ankle. Cass was in the pool now, up to his neck. His head was angled upward, the ghost of a smile animating his face. As Aly waded toward him, the water rising to her waist, I stepped in.

The water was cool, not cold, with a softness that seemed to caress. Oh, did it feel nice. The waves of pain—my ankle, my arm, my shoulder—all briefly flared and then began to ease up. Aly and Cass were standing silently to my right. Aly’s eyes were wide in utter bafflement.

Staying close to the edge of the pool, in water up to my chest, I moved closer to the falling stream. Standing underneath, I looked upward and felt the force on my face and chest, my back and legs. I let the water wash off the guano, the soot, the shreds of Cass’s ripped clothing and mine. And other things, too—the pain and worry, the rot and weakness. The feeling that Death was digging into me, licking its greedy lips.

All going, going…gone.

I closed my eyes and lifted my arms. I felt Aly and Cass on either side of me. They clasped my hands and we stood there, drinking it in, gaining strength. We had no clue why any of this was happening but also the good sense not to ask any questions.

Even with my eyes closed, the light was more intense than before. I opened them. The light source seemed to be coming from behind the waterfall.

I let go of my friends and stepped slowly forward. The full force of the water hit me hard. The throbbing had returned to the back of my head. I waded as fast as I could until I passed completely under it.

The pool extended into a deep grotto. Almost immediately the sound of the rushing water subsided to a muffled roar. I shielded my eyes against a shocking brightness.

The lagoon’s rocky bottom began to slope upward, like the steps of an outdoor pool. Soon I was emerging from the water onto a high rock platform. My eyes were adjusting to the light now, and I saw a stadium-like area flooded with light.

Sunlight.

“Jack, what are you doing?”


I spun around. It was Aly, emerging from the water. Her skin was lined only lightly, her posture strong.

Cass was behind her in a nanosecond. His boxers seemed even more ridiculous clean than dirty, but I barely noticed that.

His chest bore only the traces of scars. His face looked as if it were marked by a long-ago sunburn that had recently peeled.

“Guys…” I said. “You’re…normal.”

“That’s the first time anyone’s called me that in my life,” Aly said.

Cass was gazing with squinted eyes at the area behind me. “Where on earth are we?” he said under his breath.

I turned and moved closer. The spray of the waterfall pattered lightly at my back.

As I entered the circle of light, I nearly stumbled on a thick branch I hadn’t seen jutting into the entrance.

No. Not a branch. A foot.

I jumped aside and looked down.

There was no mistaking the ragged, water-soaked figure against the wall.

“Marco?” I said.
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CHAPTER THIRTY - ONE

MARCO

WE RAN TOWARD the slumped body. I think we all were scared of what we’d see up close. All around us loomed vertical rock walls, impossibly high, shadowed with sharp crags and ledges. The body of the vromaski lay in a flattened heap against the wall, about fifty feet away. The walls formed a circle at the top, framing a deep blue late-afternoon sky. We had made it into the crater of the volcano. We had beaten the Atlantean maze. But as we knelt by our fallen friend, it didn’t seem like such a wonderful accomplishment.

Marco was facedown on the ground, his body twisted. White fragments were scattered nearby. It took a moment to realize they were his teeth.


“Oh, no, no, no, no, no…” Aly moaned.

Jubilant only a moment ago, Cass was now drawn and pale.

As I knelt next to Marco, my knees shook. Taking his shoulder, I pulled gently, afraid of what I’d see. His arm slid toward me, whacking my knee. I jumped away, nearly knocking over Aly and Cass, who were clutching each other.

Marco flopped onto his back, ashen and motionless. His face was crisscrossed with cuts. His mouth looked sunken, his jaw wrenched to one side. Mist blew over his body like the fingers of a fuzzy ghost. He hadn’t asked for this. He had been taken from his home, his family, just like us. To become a supposed superhero.

They didn’t know what we did. That they’d failed. That he’d been a real hero.

“Jack, there’s like a hundred tooth fragments over there,” Cass said. “And…and…other stuff.”

He turned away, looking like he was about to hurl.

I looked at Aly and then Cass. “Well, we have a mission, don’t we?”

Cass nodded grimly and stood. “Let’s lift him. We have to get him back.”

He lifted Marco’s feet off the ground, and I went around to the other side. As I dug my hands under his shoulders, I recoiled. “He’s…warm,” I said.

“He’s been in the sun,” Aly reminded me, in a measured voice. “Keep it together, Jack.”


I knelt and grabbed his shoulders again. “One…” Aly said. “Two…”

Marco blinked.

We all screamed.

I dropped him and leaped to my feet.

His face fell to the side again. We waited. No one breathed. For a long time, nothing happened. My heart ping-ponged.

I looked upward to the top of the caldera, where we’d fought the vromaski. It was at least fifteen stories up. In sheer physical terms, Marco was like a one-hundred-eighty-pound weight dropped from a skyscraper. No one could survive that kind of fall.

I glanced at Cass and Aly and could tell they were thinking the same thing.

Okay, it was an automatic movement. Bodies do stuff like that. Man up. That’s what Marco would say.

“Let’s try again…” I said, my voice parched.

As I bent down, Marco moaned.

I fell to my knees in shock. His head twitched. His mouth was moving. I bit my lip, just to be sure I wasn’t dreaming.

“M-M-Marco?” Cass said.

“His fall…maybe it was stopped by t-t-trees…growing out of the caldera walls,” Aly said weakly, as if trying to ground this in some sort of logic. “Roots…bushes…”


“Yeah, and it’s raining salamanders,” I said, shaking my head. “It wasn’t a root, Aly. Look at the vromaski. He’s completely totalled. It was the water. Marco’s wet. He fell close enough to get some of the spray. It kept him alive.” I couldn’t believe the words coming out of my mouth. “Marco is alive!”

Marco’s eyes seemed to roll in their sockets, wild and unfocused. When he tried to speak, his voice was a grotesque squeak.

“Lift him.” Cass stood, his face taut with urgency. “Don’t just stand there, lift him! I’ll take the feet. Jack, you take the arms, Aly take the middle.”

“Cass…?” I said, numb and confused.

“Now! Or I’ll take him myself!” Cass cried out. “We have to get him to the waterfall.”

Numbly I lifted Marco by the shoulders. His head flopped back, a trail of blood oozing from the corner of his mouth. Aly quickly folded his hands across his chest and then crouched underneath him. We lifted his body to shoulder level and walked him back through the passageway, stepping carefully down into the pool.

The crashing water pelted us as we approached. When we were almost underneath, Cass shouted, “Lower him in—now!”

I grabbed tight and slipped out from under Marco. He was unbelievably heavy. Cass and Aly were already submerging his legs as I angled my body to turn around. “Slow down!” I yelled.

They didn’t hear me. I tried to spin around fast, but Marco’s weight put an impossible torque on my body. My foot came down on a smooth rock, and then shot out from underneath me.

I fell. Cass and Aly lost control of the body. Marco dropped into the water, his expressionless face disappearing under the rush of bubbles. As he floated away, his hair swirled like seaweed. Blood floated upward from his lips on a pink line of bubbles.

“We’re drowning him!” Aly cried out.

Cass lunged and grabbed Marco’s foot. We were almost directly under the falls now. I went around to his head and lifted it out of the water. No gasp. No choking. Nothing.

The waterfall wasn’t working for him. He was too broken.

We managed to drag Marco away from the roiling pool, to a shallower part. His eyes had rolled up into his head and his mouth was slack.

“Get him on dry ground!” Aly said. “Do compressions, CPR!”

Cass was crying as we dragged Marco out of the water and onto the rocky floor. I turned him onto his back and moved his head so it was facing upward. His right arm flopped aside, bent in the wrong direction.


“Kaaashmaa…” he groaned.

I jumped back. Cass yelled in shock.

Marco was blinking. Moving. His arm slid slowly against the rock, then jerked upward.

With a soft, nauseating crack, it snapped itself back into place.

“I don’t believe this, I don’t believe this, I don’t believe this…” Cass mumbled, as Marco’s hand moved to his distorted-looking jaw—and pushed it straight.

“Owwww…owww,” Marco moaned. Aly flinched with sympathy, tears streaming down her cheeks.

Slowly Marco raised himself up on his elbows. His brow furrowed with confusion as he saw the falls. Then he looked at us.

“Thay, doc,” he said hoarsely, “will I ever play the thakthophone again?”
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CHAPTER THIRTY - TWO

THE CIRCLE IN THE DARK

ALY’S SCREAM MADE bats skitter out from the crags. She fell over Marco, wrapping her arms around him. “You cannot be alive. I am hugging a not-alive person!”

“Huh?” Marco said.

Cass leaned over Marco, his brow furrowed. “You. Fell. Marco!” he said in a barking voice, as if Marco were still in a coma. “Do you understand me, Marco? You fell! From the top of the volcano! And yet! You survived!”

Marco glanced my way. “Why ith he talking like that? And what’th with thith lithp?”

I opened my mouth to answer but my jaw just flapped open and shut. This couldn’t be happening. But it was. Marco had fallen to his death. His jaw, his teeth—they lay scattered about the center of the volcano.

But he was with us again. Intact.

We were all intact. Guano free. Burn healed.

Returned from death.

“Marco, let me see your mouth,” I finally said.

He obediently lowered his jaw. As I knelt closer, Aly looked, too.

I angled his face so I could catch the light. His front teeth were stubs, just breaking through the gum line. Not smashed, not ragged and pointed, but smooth edged, like Chiclets. The top of Marco’s mouth—the hard palate—was pink and small as if it had been transplanted from a baby.

Aly gasped. “His teeth…”

“His whole jaw,” Cass said softly. “It was shattered in the fall. Destroyed.”

“Marco,” I said, “you may not remember this, but you fell. A huge distance. You should be dead. But you landed by this waterfall, and you’re okay.”

Marco smiled a stubby smile. “I’m immortal?”

“It’s something about the water,” I said. “You’re…regenerating.”

“I whaaaa—?”

He nearly bit off my fingers at the W.

“Your teeth are growing in,” I said. “Your palate—that must have been knocked out of your mouth, too. But it’s coming back. That’s why you’re lisping!”


His face lit up. “Tho it’th not going to latht forever?”

He was sitting up now. His arms were moving. The lacerations on his face were looking less angry. “Marco,” I said, “can you stand?”

Marco shrugged. He swung his legs around so they hung down over the ledge.

“Look at them, Jack!” Aly said with a gasp.

His legs dangled bizarrely, pointing every which way as if he had three knees in each one. He glanced at them curiously, swinging them right to left. “Dang,” he said.

Then he kicked out twice, hard. The legs locked themselves back into a normal angle, and he let out sharp yelp of pain.

Cass groaned. “He has got to stop doing that.”

“Help me up,” Marco said, grimacing. “Gently, doodth.”

Cass and I put our arms around him and lowered him as carefully as we could into the water. He cried out as his feet hit bottom. The backwash from the falls swirled around us, hip deep. “We have to go back under the falls,” I said. “Back into the center of the volcano. That’s where we found you. Can you make it?”

Marco shifted his weight. He rested in the water for a moment, taking deep breaths. Then, unhooking his arms from our shoulders, he firmly pushed us aside.

Grinning at Aly, he said, “Follow the Yellow Brick Road.”


Back in the crater, Marco insisted on gathering up all his tooth fragments and lost body parts. Cass and Aly were locked in a worried conversation by an archway at the far end of the caldera, on the opposite side from which we’d come in. There were three tunnel openings there.

But my eyes were fixed on the great shadow to our left. Because of the sun’s angle, a section of the crater floor was totally black. A mist, barely visible, seeped out. I figured it was water evaporating against warm rock.

“I’m pretty sure one of these connects with the path we took,” Cass was saying, “but I can’t remember which.”

“You have to!” Aly said. “What if we walk back into the fire?”

“I’m not a machine, Aly,” Cass replied. “I only got a quick look at that tree trunk. I was nervous. We were in the middle of an escape, remember? Maybe we should do a little reconnaissance—try each of them, weed out any dead ends, see if we can find some markings, leads, whatever. Maybe it’ll bring it all back to me. Marco? Jack?”

“I’ll wait till you figure it out,” Marco called out. “I’m finding cool thtuff. Thcream if you thee a vromathki. But don’t worry. We’re immortal. We have the waterfall—woo-hoo!”

He was over near the waterfall entrance, practically giddy with excitement. He held a fleshy lump to the light, gazed at it in awe, then dumped it into his backpack.


“I want to explore,” I called, gesturing toward the shadow. “Don’t take long.”

As Cass and Aly disappeared into the archway, I couldn’t stop thinking about Bhegad’s classroom lesson—about the heart of Atlantis, the mysterious place Wenders claimed to have seen. Now we had seen it, too. But it sure didn’t match my dream, which had nothing like rock walls or this healing waterfall.

The blackness scared me a little. How could any place be that dark in the middle of the day?

Judging from the curve of the walls, I estimated the depth—the distance to the back wall—couldn’t be more than twenty or thirty yards.

I stuck close to the wall as I walked in. I could see nothing now. I felt my hair lifting upward in lazy swirls.

The back of my head, which had been throbbing ever since I saw the waterfall, now pounded like a drum. I tried to shake it off. The wall was leading me straight back. I wasn’t expecting that. I should have been closing a circle. Calderas were round.

I stopped when I heard faint, muffled music. It was an unearthly tangle of sounds, not like any instrument I knew but not singing either. It throbbed in rhythm with my head’s pounding.

It was irresistible. Pulling me. Scaring me.

I turned, intending to call to my friends. But the voice that emerged from my throat was compressed and garbled. Not even a word, more like the fluting of a bird.

It made me giggle in spite of myself. I kept moving inward, helpless to resist, ignoring the pain in my head.

This sound was now commandeering all my senses, exhilarating and horrifying me at the same time. It was the smell of Christmas Eve and Barry Reese’s breath, the sight of Mom’s smile and Marco’s shattered teeth, the feel of beach sand and burning bat guano. I could no sooner escape it than turn the waterfall back up to its source. And I didn’t want to.

You’re not in danger. Marco is a shout away.

In the shadow’s center was a bluish-white glow. A circle. It seemed to come from deep below the earth, shining through translucent rock. Pulsing with the music’s rhythm. The mist hissed up through pencil-thin cracks, obscuring what was inside the shape.

I moved closer. Carved into the circle’s center was a deep, wide hemisphere. Around the perimeter were seven shallower ones. Each was marked with a symbol. I leaned in, trying to make sense of them.

It looked like some weird game. The carvings looked like landmarks from some ancient country.

No. Not landmarks.

I knew what these represented.

Of sisters, gables, virtues, sins,/Of gambling men with lucky wins/Of continents and stormy seas…
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Seven. All of Wenders’s clues—even the opening to the outside—involved the number seven. And I began thinking about school, about something I’d been obsessed with in sixth grade. “The Pyramids of Egypt…Hanging Gardens of Babylon…Pharos Lighthouse…” I muttered.

These were the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World. But what the heck did they have to do with the Karai Institute, and this volcano—and Atlantis?

“Yo, Jack…where’d you go…?”

Cass’s voice was disembodied, as if from a TV in the next room. I knew I should call out, but the circle was beckoning, silencing me. The mist—I could see now—it was coming from a crack in the center. Maybe that was making the sound, like breath blowing through a clarinet reed.

I edged closer. The mist caressed my face softly. It lifted my spirits. Was this the volcano’s real healing source—the thing that transformed the water, gave energy to the falls?

In the eddy’s midst I spotted a jagged thing, rising from the center of the circle. It was dirty and forlorn, like a spoon broken off in a bowl of petrified soup. Or the withered, split trunk of an ancient dead sapling. It seemed out of place within such an awesome force.

My head throbbed now. I felt as if someone had placed three fingers on the three points of the lambda at the back of my skull. But I was too curious to turn back. As I wrapped my hand around the little tree, a layer of dirt and rust fell off. It had more heft than I expected. It was flatter, too. Definitely not a tree. Not wood at all. Metal, probably.

I pulled and it came out easily, with a clean-sounding shhhick. I held it over the glow. Either the light had intensified or my eyes were getting used to it. I could see the thing pretty clearly. It was the pointy half of a rusted sword blade, marked with a finely etched design that was hard to discern. Someone had obviously gone all King Arthur on the sword and tried to pull it out of the stone, instead breaking it off midway. I looked around for the other piece but there was no sign of it.


From the center of the circle, where I’d pulled the broken weapon, came kind of a deep-earth belch. The music, so loud a moment ago, was fading.

“Jack?” Cass’s voice echoed from far behind me. “’Sup? You fall into a hole or something?”

He couldn’t see me in the dark. Was too scared to venture closer. I tried to answer but couldn’t.

“We need your help, Jack,” Cass continued, his voice growing more nervous. “We investigated three paths. Two of them are dead ends, and the other goes on forever and kind of smells of the outdoors. Marco’s with us now. But the flashlight’s dead. Jack…? Jack?”

I heard Cass’s footsteps retreating at a run. As my eyes fell on the circle again, I saw that the place where the sword blade had been was now glowing a garish blue-white. Something seemed to be pressing up from underneath. Trying to break out.

The ground began to shake. I could hear an avalanche of rocks all around. Through the small rip in the earth came an explosion—not of rock and soil but blinding white light. A savage wind whipped upward, lifting me off my feet, bringing me down hard.

What had I done? I needed to put the sword shard back. It had blown out of my hand and was lying on the ground. I lunged toward it. My hand closed around it just as a blast of wind spun me around.

The light was blinding me. Where was the circle?


I skidded against the wall, hitting my head. For a moment all went black. Then I heard a piercing screech and saw a wash of bright red. I felt the flapping of wings like a sudden gale wind.

My eyes were fluttering, my brain dancing in and out of consciousness.

Stay awake!

I forced myself to lean into the wind. The circle was now an angry bright white. I couldn’t look into it for more than a fraction of a second. I would have to be accurate.

With a grunt, I shoved the shard back down. Hard.

It entered the rock cleanly and held.

The wind echoed up toward the sun and dispersed. The light was back underground. The circle had a swollen, angry brightness, but the sense of imminent disaster was over.

As I backed away, the mist began to rise again. My legs shook uncontrollably as I edged out of the darkness.

And I ran.
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CHAPTER THIRTY - THREE

NO-DEAD-BODY ZONE

I BARRELED STRAIGHT into Marco. He was standing near the wall, just outside the umbrella of darkness, heading in my direction. Aly and Cass were close behind him.

He cocked his head curiously. “What were thossssse funky noisssessss? Dang, my s’s are back.”

“You heard them?” My voice was back. “Did you hear the music?”

“I heard sssomething weird, like a big old bird,” he said. “Cass and Aly have been tracking tunnels. Cass said he called you and you didn’t answer.”

“There’s a circle!” I stammered, pointing back into the darkness. “With…other circles in it, and carvings of the Seven Wonders—at least that’s what I think they are—and they all play music! And when you get close, stuff happens to you. You lose your voice. And there’s this thing in the middle, a sword actually, or part of one, which I pulled out, and this huge white light came, and wind, and earthquakes…Just come with me!”

I sounded like a raving maniac. Grabbing Marco’s arm, I pulled him into the shadow. Dragged him directly toward the center. The glow of the circle loomed.

“Whoa…” Marco said.

“Calling M. Night Shyamalan,” Aly muttered.

The mist seeped forward, wrapping all of us. Cass said something to me, but it was as if the wispy tendrils were siphoning away the sound.

He crept nearer, staring intently at the carvings. I could feel Aly’s grip now. She was pulling me away. Marco was reaching for Cass.

I didn’t resist. Didn’t want to. They had seen it. Felt it. That was all I needed.

As we stumbled back into the light, Aly said, “That’s it, isn’t it? That’s what Wenders saw. The center of Atlantis.”

“Seven circles,” Marco said. “For seven Loculi.”

“And Seven Wonders,” I added.

“What do they have to do with each other?” Aly asked.

I shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Dude,” Marco said, “if this is the place where the Loculi come from, we’re going to have to return them here.”


“If we buy into Bhegad’s plan,” Aly said.

“His crazy stories are starting to make sense,” Marco pointed out.

“Over my dead body are we coming back here,” Cass said.

Marco smiled. “This,” he said, “is a no-dead-body zone.”

I didn’t know what to think.

We had found something real. Seven depressions in the earth. A crazy source of energy. A waterfall that gave life to the dead. A vromaski and a tapestry guarded by bat guano. Marco was right—we would have to come back.

But first we had to get out of here. And to make progress, we needed light.

A Swiss Army knife in Marco’s backpack had survived the fall. It was sharp enough to help me slice three branches from the tree in the caldera wall. I put two of them in my pack. Then I took some of Cass’s kindling wood and wove it into a tight ball, binding it with roots and small branches from the dead tree.

I inserted the branch through the center of the bundle and wrapped it all together with a jacket Aly had stuffed into her pack. Then I poured kerosene over the whole thing and set it aflame.

With a whoosh, the bundle became a makeshift torch. “I figure I can make three of these,” I said. “I’m not sure how long they’ll each last.”


Marco gazed at the flame in awe. “Dude. I quit Cub Scouts just before Webelos.”

“I’m thinking we want the second archway,” Cass said uncertainly. “But I’m still not one hundred percent.”

“Your instinct is good enough for me,” Aly said.

“Let’s move,” I said, stepping quickly into the tunnel.

The ceiling was low, trapping the smoke. We hiked as fast as we could, coughing like crazy. The tunnel wove and branched. We passed at least five openings, but they all looked way too small.

Cass led us. With our new energy, we were practically sprinting. The first torch lasted longer than I expected. When it burned down I made a second.

Then later, a third.

My shirt was soaked through with sweat. I had little sense of time. It seemed we’d been gone longer than it took to get in. I was sure we’d covered more ground.

Now the third torch had burned down completely. The handle itself—the last of the three branches I’d chopped off the tree—was on fire. In a couple of minutes I would have to drop it.

“Guys, wait,” Cass said nervously. “I’m tracing this path in my head, and I’m worried we may be heading toward the big fire. Maybe we should go back. Try one of those small openings.”

I stopped and turned. I knew Cass was doing his best. We’d be spun around so many times there was no way he could be perfect. We were seconds away from darkness, with no more kerosene. “Sure, no problem,” I said. “In a couple of minutes we can travel by the light of my burning wrist. I wish you’d thought of this earlier.”

Marco had slipped by me. From a bend just a few yards ahead, he turned around. “Dude, chill.”

“Don’t tell me to chill!” I said. “That was the last of the kerosene!”

“No, I mean, chill, dude—check this,” Marco said.

The three of us turned. Marco was standing in the middle of the path, holding a machete high over his head. It looked like the one I’d lost in the chute. “Where’d you get that?” I asked.

Marco pointed to the ground. “It was here. Someone must have dropped it.”

I ran to the bend. When the others were safely beside me, I dropped the torch to the stone floor. There the flame could die without sacrificing my hand.

The light was enough to illuminate the tunnel just ahead.

At the end of it was a mangled iron gate that had been forced halfway open.

“Torquin’s gate!” I cried out.

I ran toward it, the others close behind me. The bottom of the gate hung about four feet off the floor, warped and bent. “Wow, those guys are strong,” Cass said.


“We’re there!” Aly cried out, wrapping Cass in a big hug. “You did it! You led us back to the entrance!”

Marco was examining the bent iron. “Who invited Torquin to this party?”

I grabbed his arm and pulled him under the gate. “We’ll explain later.”

We raced around to the right, retracing our original steps. In moments the light from outside was illuminating the tunnel.

I felt the tickle of a faint warmish breeze. Marco fell in beside me, whooping at the top of his lungs. Cass and Aly were laughing and shouting behind us.

At the end of the path I burst into the open air, looking up to the sky and sucking in the moist, tepid jungle air. I had never tasted anything better. “Woo-hooo!” I screamed.

“Yrotciv!” Cass whooped, leaping in the air like crazy.

As Aly and Marco joined him in a screaming victory dance, I caught sight of a lump in the grass, just a few feet ahead near the pathway. The bent elbow of a rumpled white shirtsleeve.

“Professor Bhegad?” I cried out, running toward him.

The others followed close behind. The professor was on his side, fast asleep, his hands curled up under his head. His tweed jacket had been placed neatly underneath him, and his glasses lay folded in the grass just a few inches away, along with a handheld device showing something that looked like a radar screen.


Marco knelt and shook his shoulders. “Yo, Professor, ’sup? You okay?”

Professor Bhegad turned. He muttered something incoherent. Then his eyes focused, and his jaw nearly dropped to the ground. “Marco? Is that really you, my boy? But…how…?”

He sat up and wrapped Marco in a tight embrace. “Didn’t know I was immortal, huh, P. Beg?” Marco said. “Oh. Sorry. Not supposed to call you that.”

“You can call me anything you want,” Bhegad said through a broad grin.

Aly was patting Marco proudly on the back. Cass was dancing to his own inner happy tune. Bhegad looked like he was about to cry.

I had to admit, I wasn’t expecting that reaction.

Everyone began talking at once. Aly told the story of the rescue, the ceiling of guano, the healing waterfall. Cass described the pathway in detail. Bhegad listened in utter shock. He’d been expecting to see a corpse.

“Hey, what happened to Torquin and the Three Stooges?” Aly asked.

“They emerged without you,” Bhegad said softly. “It was the second time Torquin had lost you. I gave them a severe tongue-lashing and sent all of them back to KI …”

As they talked, my eyes were drawn to the professor’s handheld device.


I scooped it up and moved a few paces away, studying it. At the top of the screen was the word Onyx. Below that, pairs of letters that each were in different colors: a yellow JM, red AB, green CW, blue MR.

Jack McKinley, Aly Black, Cass Williams, Marco Ramsay.

Most of the screen was occupied by a vaguely round shape with faint concentric bar lines, like the outline of a mountain on a topographical map. Inside the shape, traces of yellow, red, and green all spiraled into the center from the outside, added a blue line, and then went back out from the center on another path that eventually merged with the first.

When I looked up, Bhegad was hurrying toward me. His eyes were dancing. “The Circle,” he said. “Tell me about the Circle, Jack!”

I ignored him, looking over his shoulder toward my friends.

“Guys,” I said softly. “He’s been tracking us all along.”






[image: image]

CHAPTER THIRTY - FOUR

THE HEPTAKIKLOS

MARCO AND ALY stared at Professor Bhegad in disbelief.

“But—but that’s impossible,” Marco stammered. “How can I be tracked if I’m not wearing a tracker? You need an ankle bracelet or a special watch.”

“Please,” Bhegad said. “We can discuss this later. Tell me about the Circle!”

Aly took Bhegad’s device from me and examined it. “All four of us are here—time-lapse path—three going in, four coming out.”

“You knew the correct pathway into the maze beforehand?” Cass asked.

“No!” Bhegad said. “Not until we tracked your paths. But—”


“Where is the tracker, Professor Bhegad?” Aly demanded angrily. “Hidden in our shoes? Have you been following us all along?”

Professor Bhegad swallowed hard. “Part of the initial operation was to install tracking devices in each of you,” he said quickly. “Surgically. Not for any nefarious reason. For your own good.”

My mind reeled. “So when I tried to escape that first day…” I said. “And when we all attempted it, the next night…you knew where we were. The whole time, you were following us!”

Bhegad nodded. “Well…yes. But I thought you’d figured that out by now. How else would I have found you with the submarine?”

“You knew I wasn’t really at my treatment that night…” Aly said.

“You let us get onto that boat,” Cass added. “We almost drowned!”

“No, no, that’s not true,” Bhegad protested. “You did fool us for quite some time. I confess, your tricks with the looping camera footage and so forth actually worked rather well. It’s lucky that dear Torquin has a suspicious soul. After seeing a large fly crawl up Cass’s window in an exactly identical path seven times, he woke me up and we tracked you, but by then you were already at the beach.”

“What else aren’t you telling us, Professor?” I demanded. “What exactly have you done to us?”

“Peace, brothers and sister,” Marco said, his voice unnaturally calm. “Let us not yell, but rather show him how we feel.”

He reared his arm back and hurled the device deep into the jungle.

“No!” Bhegad shouted. “Do you know how much those cost?”

Cass stood over Professor Bhegad, glowering. He looked like a different person. “Marco died for your mission. If he hadn’t fallen in the right place, his blood would be on your hands. You owe us, Professor. You owe us big.”

“Owe you?” Bhegad said, his voice rising with impatience. “My dear boy, we planted the tracker for your sakes. We did not want to risk losing you. There are other forces after the secret of the Loculi. You are not as safe as you think. Now, please, tell me everything you saw in there!”

“Wait—what forces?” Marco asked.

Bhegad took a deep breath. “The Scholars of Karai discovered this island. For a century we have been dedicated to restoring Karai’s lineage. He recognized the foolishness of creating the Loculi—of trying to control the great Atlantean power. But his quest to destroy them backfired. It angered Massarym. So Massarym stole them and took them off Atlantis—and that removal brought on the destruction and sinking of the great civilization. Karai somehow survived, and he devoted his life to finding what his brother had taken. He searched the world for clues, going undercover, bribing people, until at last he finally found Massarym’s plans.”

“Do you have those plans here?” I asked.

Bhegad shook his head. “It was long ago. They’ve since been lost. We believe Karai wanted to return the Loculi to Atlantis. To restore the balance, possibly to raise the continent and start anew. But he was constantly thwarted by the Massa—a group of Massarym’s followers. They were in awe of the powers Massarym drew from the Loculi. They thought him a god, and he thrived on that. But after Atlantis sank, he changed. He regretted his decision to steal the Loculi. He realized Karai had been right—they were too dangerous and should not have been created in the first place. But Karai’s desire to return them to the island—this horrified Massarym. He feared another cataclysm, a global one. He thought Karai had lost his mind. He considered destroying the Loculi but worried about the release of energy. So he devoted the rest of his life to hiding them away for eternity.”

“These people—the Massa—are they still active?” I asked.

Bhegad nodded. “They are obsessed with finding the Loculi—and us. We believe they are close to locating this island. Our surveillance has picked up increased chatter.”

“Can’t we all just be friends?” Cass asked. “Work together? We want the same things.”

“Most certainly not.” Bhegad shook his head. “The Massa have stayed loyal to the early aims of Massarym. They are about control. Domination. Ultimate power. We must find the Loculi before they steal them and figure out how to activate the powers.”

“If we let you sic us on the Evil Empire,” Marco drawled, “what do we get in return?”

“Your lives.” Bhegad glared at him. “If the Massa get the Loculi, you can’t return them.”

“Which means…we die,” Aly said.

Bhegad turned to me. “Now tell me about that Circle, Jack.”

I gulped. “It was carved into stone and there was a…bowl dug out of the middle, with writing in it. And this mist billowing out of a crack. Jammed inside the crack was a piece of sword,” I said. “And around that part were seven other bowls—”

“The Heptakiklos…” Bhegad said, his voice choked. “The Circle of Seven. Wenders was right. It’s here—the center of Atlantis! The place where the Loculi were stolen.”

“Each of the bowls had a carving,” I continued. “Statues and buildings that were totally recognizable—”

“Whoa. Pause button,” Marco said. “Behold the Immortal One. Marco who fell a billion feet without a scratch.” He stared around at us all, his eyes blazing. “Why are we worried about G7W anymore? And treatments? We have the Magic Waterpark of Life!”

I sucked in my breath. In all the excitement, I hadn’t thought of that. The water had brought Marco to life. Maybe it had cured us, too. Maybe we were free to go home.

I looked at Aly and Cass and knew they were thinking the same thing. Bhegad pulled a small, finger-shaped object out of his jacket pocket. He took Marco’s hand and shoved the instrument onto his right index finger.

Marco flinched. “Yeow. Easy, P. Beg, the Immortal One is still sensitive to pain.”

“Blood sample.” Bhegad removed the instrument and fished a Band-Aid out of his pocket for Marco. We gathered around, watching in bafflement as the numbers changed on the instrument. When they stopped, Bhegad sighed. “Same enzyme levels, same signs of mitochondrial chaos.”

“In English, please,” Marco said.

“The waterfall regenerated your tissue,” Bhegad said. “But it had no effect on G7W.”

“You mean, if we skipped a treatment and started going haywire and then got dropped into the water…” Aly said.

“It would not do a thing.” Bhegad shook his head sadly.

That seemed impossible. I searched Bhegad’s face. He had lied to us before, and there was nothing stopping him now.

“Atlantis was about balance,” the professor continued. “Clearly some of the energy has seeped through the rift. Powerful energy indeed, which is now trapped down there in the waterfall. But you are connected to Atlantis in a deeper way. Your ceresacrum needs that connection, that balance created between the Loculi and the forces underground. We must find them, Jack.”

“If Karai couldn’t do it, how can we?” I asked. “Especially with the Massa breathing down our necks?”

“You said there were carvings,” Bhegad said. “In each of the seven circles. Can you re-create them?”

“I can,” Cass volunteered.

“You don’t need to,” I said. “There was a statue over a harbor, a great lighthouse, pyramids, hanging gardens…. They were the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World.”

“By the Great Qalani…” Bhegad said, aghast. But before he could say a word, his phone let out a sharp beep. He glanced down and blanched.

The screen read CODE RED.

He flipped the phone up to his ear. “Bhegad here…A what?” His face darkened. “Are you sure? We’re on our way.”

“What happened?” I asked.

Bhegad was already heading back toward the compound. “Tell me. That blade you saw, in the middle of the Heptakiklos. Did you pull it out, Jack?”

“I put it back in afterward!” I shot back.

Bhegad went pale.


Before I could ask him to explain, an ATV crashed through the undergrowth with Torquin in the driver’s seat. “In!” he commanded.

“What happened?” I asked.

“The Karai Institute,” Bhegad shouted as he piled into the front seat, “is under attack!”
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CHAPTER THIRTY - FIVE

CREATURE FROM THE BREACH

“WHEN THE RIFT was opened, what exactly did you see, Jack?” Bhegad was shouting over his shoulder from the front seat, as the ATV bounced over the ruts on the path.

“Nothing!” I shouted back. “I couldn’t. There was this blinding light. But I felt something. Like a flapping of wings.”

“Me, too!” Marco called out. “And this weird sound, like screeching.”

“Impossible…” Bhegad said, shaking his head. “I thought they’d all been killed…”

“Sorry!” I said. “I really messed up, huh?”

“Yes!” Torquin turned the vehicle hard, dodging a thick tree and nearly throwing us out. “Made gate fall.”

Bhegad ignored him and turned to us. His face was etched with panic. “In Atlantean times, this area was not a volcano yet but a hidden valley. For ages, the Atlantean royal family came here to partake of the mist. The strange power. But when Queen Qalani sought to create the Loculi, she needed more of the energy. A way to control the flow. So she enlarged the fissure where the mist came out. To prevent leakage, she used a magic sword as a plug. She could remove and replace it whenever she wished.”

“Leakage of what?” Aly said. “What is this energy? It heals people. It makes the island invisible. There’s got to be some scientific explanation.”

“We believe the fissure is an aberration in the earth’s magnetic field,” Bhegad said. “A flux point in the space-time continuum. A sort of time tunnel.”

“That’s impossible,” Aly said, “according to all laws of physics—”

“Classical physics,” Bhegad corrected. “Relativity, string theory—these tell us that space and time are fluid. That they bend and create dimensions that are difficult to see. But difficult, as we’ve found, is not impossible. We’ve suspected that a small breach existed. There have been dozens of unconfirmed sightings of ancient creatures over the years. The vromaski must have slipped through the fissure.”

I did not like the sound of this. “So what happened when I pulled the sword out for that moment? What came through?”


We zoomed out of the jungle and onto the outskirts of the institute. One of the buildings looked as if it had been bombed. Its roof was a violent mass of broken shingles. From all over the campus, Scholars and guards were rushing toward it.

Torquin skidded to a stop at the building. As the guards jumped out, Torquin held one of them back. “You stay. I protect. Wait. All of you.”

The moment he turned to go, a grotesque screech ripped through the air. I heard the crashing of glass and thumping of falling furniture. A KI guard dropped from a second-story window, screaming.

Inside I could see a blur of red. Another window smashed. Through the opening I glimpsed a long, whiplike object thrashing back and forth.

A tail.

“What the—?” Aly said.

Torquin was kneeling by the cart, taking aim with a gun. The other guard knelt with him.

A massive head emerged from the broken roof—a beast at least fifteen feet high. It resembled a giant eagle, but its eyes were yellow and segmented like an insect’s, its skin bright red.

“Ready…aim…” Torquin said.

“No! Do not shoot!” Bhegad commanded.

The creature turned at the sound of the voice. Its eyes shot pinpricks of light, the facets reflecting the sun. It glared in Bhegad’s direction and tented its wings. With a sudden thrust, it propelled itself up and out of the building. The wings stretched impossibly wide. They flapped once, twice, and even at our distance we could feel the shift in air pressure.

The monster’s body, covered in bright red fur, was barrel-chested and heavy like a lion’s. Its legs were muscular and long, and as it took to the air I saw a row of saber-sized talons retract into its paws. It seemed impossible something this large could fly. It was too big. Its body was all wrong for flight.

It soared upward as if it had never heard of gravity. And then it dived toward us, with an ear-piercing screech.

I recognized the sound. The flash of red. The flap of wings. I had experienced them all in the volcano—during the moment when I had pulled out the broken blade.

I had let this thing through.

Bhegad was yelling at the top of his lungs, pleading with the others to hold their fire. Marco leaped out of the cart, directly in front of Professor Bhegad. “Hey, Big Bird, over here!” he shouted. In his hand was a chunk of jagged rock.

The raptor cocked its head toward Marco. He threw the rock, making a direct hit between its eyes. It let out a shriek, wings stuttering in midair.

With a sickening thump, it landed directly on Professor Bhegad.


The old man’s cry was silenced by the impact. Torquin and the guards raced toward him. The thing fluffed out its wings, clipping Torquin in the jaw. He fell backward like a rag doll, taking the other guards down with him.

But the raptor’s eyes were on Marco, who was taunting it, racing toward the nearest building. “Run!” he shouted over his shoulder. “Get to shelter!”

The creature leaped into the air, uncovering the crushed, motionless body of Bhegad. Spreading its wings, it dropped toward Marco, talons extended.

“No-o-o!” Cass yelled. He leaped out of the cart, brandishing a sharp-tipped stick. “We just rescued him, you overgrown chicken!”

Marco jumped aside with the skill of a ninja fighter. The creature crashed to the ground, its talons gripping a clod of grass.

Cass plunged forward, his momentum carrying him directly into the attacker. The stick drove into its side, releasing a gusher of greenish-black fluid.

The creature made no sound. Its head swiveled downward to see the wound. Then, with calm efficiency, it stood, took two steps, and leaped into flight.

On its way up, it grabbed Cass by his backpack.

As we watched in stony shock, the raptor soared into the darkening sky, with Cass in his underwear, swinging helplessly below.
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CHAPTER THIRTY - SIX

MEANING OF THE SEVEN

“GET HIM!” MARCO raced across the quad, his feet barely touching the ground. He leaped, extending his arm upward.

His fingers just grazed the bottom of Cass’s shoe.

As Marco fell empty-handed, Cass’s pleas for help echoed dully.

I raced to Marco’s side with Aly.

The beast gained altitude with each mighty flap of its wings. Cass’s legs hung like a puppet’s. We stared in horror as they receded into the distance, slowly becoming a silhouette.

A sharp crrack rang out. Torquin was on one knee, sighting with his rifle.


“Don’t shoot!” Bhegad pleaded hoarsely. “You could hit the child!”

Bhegad.

In the horror of Cass’s capture, I’d neglected him. He’d been crushed by the creature. I knelt by him, cupping his head with my right hand. “Are you all right?”

Bhegad struggled to sit up. Mustering all his strength, he called out: “My tracking device is gone, Torquin. Have someone run a trace on the boy!”

Torquin barked an order to one of his goons. Behind him I could see Aly and Marco, still frozen, eyes to the sky. Aly was sobbing.

Bhegad’s eyes flickered shut. I helped him lie down, scanning his body for wounds. I saw no bleeding, but his leg was twisted like a rag doll’s and his face was gray.

“I get doctor,” Torquin said.

“Yes…thank you…” Bhegad said through his teeth. “And summon all three of the Select—now!”

As Torquin ran off, Bhegad looked up at me with bloodshot eyes. “We—we thought…they had all been killed,” he said.

“All what, Professor?” I asked.

“The griffins,” he replied. “The guardians of the Loculi. Massarym…slaughtered them. But in a rift…in time…there’s no telling how far back…”


His head was sagging.

I didn’t know what to say or do. I was stiff with shock, weighted down with guilt. This monster was here because of me. Because of my curiosity, Cass was gone.

“I’m so sorry…” I said.

“Get him…” Bhegad moaned.

“How?” I begged.

I looked up to see Torquin running our way with a tracking device. Aly and Marco were close behind him. “Professor,” he said.

He knelt, holding the device in front of Bhegad’s face. Behind him, a medical team began laying a stretcher near Bhegad. Aly and Marco knelt silently beside me.

“Of course…” Bhegad said, squinting at the screen. “It is on a quest to find a Loculus. The object it was born and bred to protect.”

“Then why does it have Cass?” I asked.

“For food,” Bhegad replied.

Aly gasped. Marco held her close.

“But…the griffin cannot…digest human flesh raw…” Bhegad continued. “Hid its prey in caves…cocooned it…macerated it with saliva…. You must go after it…”

“Prepare jet?” Torquin said.

“Yes,” Bhegad said. “And Torquin…you will take the Select with you.”


“No room!” Torquin snapped. “Trapped us. In cave!”

“Of course there’s room,” Bhegad replied. “Do not…let your anger get the better of you…”

As the medical team began to lift Bhegad, he begged them to stop. Turning to us with half-lidded eyes, he said, “The Heptakiklos carvings…done by Karai…each tells where a Loculus was hidden. I know…where the griffin is going…”

“The griffin is headed to the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World?” I said in utter disbelief.

“Yes—yes, my boy!” Bhegad was breathing sporadically, trying to focus. “Built by finest minds of the time…funded with lots of money. Secret passages…storage…hiding places…state of the art. Perfect for the Loculi. We should have suspected…”

“But they don’t exist anymore, Professor Bhegad!” Aly insisted. “Haven’t the Wonders all been destroyed—except for the pyramids?”

“Follow the griffin…” Bhegad said. “Cass’s tracker…headed toward the Mediterranean…”

His voice was fading. The medics were lifting the stretcher, starting for the Karai Institute hospital. I ran along with them. He seemed desperate to tell me something. “Promise…bring back…”

“We will!” I shouted. “We’ll find Cass and return him!”


“Bring…back…” Bhegad repeated.

His eyes finally fluttered shut. But not before uttering two last words.

“…the Loculus.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY - SEVEN

RHODES

“BANKING LEFT,” TORQUIN said. His fleshy face distorted into some strange, frightening expression that must have been his smile. He was piloting the tiny, four-seater jet as if it were a dive-bomber. The plane dipped downward so hard I was convinced I left my brain behind.

“Glurrrp…” I held my hand to my mouth and breathed deeply.

Torquin’s antics had their advantages. They distracted me from thinking about Cass. He had been with the griffin for two hours. I worried he was going to lose his life before we found him. All I stood to lose right now was my lunch.

“Gate. Cave. Nasty trick…” Torquin murmured for about the tenth time.


I shared a baffled glance with Marco and Aly. “Yo, Sasquatch,” Marco said, “read my lips: They didn’t close the gate on purpose! It was a mistake. Understand? Or should Aly translate that into Cro-Magnon?”

Torquin banked again, rolling the plane a full three-sixty. “Banzai.”

“Will you stop that?” I shouted.

The plane leveled. I tried not to look down. Below us was the Mediterranean Sea. The choppy gunmetal water seemed to stretch to the horizon. I focused on the tracking device, which Torquin had mounted to the cockpit. Cass’s signal had passed east over Italy. A running line of LED text at the bottom, which had read SARDINIA and then SICILY for a long time, now changed to CORFU. “Where is the griffin is taking him?” I asked.

“Could be anywhere,” Aly said. “All the Seven Wonders were in Mediterranean countries.”

Torquin didn’t answer for a long time. His eyes were glued to the signal. The names began to change more rapidly as it now passed over solid land—SPARTA, CORINTH, ATHENS.

It emerged off the eastern coast of Greece, into the Aegean Sea. My eyes moved ahead. I traced out the trajectory—not where it had been, but where it seemed to be going. I focused on a tear-shaped island off the coast of Turkey. I leaned closer to read the label.


“Rhodes…” I said.

“That’s the site of one of the Seven Wonders,” Aly said, peering at the device. “The great Colossus of Rhodes! Supposedly the biggest statue ever built. It straddled the entire harbor, holding up a light for all the ships.”

I nodded, thinking back to a homework assignment that seemed centuries ago. “I made a replica of that. A G.I. Joe figure, wrapped in a toga. I put a toy flashlight in one hand and a pad labeled GREEK DICTIONARY in the other. I brought him to class on a Stratego board and stood him up in the Aegean Sea.”

“I must have been absent that day,” Marco said. “But weren’t the Seven Wonders all nuked, like, eons ago? Cincinnati Red isn’t going to like that.”

The plane lurched. The wings dipped to the left. We were hurtling down toward Rhodes.

“Sto-o-o-op!” Aly yelled.

“Dude, I am about to get immortal puke all over your plane!” Marco said.

Torquin grinned evilly. “Gate. Cave. Nasty trick.”

The plane went into a roll. My seat restraints dug into my body. We were all screaming now. The tracker, which was attached by one clip, went flying.

It cracked against the ceiling and went dark.

Torquin quickly righted the plane. He glanced at the useless device and flinched. “Oops.”


“Face it, Samson—you have to tell Professor Bhegad,” Marco said, leaning in toward Torquin, who was in the front passenger seat of a Greek taxicab. “He can FedEx you another device!”

“I don’t think the Karai Institute has a FedEx office,” Aly drawled.

“Worst-case, you let the KI do the tracking remotely,” I said. “They can report Cass’s location to you!”

Torquin was punching the buttons of the broken tracking device with his stubby fingers. “Fix.”

I couldn’t believe this.

Exhausted, I glanced out the window at the highway. We had spent the night on the airport tarmac, sleeping in the plane. We’d tried to convince Torquin to contact the KI about the tracker, but he had refused. He didn’t want to admit to Professor Bhegad what he’d done.

We had to humor him like a kindergartner—while Cass was in the talons of a flesh-eating beast.

Aly and Marco were looking at me helplessly.

Think. It’s the one thing you’re good at.

Hotels and restaurants raced by us on one side of the road, a beach on the other. It was hard to believe we were finally in the real world again, with streetlights, highway traffic, restaurants, houses, cell towers, people in normal clothes doing normal things. The taxi’s car radio was blaring ads in Greek and a news report mentioned “Nea Yorki.” We were home.

Yet somehow, all this reality made everything feel more unreal.

There had to be a way to find Cass. The griffin was programmed to find and protect its Loculus. Which meant that somehow, the magical sphere still existed. Even though its hiding place, the Colossus, was gone.

If we could find the Loculus, we would find Cass.

As we approached the port, I looked closely out the window. The sides of the harbor curved around in kind of a pincer shape, like two fingers about to snap. Fishing boats were returning with their morning catches, and people were already eating early breakfasts in a sprawling line of outdoor cafés.

It was supposedly the biggest statue ever built. It straddled the entire harbor, holding up a light for all the ships…

“Is this the main port?” I asked the driver. “Where the Colossus of Rhodes once stood?”

“Neh—yes!” said the driver with pride. “You know about Colossus? Greatest Wonder of all world. The big ships? They pass under legs. My brother Niko’s restaurant has view of harbor. Best food in Rhodos—”

“Wait. Passed under its legs?” Marco asked skeptically. “With those big old sails? That thing would have to be ginormous—like, carry the Statue of Liberty in its toga pocket.”


“Is why we call it Colossus!” the driver declared.

“So if the Loculus fell out when the statue was destroyed,” I said, “it would be underwater.”

Marco squinted, shielding his eyes against the morning sun. “I don’t see His Redness swimming out there, looking for it.”

Torquin looked up from the broken tracker and pointed toward the road that lined the harbor. “Stop there.”

“You like diving?” the driver said. “I bring you to my uncle Foti’s shop!”

“Drive.” Torquin went back to fiddling with the tracker. He crossed his legs, revealing a massive bare right foot.

The driver raised an eyebrow. “My cousin Irini? She has shoe store—”

Torquin brought his fist down on the dashboard, hard. The driver swerved toward the harbor.

In a moment he stopped on a cobbled road overlooking the water. A waiter, setting a table, waved to us from a nearby white stucco café. Soft bouzouki music came from inside, along with the crackle of frying foods. The smell made my mouth water. Torquin had given us some euros for pocket money. A bite of food would be great if we could do it without wasting time.

The driver held a business card out toward Torquin. “Call twenty-four seven. Taki at your service. You pay now, please.”


Ignoring the card, Torquin handed the man some money and walked away. Taki counted it quickly. “No tip?”

“Talk too much,” Torquin growled.

Aly glanced at him in disbelief. “He can’t get away with that.” Taking Taki’s card, she jumped into the front passenger seat. “Torquin, that was rude. I’m not moving until you give this man a tip!”

Marco shot her a thumbs-up. “Nice one, Norma Rae.”

Torquin turned. He muttered something under his breath that I’m glad I didn’t hear. Then he tossed a few coins at Aly, who handed them to Taki.

“You good girl,” the driver said, beaming. “I tell Niko give you free breakfast.”

As she got out, I saw her putting something into her pocket. I gave her a curious glance.

She put her fingers to her lips and walked toward the harbor.
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CHAPTER THIRTY - EIGHT

THE TROUBLE WITH TORQUIN

“THE COLOSSUS SITE should be somewhere just past these restaurants…” Aly said, walking briskly along the wharf.

Marco and I trudged behind her. We had gathered a bunch of brochures at a tourist stand and read them over eggs and toast at Niko’s—well, Marco, Aly, and I read them. Torquin had been busy pounding on the tracking device. By now he had mangled it so badly it couldn’t possibly be repaired.

It was a hot morning. Sweat was already pouring down my forehead. I had to talk to Aly. Alone. To find out what was in her pocket. And why she was keeping it secret.

As we passed a boat rental place, Torquin stopped. “Boat. Here. Into harbor.”


Aly turned, a glossy brochure in hand. “Wait. According to this, the Colossus was never over the water at all. Modern scholars believe the Greeks couldn’t have built a stone statue that size, straddling a huge harbor. It would have collapsed of its own weight. Even if it were made of bronze, it would have been logistically difficult to anchor its feet on the two harbor points.”

Torquin stared at her blankly.

“Pay attention, dude,” Marco said. “There will be a quiz later.”

I looked out over the water. If a griffin had been here at the harbor, we’d know it. People would be freaking out. Cops would be all over. So it couldn’t have been here.

But searching the entire island of Rhodes could take days. It was almost fifty miles long. We didn’t have that time. Even if Cass was alive, he was due for a treatment at midnight tonight. If we didn’t get him back in time for that, he was doomed.

“They think the Colossus actually stood on the western shore,” Aly said. “Right about…here.”

We cleared the last café. To our right, a stone wall lined the harbor. To our left, the road wound up a slight hill, to where Aly was pointing.

Her face fell.

My eyes followed the path of her finger to a building that housed a supermarket and a bank. Outside the supermarket, a clown was handing out balloons of all different colors to a group of bored-looking kids.

Marco watched one of the balloons float off into the cloudless sky. “There goes our Loculus.”

Torquin let out a sarcastic snuffling sound. “We look in dairy section?”

Aly stormed away, walking up the street. The city of Rhodes was hilly when you got away from the wharf. We passed a bike shop on a triangular corner, where a clerk eyed us curiously as we passed. “Aly, wait!” I called out.

I jogged ahead to keep up with her. Now we were about a half block ahead of Torquin and Marco, who were locked in some kind of argument.

“Don’t be angry,” I said.

Aly looked back, then leaned in to me. “I’m not angry. I just needed to get away so I can use this.”

She pulled a cell phone out of her pocket, keeping it shielded from the sight of Torquin and Marco. “When I jumped into the taxi after Torquin stiffed the driver, I took this off the front seat.”

“You stole the phone!” I pointed out. “That’s worse than stiffing him!”

“I borrowed it.” Aly turned a corner onto a narrow side street of boxy apartment buildings. Moms and dads were emerging through front doors, blowing kisses to their kids who waved from the windows, in the arms of black-clad grandmothers. “I have Taki’s business card. I’ll call the taxi company. We need him to drive us around anyway, right? I’ll return the phone and tell him it was a mistake. Look, Torquin isn’t going to let us near a pay phone. This is our only chance. I just want to make contact with my mom, tell her I’m okay. It’ll take me a few seconds to block the caller ID. Then, after I’m done, you can take a turn if you want.”

My heart jumped. Dad probably thought I was dead. I would be able to hear his voice for the first time since I left.

I looked over my shoulder. Marco and Torquin hadn’t made the turn yet. Aly took my arm and ran toward a dark alley between buildings.

My mind was racing. I imagined the call. I pictured what Dad would say. How we would both feel.

And what would happen afterward.

As we slipped into the narrow alleyway, she flipped the phone open. “Wait. You can’t, Aly,” I said.

She looked at me in shock. “Why not?”

“It will just make things worse,” I said. “Look. You’ve been missing for a long time. Four of us have disappeared under the same circumstances. The police must be searching for us. Maybe the FBI. Which means they’re in touch with our moms and dads—chances are they’ve wiretapped our families’ phones. If we call them, Aly, they’ll run a trace. They will find out where we are. And when they do, they will come get us. We’ll never return to the Karai Institute. To our treatments.”

Aly looked at me with pleading eyes. “You’re the one who doesn’t believe in that!”

“Here’s what I believe,” I said. “We have this gene that makes us sick. And Cass needs us to rescue him. Look, I don’t mean to give Bhegad a free pass. I don’t believe he told us the whole story. But after what we’ve seen in the past few days? We can’t just blow it off, Aly. No one wants to call home more than I do. I wish Dad could pick me up and I could forget about what has just happened to us. You don’t know how much I wish that. But we’re in the middle of something we have to finish.”

I put a hand on her shoulder, but she shook me off. Her face was desperate. “All phone tracing software takes at least thirty seconds to pinpoint a call. I’ll use twenty seconds, tops, then hang up. Just so she knows, Jack. Please. Go distract Torquin and Marco. Just give me twenty seconds.”

I took a deep breath. I knew she needed to make the call, and I didn’t want to argue. No time for that. We had to get to Cass.

Torquin’s and Marco’s voices were drawing nearer. I ran out of the alley and jogged toward the corner, just as they made the turn.

“Aly?” Torquin demanded, looking up the street. “Where?”


I rolled my eyes. “Where do you think? She had two huge glasses of apple juice at breakfast. Nature called. Now, be nice. Turn around.”

Marco turned his back. Reluctantly, Torquin followed. “Hagrid and I were having a conference,” Marco said, “about where we could find information about the Colossus in a hurry. We passed this building with Greek words carved in stone. And he goes, ‘Library!’ I’m like, ‘How do you know?’”

“You know Greek?” I asked Torquin.

“Perfect,” Torquin said. “Just like English.”

I heard footsteps and turned. Aly was walking toward us from the alleyway. Her face was ashen.

“It’s your lucky day, sister,” Marco said, bounding after her. “We’re going to the library!” He stopped and squinted at her. “What’s wrong? Someone put some moose in your moussaka?”

Aly didn’t answer.

As we walked up the stairs of the blocky stone building, Marco pointed to a small sign in the window with the international symbols for No Smoking, No Radios, No Food, and No Bare Feet. “Did you bring your penny loafers?” he asked Torquin.

Torquin rapped loudly at the door.

I stuck close to Aly. She wasn’t looking at me. I was worried. Something had happened. If she’d goofed up, if there were people coming to get us, we needed to know.

After a minute or so, the door opened slowly and a young woman’s face peered out. “Eimaste kleistoi. Pioi eisaste, eh?”

And Torquin, without missing a beat, replied, “Ta paithia einai Amerikani.”

Immediately the door opened wider. The woman smiled faintly. “I can open a few minutes early for Greek-American visitors,” she said in a thick Greek accent. “I am Ariadne Kassis. Head librarian. Please, come in.”

She took us through a nearly empty reading room, past a set of small offices, and into a spacious chamber. It had dark wooden bookshelves and a worn Oriental rug that covered nearly the whole floor. We sat in five high-backed chairs with thick red padding, arranged in a circle around a tray of sweets and tea. The place smelled of stale coffee, old leather, and ancient books. In the back of the room, a wispy-haired man who seemed more antique than them all was asleep with a book and a plate of green nuts on his lap. He looked as if he hadn’t moved in several decades. Maybe even died without anyone noticing.

“We are researching the Colossus of Rhodes,” I said. “We need to know everything. Where it was, what exactly happened to it, whether or not there are remains.”

“You realize, of course, that you are seeking one of the great archaeological puzzles of all time,” Ms. Kassis said, pouring us each a cup of tea. “But you’ve come to the right place. We have books, scholarly articles, internet resources—”

“Internet, just for me to use,” Torquin barked. “Books, them.”

“And Papou,” Ms. Kassis continued, setting down her tea.

“Who poo?” Marco asked.

Glancing across the room, Ms. Kassis called out to the old man. “Papou! PAPOU!”

The man let out a series of short, sudden snorts. His head lolled around into a vaguely upright position, and his moist eyes opened into baffled slits.

“Sorry to wake you!” she said loudly in English, walking toward him. “But these are American guests! They are looking for Colossus!”

The man grabbed a gnarled cane as if to rise, but Ms. Kassis gently pushed his chair from behind. It rolled toward us on thick rubber casters. “My great-grandfather is one of the preeminent folklorists in Greece,” she announced. “He just turned one hundred and seventeen—isn’t that right, Papou?”

He shrugged. As he looked at each of us with unfocused eyes, he held up one of the shriveled little green things on his plate. “Walnuts?”

“No, thanks,” I said.

“The statue depicted the ancient Greek sun god, Helios,” Ms. Kassis said. “It was built around 280 B.C. and destroyed in an earthquake. Meaning well before Papou’s birth, of course. Although it may not seem that way. For years Papou studied an ancient sect—monks of some sort. They were devoted to preserving the Colossus’s memory. Fanatics, really. Not involved with any real religion, per se. Greece, you’ll find, is tolerant of eccentrics, but Papou took them quite seriously. Alas, his memory isn’t what it used to be.” She raised her voice. “Papou—these people are looking for the Colossus.”

Papou perked up, as if just noticing we were there. “Colossus?” he said, his voice a barely audible hiss. He gestured toward a pad of paper and a pen on a nearby desk. “Thos mou…thos mou…”

As I gave him the pen and paper, Ms. Kassis smiled. “This may take a while. Excuse me.”

She went off to answer a question from a staff member—and we waited.

After a few moments of careful writing, he handed us an address.

Bingo.
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CHAPTER THIRTY - NINE

CHASING THE MONKS

“MASTAKOURI STREET.” TORQUIN held out the old man’s scribbled note, matching it against a street sign. “Number four-seven-seven. Long way to go.”

As we walked up a steep, cobblestoned street, I stayed close to Aly. She hadn’t said a word.

We were above the center of town. Here, old stone houses lined sharply curved roads. Mastakouri Street was just wide enough for a car to pass. A man with a food cart at the intersection was busy frying dough. The smell made me hungry even though we’d had breakfast only an hour ago. It seemed that everyone in Greece ate all the time.

Marco and Torquin were walking together, sharing a bag of Greek cookies covered with powdered sugar. I slowed down, taking Aly’s arm, letting them pull ahead. “Hey,” I said softly, “are you okay? What happened with the phone call?”

Her eyes misted over. “Mom said hello. Like she was in the next town. Like nothing had ever happened. I had planned what to say. Twenty seconds. ‘Hi, Mom. I’m in a secret place. A scientific project. But I’m safe. Don’t worry.’”

“How did she react?” I asked.

“I couldn’t say it,” Aly said. “When I heard her voice, all I did was cry. Not even a word. G7W is supposed to make me into a superbrain, Jack. But it didn’t help with this. I panicked. When I looked at my watch, eighteen seconds had gone by. So I had to hang up. But just before my thumb hit the off button, I heard her voice again. She said, ‘Aly? Is that you?’”

Tears began to run down her cheeks. I put my arm around her shoulder and let her head sink. “At least she knows you’re alive.”

Aly shook her head. “You were right, Jack. I shouldn’t have done it. I feel a thousand times worse.”

We just walked in silence. Aly was sniffling, and I held her tight.

Ahead of us, Torquin’s bare feet slapped loudly on the cobblestones. A couple of boys passed us by, urging along a stubborn goat. At the intersection ahead, three men in hooded robes shopped for vegetables at an outdoor display. If you squinted, you’d think you were in the Middle Ages.

“Aha!” Torquin yelled, pointing at a street number painted on the curb. “Four-six-one…four-six-nine…four-seven-three…”

Torquin stopped short. He looked up at a shingled restaurant with a sandwich-board menu out front. Two young businesswomen emerged, chatting, and let out a little scream when they saw his hulking figure.

He was staring upward, over their heads.

We ran to his side and looked. Atop the entrance was a large sign:
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Marco spat out a cloud of confectioner’s sugar. “You asked him where the Colossus was,” he said.

“Colossus…Diner!” Torquin bellowed. He ripped up the sheet and threw it to the ground, stomping on it with his feet. “Not funny!”

“Maybe you ought to contact KI for Cass’s tracking info, dude,” Marco said. “Not sure grilling Greek geezers is working for us.”

A mother and three children were about to enter the place, but the kids took one look at the raging Torquin and began to cry. As the mom quickly shooed them away, the door opened. A man in a suit stepped out and looked forlornly at the lost customers.

“Pahhh!” Torquin shouted in disgust, kicking the sandwich board. The sign teetered, then clattered in a heap to the sidewalk.

The man looked at Torquin in disbelief. He gestured angrily, spewing Greek words that didn’t sound too nice. Torquin retorted in Torquin-Greek, the two men stepping closer until they were nearly face-to-face.

“Easy, guys!” Marco said, trying to separate them.

A small crowd was beginning to gather. Behind the diner man, a frightened-looking waiter was tapping out a number on a cell phone.

Aly tugged at my sleeve. “Jack, look!”

She was gazing out into the street. The three hooded men, finished with their shopping, were walking past us, down the hill. One of their hoods had fallen off. The man was balding on top, and he’d spun around to glance at the fight in front of the diner.

When he turned to his colleagues again, I could see the back of his head.

And a white lambda against his dark brown hair.

“Act natural!” Marco whispered. “We can’t let them realize we’re following them.”

A block ahead of us, at the bottom of the hilly street, the monks had stopped short. The hoodless guy was talking on a cell. He seemed agitated. As the others listened to him, their peaceful expressions vanished.

We quickly turned to each other and tried to look natural. “How ’bout those Cavs?” Marco said.

A siren punctuated the quiet. I looked up the street toward the diner, where the owner was setting his sign upright again. A police car pulled away, its lights flashing. Through the back window I could see a mop of dirty red hair.

“This is so messed up,” I said. “Torquin should be with us.”

“Duh,” Marco replied. “He would be, too, if he hadn’t gotten himself arrested on a TWT charge—Trashing While Torquin.”

There wasn’t much we could do. It all happened so quickly. The police had cuffed Torquin despite our protests. And even though one of them spoke English, he didn’t believe Marco’s claim that Torquin was our father.

We’d have to try to get him later.

Ms. Kassis’s words about her papou were flashing in my brains. For years he studied an ancient sect—monks of some sort. They were devoted to preserving the Colossus’s memory. Fanatics, really.

“How can that monk be a Select?” Aly said. “He’s way older than fourteen!”

“Either Bhegad is lying about our fates,” I said, “or these guys have some sort of secret cure.”

Aly was punching out a number on the cell phone. “Where’d you get that?” Marco demanded.

“Long story,” Aly said. “I’m calling us a taxi. One of those monks is holding a set of car keys. We have to tail them.”

The hoodless monk snapped his phone shut and shoved it into a pocket of his robe. The men began walking again, faster, arguing. I could hear Aly muttering into the phone, giving our location. In the middle of the next block the monks entered a parking lot. Two of them headed toward an old, beat-up convertible, while the other paid the lot attendant.

“The taxi dispatcher spoke English, sort of,” Aly said. “Taki’s only a couple of blocks away.”

The monk’s car was belching and wheezing. Slowly it started up, but it bucked and died on its way out.


A taxi came zooming up from behind us, blowing its horn. We turned to see Taki beaming at us through the open driver’s window. “Thank you for finding phone!” he said.

Aly handed it to him as we piled into the backseat. He didn’t ask for any explanation.

“Follow those monks!” Marco said.

Taki nodded. “I give you free ride.”

We took off. At about ten miles an hour. The monks’ jalopy putt-putted into the street, and I wondered if we’d have to rescue them.

Finally the car began to pick up speed. In a few moments we were cruising onto the highway. “Yo, Zorba, do you have any cousins who are monks?” Marco asked.

“My uncle Stavros is priest in Greek church. He say these men not real monks. Is crazy people.” Taki gave us a wink and a wry smile.

Greece, you’ll find, is tolerant of eccentrics, Ms. Kassis had said.

A group of Colossus cultists with lambda hair would definitely pass as eccentric in the real world.

We were heading east, away from the city limits, past the long strip of hotels and beaches. The road followed the Mediterranean shore, and the beaches gave way to steep cliffs. A stream of black exhaust rose from the tailpipe of the monks’ car. Every few minutes the engine made a popping noise.


“They’re in a hurry,” Aly said.

“Ms. Kassis told us these guys were devoted to the Colossus,” I said. “Maybe they’re not so crazy. Maybe they know something about its remains.”

“A Colossus fingernail could be catnip for Turkey Lurkey,” Marco said.

Finally the monks began to slow down. They pulled to a stop in front of a beat-up shack, where a lock hung from a rusted hasp. “Keep going,” I said to Taki.

“We could just stop and introduce ourselves,” Marco said.

“Too risky,” I shot back. “You remember what Bhegad taught us. There’s an enemy group after the Loculi. What if these guys are Massa?”

Taki drove for another mile or so, until I asked him to turn back around. When we arrived at the shack again, the car and the monks were gone.

A pickup truck, its cab crammed with jugs of olive oil, was parked at the side of the road. To its left was a small, rickety gate to a wooden staircase leading straight down the cliff.

Taki looked a little dubious. “Why you want to go here? I take you to beach.”

As Aly and Marco walked to the gate, I tried to pay Taki but he refused. With a reminder that we could call him anytime, he took off.

I joined my two friends at the top of a cliff. The sea was hundreds of feet below us, its waves winking in the sunlight. The stairs wound steeply downward and ended at a wide plateau that jutted from the cliffside—a ledge that was three times the size of my backyard. More stairs led downward from the ledge’s left side to another ledge, and then another—three massive plateaus, connected, descending sideways along the coastal wall. Each ledge was ringed with a whitewashed wooden fence.

The highest of the three ledges, the one closest to us, contained a massive, domed, rectangular building built into the cliff. In the center of the pebbly, sun-drenched yard, monk robes dried on clotheslines. Next to the fence were three enormous stone urns, each one taller than a man. Two guys on ladders were filling these up with jugs of olive oil that had the same logo as the truck on the cliff top.

“These monks must be total Greek salad freaks,” Marco commented. “That’s some serious oil.”

The second ledge was about sixty feet below the first. It held what looked like a greenhouse, also built right into the cliff, along with another scraggly yard.

Dozens of monks were pouring out of doors set in the cliffside on both levels. They raced down the stairs to the bottommost plateau, their flip-flops clopping loudly.

“The levels are all connected,” Aly said. “Their monastery must be built into the cliff.”


I strained to see what was happening down at that third level. But the angle was wrong. I opened the gate to the first set of stairs. “Let’s get closer.”

I heard a volley of shouts. Then, rising above them, came a high-pitched screech. It rang out over the sea with a volume and fierceness that nearly blew us back on our heels.

“I think we found Tweety,” Marco said.
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CHAPTER FORTY

BROTHER DIMITRIOS

MARCO TOOK THE steps two at a time. Aly and I were close behind him as he reached the first ledge. He snatched robes from the clothesline outside the domed building. “Put these on. Quick! Don’t want to arouse suspicion.”

“I don’t think they care about that right now!” Aly said.

As we ran, we slipped the robes on over our packs and raced to the second set of steps. Descending to the middle ledge, I heard the griffin screech again.

We ran across the yard, past the greenhouse. Close up, it didn’t seem right. I’d never seen a greenhouse with thick, brownish glass. And no evidence of plants inside.

Monks were climbing up from below now, clawing past one another, their faces panicked. Hoods were falling off left and right, and I could see that all of them had the lambda on the backs of their heads.

We rushed to the white fence and looked over the side.

My stomach lurched. The griffin was perched at the bottom level, its lion legs coiled. Beyond it, the cliff dropped off to the sea.

With a thrust of its wings, the beast surged toward the stairs and closed its talons on the shoulders of a black-haired monk. He screamed, his arms and legs flailing, as the griffin lifted him into the air.

We watched in horror as it flew northward along the cliffs. For the first time, I noticed that the cliff face was pocked with holes as far as the eye could see. The griffin with its prey flew directly toward one of them and disappeared inside. Aly gasped and turned away.

“I guess that’s its dining room,” Marco said.

Aly’s eyes were like saucers. I knew what she was thinking.

Cass might be in one of those caves, too.

Marco spun around, running directly into the swarm of fleeing monks. “Did you see our friend?” he asked the crowd. “A kid! Thirteen years old! Does anybody speak English here? Did you see where that thing took our friend?”

“Careful, Marco!” I shouted.

“Don’t worry, I’m immortal, remember?” Most of the monks were bouncing off Marco, not paying his words any attention. “Doesn’t somebody speak English here?”


Aly grabbed my arm and began pulling me through the crowd, toward the greenhouse. “Jack, look at this,” she said. “Look what’s in there.”

As we approached the glass-walled building, I could see enormous piles of stone rubble inside. They rose into jagged peaks high overhead.

“Look closely at those stones,” she said. “They’re sculpted. Pieces of statues. Like these guys have been scouring the world for every ruined relic they could get their hands on.”

She was right. Each piece had a carved side, as if it had been broken off a larger statue. There were piles of arms, legs, feet, heads…

A hand.

Aly and I both saw it at the same moment—the unmistakable shape of a giant broken hand, reaching upward as if it was supposed to be holding something. Like a torch.

“Jack, what if this is the—” Before Aly could finish, two fleeing monks barreled into her. She spun and fell, her head hitting the dirt, and the men landed smack on top of her.

The three of them scuffled. I grabbed on to one of the monks, who must have weighed two hundred pounds. He had stringy, shoulder-length hair, and his eyes were circles of panic. He yanked me downward, yelling in Greek. We fell to the ground, rolling to a stop near Aly. He grabbed me by the neck and started to squeeze. Hard. I gasped for air. My eyesight started to fade.


Out of the corner of my eye I saw Aly knee the other monk in the groin. As he howled and curled up, she sprang to her feet, racing around behind my attacker. “Get your hands off him!”

She yanked the monk backward by the hair. He screamed and loosened his grip. Scrambling away, I swung my legs around to clip his ankle.

He fell with a thud as his head hit the hard-packed dirt. He was out for the count.

It took a moment for me to regain my breath. I stood carefully, still wary of the monk stampede. From their midst, Marco emerged, running toward us.

“Are you okay, Aly?” he asked.

She stood, staring down at her own palm. Her mouth hung open in shock. “Guys, look,” she said, turning her hand toward us.

Her palm was streaked with white, like she’d grabbed on to a freshly painted picket fence. “It’s from him,” she said. Her eyes traveled to the ground, to where my attacker now lay unconscious on his stomach.

The white lambda on the back of his head was smudged.

It had been painted on.

“These guys are fakes,” she said. “They’re not really Selects.”

Marco nodded. “Shoulda known. They’re not cool enough.”


A massive shadow swept over us. I glanced up to see the griffin soaring overhead.

A rifle crack rang out, and the tip of the griffin’s wing shattered into a spray of feathers. As I spun to look, a man in a black, embroidered robe was descending the stairs. At the top, ranged along the lip of the first ledge, three other monks knelt, their rifles pointing outward.

“Stop that!” Marco cried out, running across the plateau toward the stairs.

Aly and I followed. The man barked an order to his henchman. Then he turned to Marco and asked something in Greek.

“Do you speak English?” Marco said. “That thing has one of my friends. We think it took him into a cave. If you shoot it, we’ll never find him!”

“English?” The man narrowed his eyes. He had a deep voice, his Greek accent inflected with British. “I am Brother Dimitrios. Who are you?”

“Brother Marco,” Marco shot back.

The man cocked his head curiously. “From the New York or the Los Angeles Massarene?”

I shot Aly a look. Massarene?

Marco blinked. “Uh—the Akron, Ohio?” he said.

Brother Dimitrios eyed us warily. Then one of the henchmen began yelling, pointing south along the cliff wall. The griffin’s wound had been only a graze, and it was coming back for another pass.

The men aimed their rifles. But the griffin never came in range. It soared below us and disappeared into another of the cliffside caves.

“By the Great Qalani,” Brother Dimitrios said under his breath. “How many prisoners has it taken?”

I shot Aly a glance. She’d heard him say it, too.

Brother Dimitrios began shouting instructions in Greek to his henchmen. Two of them ran toward the cliff, disappearing through the door leading inside. The other man came down the steps, urging all the monks to follow him.

“What are they saying, Brother Dimitrios?” I demanded.

He ignored me, his eyes focused on something over my shoulder. I turned to see the griffin rising into the air once more.

This time, it flew straight toward us.
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CHAPTER FORTY - ONE

TWEETY RETURNS

WE WERE TOAST. Aly, Marco, and I dove for the ground. We hit the dirt where the greenhouselike building met the cliff wall.

But the griffin passed right over us. It flew at the side of the cliff, digging its talons into the wall above our heads. A clod of dirt and rock shook loose.

Letting out a ferocious cry, it sprang away and attacked the wall a second time.

“It’s trying to get inside!” I shouted. “It wants something in there.”

“Something that starts with L and ends in oculus,” Marco said.

The cliff wall shook again. We had to roll away to avoid being crushed by an avalanche of rocks and dirt.

My mind was racing. Cass was unreachable. The Loculus was ungettable. For a split second I thought about Dad. About how he always said a problem was an answer waiting to be opened.

Help me, Dad, I thought.

As the griffin attacked the wall for a third time, I heard another rifle shot from above us. One of Brother Dimitrios’s men was on his knees by an olive oil urn, pointing the rifle down at the griffin.

The griffin landed just a few yards from us, roaring angrily. The man quickly descended the steps. He planted his feet at the base of the staircase and shot a third time. We all flinched. As the bullet penetrated the griffin’s skin, the beast cocked its head at the shooter. It took two quick steps toward him and lashed out with its wing. The rifleman tried to scramble away, but he wasn’t fast enough.

He tumbled forward and disappeared over the edge. His scream made my stomach churn.

The griffin didn’t seem concerned about either the monk or its own bullet wound. It paused a moment, looking toward the caves to the north. I didn’t have to be an expert on griffin facial expressions to know that it was hungry. It had its own problem. It needed the Loculus, but it also needed to eat.


In that moment, I knew exactly what to do.

“If the Loculus is in there,” I said, “we have to help the griffin get it.”

“What?” Aly said at the same time.

“It’s programmed to get the Loculus,” I said. “It’s going to do that first—and I say we let it. But look. It’s starving. My bet is that once it has the Loculus it will head off for a meal.”

“Yeah, fillet of Cass!” Marco added.

“Exactly,” I said. “We just have to get to him before it does.”

“Awesome, dude!” Marco said. “We can scale the cliff!”

Aly whirled on him. “And how do you suggest we do that, Mr. Immortal? Rappel down with our shoestrings? There are dozens of caves. We’d need a week to find him!”

“I know it’s risky,” I said, “but it’s the only chance we have.”

“Uh-oh,” Marco murmured. “Heads up.”

The griffin was turning slowly, as if noticing us for the first time. It blinked, then bared a set of sharp teeth, glistening with saliva. It let out a guttural hiss that whipped up the stones from the ground.

Aly’s hand found mine and gripped it tight.

Marco’s eyes drifted upward, above the griffin’s head. He swallowed hard. “Um, Angry Bird? You can’t understand what I’m saying, but you’re some in serious trouble….”

I looked up. The two olive oil delivery guys stood at the top of the cliff, nearly a hundred feet above the griffin, balancing an enormous boulder between them.


Behind the beast, a metal door cracked open against a wall. The griffin turned its head sharply—just as the men released the boulder.

It hurtled downward, glancing against the raptor’s shoulder. Its foreleg buckled. Letting out a roar of confusion and pain, it launched itself straight upward. The olive oil men took off at a run.

As the griffin leaped, Brother Dimitrios emerged from the monastery. He began struggling up the wooden stairs toward the first level. In his arms was a huge object, covered by a gold-embroidered cloth.

Hovering in midair, the griffin turned to look.

Then it dove, shrieking, at the monk’s head. Brother Dimitrios stumbled. The object fell out of his hands and bounced downstairs with a strange, ringing sound. It rolled to a stop near the fence on the far side of the ledge.

The cloth had slid off to reveal a bronze sculpture of an enormous flame, about five feet high.

“No!” Brother Dimitrios bellowed. Wrenching free of the griffin, he threw himself down the wooden steps after the flame.

And I ran toward it, trying to get there first.

I didn’t know what a Loculus looked like. But I knew the Colossus had held a flaming torch in its hand, like the Statue of Liberty. And the griffin had been focused on Brother Dimitrios and his sculpture.


All of which meant to me that maybe the Loculus was in the sculpted flame.

Marco and Aly were right behind me. “Give it to the griffin, Brother Dimitrios!” I shouted. “Let him have it!”

“Over my dead body!” Brother Dimitrios replied. He shoved me aside, scooped up the flame, and began running, dodging the griffin as he rushed up the steps. Marco, Aly, and I dashed after him. But he stumbled as he started up the next set of stairs—and the griffin swooped down again.

The monk screamed as the griffin dug its talons into his shoulder. It shook him like a chew toy, slamming him against the wooden railing that ran along the side of the stairs. With a crack, the banister broke.

Brother Dimitrios’s robe tore and he tumbled down the stairs, landing at our feet with the flame still clutched firmly in his arms. The griffin perched above us and prepared to pounce.

“Hey, Rotten Breath!” Marco called out, leaping over the monk and running right for the griffin. “Ever play Whac-a-Griffin?”

He yanked off a section of the broken banister. Holding it over his head, he raced up the steps and brought the rail down hard on the griffin’s beak.

The beast let out a roar of pain. It fluttered its wings. It had endured bullets and a flying boulder. A bat to its schnozz was the last straw.


As Marco slipped past it and raced to the top of the cliff, it flew upward. They both disappeared out of sight on the top level where we’d first arrived.

Aly and I ran. We could hear Marco taunting the beast. It screeched back at him. I heard the crash of glass, the crunch of metal. “Marco-o-o-o!” I called out.

We emerged at the top and stopped in our tracks.

The griffin was hunched over, facing away from us, bent forward. All we could see was its massive wings and haunches. It looked like it was feeding.

There was only one thing it could be feeding on.

Marco.
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CHAPTER FORTY - TWO

THE FLAME

I COULD HEAR Marco’s voice. Shouting. He was still alive.

The creature’s back was rising and falling. I had to get him. I had to do something.

I dove for the beast’s legs. Fishing a pen out of my pocket, I jammed it into its thick foot. Green fluid spewed out, and the griffin let out a strange sound.

I backed off, scrabbling to my feet. I nearly knocked over Aly, who was standing still, staring.

She pulled me aside, farther to the left, and gestured toward the griffin. My jaw nearly clunked to the ground.

The griffin’s head was stuck in the driver-side door of the olive oil truck.

“What the—?” Aly murmured.


Marco sauntered around from the other side of the truck. “Looks like Red Rooster’s doing some window shopping.” He shrugged, grinning at our astonished faces. “Hey, all I did was dive through the driver’s side window and out the other door. Then I razzed this doofus through the window. It fell for the trick. Came straight for me. Got its head in, and now it can’t get its head out.”

“We—we thought it was eating you,” I said.

“At this rate, it’s going to have to settle for some pretty skanky seat upholstery.” As the griffin roared, lifting the truck and slamming it back to the ground, Marco slapped its haunches. “Good exercise, Tweety. You need to lose that big butt. Now, come on, campers, let’s go check on Darth Vader.”

He ran ahead, down the stairs. Aly and I glanced at the trapped griffin and then followed behind Marco. Brother Dimitrios lay semiconscious at the bottom of the steps. His henchmen had surrounded him. As we approached, they reached for their rifles. “No,” Brother Dimitrios said to the men. “They saved my life.”

I crouched next to him. “Are you okay?”

He didn’t answer the question, instead leaning in close to Marco. “May I see the back of your head, young man?”

Marco looked warily at him. “Why?”

“Is it painted?” he asked. He grasped Marco’s chin and turned his head to one side. “No, it is real. The lambda. And you two—you have it also?”

Before I could reply, Aly said, “We have a question for you, Brother Dimitrios. What is that sculpture? And why are you trying to take it away?”

The monk’s eyes flickered, blood trickling from the side of his mouth. A faint smile creasing his lips. “Touch…the flame…”

His henchmen glanced uneasily at one another. Finally one of them picked up the sculpture and brought it to me with two hands. It was nearly as tall as I was. As he set it down in front of me, he groaned with its weight.

“Touch…” Brother Dimitrios repeated.

I reached to the flame, letting my fingers graze it. It had been dented in the fall.

For a long moment nothing happened. Aly and Marco stared, baffled. From above, I could hear the pickup truck thud onto the dirt again.

From below, I heard monks shouting.

Aly turned. “Marco, Jack—look.”

One level down, the greenhouse had started glowing. It was bright enough that I had to squint. And it was getting brighter.
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CHAPTER FORTY - THREE

MASSARYM

I TRIED TO let go of the flame, but it wouldn’t let me.

It was warming to my touch. Brother Dimitrios’s monks backed away in fright. Without really thinking, I cupped both hands around the base of the flame and pulled it toward me. I wasn’t sure why. It just seemed like the right thing to do.

The metal flame felt weightless, as if filled with helium. I could lift the whole massive thing without any effort at all. I stood, turned, and walked to the top of the stairs that led to the second level. A crowd of monks had gathered around the greenhouse, which was now pulsing with an eerie light. I saw a swirling from within, like an errant gale.

“Jack?” Aly said. “You’re scaring me.”


“I don’t know what’s happening,” I said. “I don’t know what to do.”

Marco glanced down toward the greenhouse. “The disco’s calling you, dude. Better go.”

As I descended, the torch in front of me, I couldn’t feel the stairs beneath my feet. It was as if I were floating. The monks backed away as I neared the greenhouse. It had no entrance from the outside. The only way in, I figured, was through the monastery itself. There must have been an inner door that led into the greenhouse.

Aly and Marco went inside with me. We walked to the right, a short way down a corridor. Three ancient-looking paintings hung on the wall. One was a grand image of the Colossus. Just as Aly had said, it stood at the side of the harbor like a lighthouse. It was all made of burnished bronze, like the flame I held in my hands.

The next image was of a young man dressed in a fancy tunic, sitting on a translucent white ball. He was handsome and buff, surrounded by adoring friends, mostly girls. I had to look twice to see that he was actually floating.

Next to that painting was one of an old man, his skin wrinkled and sagging. Although his eyes were deep with suffering and his hair a tangle of white wisps, he radiated a powerful dignity.

I noticed an identical bronze plaque beneath each of the two portraits: MASSARYM.


Marco’s hand was on the doorknob, but he backed away. His face was taut. “I’m not sure about this, brother Jack,” he said.

“I’m not either,” I said shakily.

His eyes darted toward the paintings. “This is, like, Team Massarym here. We’re in the belly of the enemy. Brother Dimitrios wants you to do this. Doesn’t that seem like a reason not to?”

“How do you know they are the enemy?” Aly snapped. “How do you know Bhegad and the Scholars of Karai aren’t the bad guys? They’ve lied to us and manipulated us all along!”

“I guess we’ll find out soon enough,” I said. “Please, open the door.”

Aly stepped forward and jiggled the knob. “It’s locked,” she said.

Marco leaped, launched into a spinning kick, and whacked the door open in one flying move. “Now it’s not.”

We stepped in. The glow from the piles of rock was so bright I had to shield my eyes. It was a kind of giant workshop, with tables placed randomly about and narrow pathways winding through the rubble. From somewhere deep in one of the piles I could hear a sound, a faint song like the one from the caldera. “Do you guys hear that?” I asked.

“I’m not sure,” Marco said dubiously.

I held the flame high and wound through the pathways, searching for the giant hand I’d noticed before. It was sitting askew atop one of the piles. But up close I saw that it was made of stone, not bronze. And it was nowhere near big enough to grasp this torch.

Below it were dozens of other sculpted hands, made of stone, bronze, marble, or wood. Some of them were attached to arms. They were thin and thick, feminine and masculine, childlike and wizened.

Aly moved to another pile and picked up the broken stone bust of a bull. “This is crazy. It’s like a statue morgue. We could search this place for months trying to find the right pieces.”

She was right. There were hundreds, maybe thousands, of statues here—people, gods, animals. If the Colossus were among them, it was impossibly buried.

The spot on the back of my head was beginning to throb again. The edges of my vision were fuzzing over. The glowing, the sound—what did it mean?

I heard the griffin shrieking in the distance. It could shake itself loose from the truck any moment. If Cass was still alive, his minutes were numbered. We didn’t have time to search for the Colossus right now. That would have to wait until after we rescued our friend.

“Come on,” I said, “let’s get out of here.”

I tossed the bronze flame onto one of the piles. I couldn’t carry it up and down the side of a cliff.

It didn’t fall, though.


It just hung. In midair.

Aly, Marco, and I stood gaping and the bronze began to pulse. It was changing, growing translucent, as if it were paper.

Something was trapped inside. I leaned closer to see what it was. It didn’t seem solid or even liquid—just a swirl of bright, jagged objects hurtling around of their own power against the bronze flame’s inner structure. They boiled and vibrated, circling so fast that they became a kind of plasma.

Before our eyes, something was being born inside. Something oblong, delicate, like a giant egg.

A long seam formed down the length of the bronze flame. Then another.

And like the petals of a flower, it began to open.
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CHAPTER FORTY - FOUR

THE AWAKENING

THE BRIGHTNESS WAS like a punch. Squinting, I fell back. Marco and Aly were yelling at me, but I couldn’t make out the words. The hum was excruciating. It snaked into the folds of my brain like a liquid.

The sides of the bronze flame peeled downward. Inside, a giant globe of plasma rose. It circled slowly over the piles of rubble, which began to swirl. Pieces flung themselves away against the glass, as if being thrown by an invisible hand. As we ducked to the ground, the greenhouse wall began to shatter.

Some of the shards—maybe one in a thousand—had a different fate. They rose more slowly.

One by one, they were sucked right up to the plasma ball. They stuck to its side like skin grafts. They were forming a shell, whipping upward and locking into place like a jigsaw puzzle solving itself, until an entire sphere had formed—a sphere of bronze, about half again as large as a basketball. It hovered above the remains of the flame.

“The Loculus!” I said.

“We’re supposed to take that thing?” Aly asked.

Marco moved closer. “Earth to Jack and Aly. Don’t just stand there. Grab it!”

He began climbing one of the piles. The sphere was whirling around the greenhouse now, faster and faster, whipping the mass below into a cyclone.

“Marco, get down from there!” Aly screamed.

A flying piece of stone clipped the side of his head and he toppled downward. Aly and I ran to his side.

“Have no fear!” Marco sat up, shaking his head. “The Immortal One takes a minor tumble. This Loculus has a mind of its own. It’s going to fly off to Pluto before we can figure out how to get it to—”

A shadow passed across his face and he fell silent.

We all looked up toward the glass dome. And we heard the griffin’s keening, bloodthirsty caw.

“How did it get loose?” I asked.

As it descended, I could see the mangled pickup door around its neck. It had torn it loose from the truck.

“Run!” Aly shouted.


As we scrambled toward the exit, the greenhouse roof exploded.

The red beast plunged downward. Its body seemed to fill the airspace. It flapped its wings frantically, cramped by the four walls. The door had dug into its skin and formed a nasty, featherless ring around its neck. The griffin’s yellow, segmented eyes were lined with black. They settled on Marco, and the beast growled.

I tried to shield Marco with my body, but he lifted me off my feet and ran me to the door as if I were a football. Aly was already through, and she pulled at Marco’s arm.

The griffin smacked against the door frame. It was too big to fit. Weakened by the battle with the pickup truck, it fell backward.

And the flying Loculus whacked it on the head.

The beast seemed finally shocked out of its rage. It glanced up at the object it had been trained to protect.

The glowing orb rose higher over the debris. The rocks below swirled furiously, battering against the griffin. The lion-bird rose again, roaring in pain.

With a burst of light, three gleaming bronze shards shot up from the pile and fused in midair. Then four more, then a dozen, until the walls echoed with a fusillade of sound.

High above us, the Loculus stopped moving. The cloud of bronze shards spun around it like planets orbiting the sun. I caught sight of the Colossus’s flame among them, still opened like a blooming lily.

The griffin, looking broken and confused, perched on an edge of the jagged roof to watch.

The air itself seemed to have become a shade of bronze as pieces vacuumed upward with impossible speed. They slammed against one another, fusing into shapes.

A base began to form at the bottom of the flame. It grew steadily downward, sucking up pieces large and small. It sprouted a handle, and then fingers to twine around it, followed by a palm. A wrist. A forearm. Shoulders.

At the bottom of the vortex, two enormous bronze feet expanded upward—from toes to heavy sandals to ankles and calves. Thighs became a torso, and slowly the top and bottom began to fuse together.

A gargantuan warrior of bronze, easily a hundred feet tall, stood over us. It was pocked with holes that were filling quickly as shards of bronze found their places. Its head rose higher than the shattered glass dome. Slowly it gained a face—a chiseled warrior’s face with closed eyes, as if asleep on its feet.

“By the great Qalani…” Marco murmured.

In moments the work was complete. The Loculus zoomed upward, and for a moment I thought Marco had been right—it wouldn’t stop until it reached the outer limits of the solar system. But it stopped abruptly, somewhere in the afternoon sky above the statue.


Then, slowly, it lowered itself into the flame atop the torch. Which began to close.

At that—at the sight of the Loculus disappearing—the griffin howled. It lunged off its perch toward the statue. Extending its talons, it attacked.

“What’s it doing?” Marco asked.

“It wants the Loculus,” I said. “Its job was to protect it—way back before the destruction of Atlantis. It doesn’t know about the Colossus. It thinks the Colossus is the enemy.”

Claws clanked against the statue’s bronze arm and the griffin bounced back. The weight of the truck door around its neck was playing tricks with its balance. It flailed its wings, trying to steady itself in midair. It landed on a broken splinter of glass that stuck up from the wreckage of the wall. The glass buried itself deep in the bird’s side.

At the sound of the beast’s deathly cry, the Colossus’s eyes opened.
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CHAPTER FORTY - FIVE

PLAN C

“GET…ME…OUT of here…” Aly said faintly.

“Um, wasn’t expecting that,” Marco murmured.

I couldn’t move.

The eyes of the Colossus turned from the griffin, took in its surroundings, and stopped when they reached Marco, Aly, and me. It was a blank stare—alive but not human, moving but bloodless.

Its head moved, groaning like the gears of a rusty engine. It seemed to be taking in its environment, looking for something. It ignored the caws of the injured griffin, which hung like a rag doll from the glass.

The giant statue leaned toward the center of the greenhouse, letting its left foot slide. A pile of rocks was kicked aside like so much dust. Then it lifted its right leg slowly, as if testing it. A metal, sandaled foot about the size of a moving truck came down on a stack of discarded statue pieces, instantly pulverizing them.

The plateau shook like an earthquake. Outside the monks were frantically scurrying away. In a few thundering steps, the Colossus had turned completely around and was facing the harbor. It began to walk away from us, shattering what was left of the glass wall in one step. The entire outer structure collapsed along with it, sending the griffin down into a pile of glass and stone.

Its body twitched and then went still.

The Colossus strode out onto the plateau. It turned toward the city of Rhodes.

“It’s going home,” I whispered. “To the harbor.”

“I hope it has insurance,” Marco said. “It’s a long way down.”

From above us came a rhythmic chopping noise. “A helicopter?” Marco commented. “What are those boneheaded monks doing?”

I thought about the domed structure above us. We never saw what was inside. “That big building?” I said. “It must be a hangar.”

“In a monastery?” Marco remarked.

“A Massa monastery,” I reminded him.

In a moment, the chuck-chuck-chucking of rotors was unmistakable. The helicopter rose, banking high above the Colossus. I could see Brother Dimitrios at the controls. “Guess he recovered,” Aly murmured.

The statue stared at the chopper, its bronze neck creaking. A red glow radiated from behind its eyes.

I looked over my shoulder toward the cliff. The sun was high overhead but starting to set. If we could save Cass, he’d need his treatment in fewer than twelve hours.

We will save Cass, I told myself.

“The Loculus is out of reach, in the Colossus’s torch,” I said. “The griffin is dead. Cass has to be back at the KI by midnight. Does someone here have a Plan B?”

Before anyone could answer, a searing orange beam shot out from the chopper’s passenger side. It connected with the Colossus’s torch, tracing a fiery line across it.

The Colossus retracted its arm. As it glanced up at the chopper, another laser beam hit it in the forehead, creating a pool of molten metal.

“What are they doing?” Marco said.

“I don’t know!” I replied.

“They want the Loculus,” Aly said. “That’s why Brother Dimitrios told you to touch the flame. He knew that if he brought one of the Select and the Loculus together, the sphere would activate. But I bet he didn’t count on the Colossus reappearing and taking it away.”

“We made the Colossus appear,” Marco said. “Brother Jack, Sister Aly, and the Kid Who Faced Down Death.”

A loud midair crunch made us look up. The Colossus had taken a swipe at the helicopter, destroying one of its landing feet. The chopper was pitching in the air, losing altitude. “They’re going down!” I shouted.

The Colossus turned and began heading for the edge of the cliff. Its footsteps thudded heavily. Chunks of the cliff edge began falling away. The chopper whirled wildly, lurching toward the statue.

The top of the torch had melted from the laser hit, and from this angle I could see the Loculus floating inside. With its other arm, the Colossus reached upward and tried to grab the helicopter’s whirring rotor.

The blades sheared off instantly, flying in all directions. We all hit the ground just as one of them spun past, inches away. Shrieking, Brother Dimitrios and his copilot tumbled out. They landed hard on the lowest ledge of the monastery.

The Colossus batted the empty chopper over the edge of the cliff. It hurtled out into the Aegean Sea. From above came the cracking noise of rifle shot. Bullets ricocheted off the bronze surface of the statue, leaving sharp dents.

“Oh, guns, great idea,” Marco said. “Very effective against a giant metal man.”

The statue turned. It stepped back toward the monastery wall, its head peering directly at its attackers.

The men bolted as fast as they could.

Marco grabbed me by the collar. “Let’s bail!” he said. “Forget about the Loculus. That thing can have it. Plan B, we go back into town and find someone with climbing equipment. We search every one of those caves until we find Cass.”

“That’ll take days!” I said.

“Do you have a better idea?” Marco asked.

“We created this thing,” Aly said. “It’s about to destroy this monastery. Then what? It walks into town and flattens Rhodes? We can’t let it do that.”

“We can’t abandon Cass,” Marco said.

I eyed the Colossus, who was now trying to get up to the top of the cliff. But the ledges were too high for it to simply use them as steps, and it didn’t seem coordinated enough to climb. It was scrabbling at the cliff, scraping layers of rock loose. Before long the monastery walls would collapse.

I looked up to the first level, where the dome had been rolled back to let the chopper fly out. I thought about the monastery that was about to be trashed. The portraits on the wall, which would be crushed in the debris—the devastated old man, looking back at a life of regret. His cocky younger self, sitting on a white sphere suspended in midair.


In midair…

“We need that Loculus,” I said. “That’s how we’ll get Cass.”

“Say what?” Marco said.

“Just follow me,” I said, running toward the stairs. “This is Plan C. For Colossus.”
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CHAPTER FORTY - SIX

ONE BEAST AT A TIME

I WAS THE first up. Marco followed, and then Aly. The Colossus was still on the second level. It had given up trying to climb and backed away from the wall. Above us, Brother Dimitrios’s men had rearmed. Someone had retrieved a machine gun.

“Stop!” a voice called out from below.

Bloodied and bruised, Brother Dimitrios was climbing the stairs from the third level. In his right hand he held a small, oblong object. A grenade.

On the cliff top above us, his men were frozen. Brother Dimitrios stepped onto the plateau, struggling with the grenade pin. “I want the pleasure of doing this myself,” he rasped.


The Colossus bent its knees. Its torch arm still aloft, it reached down with its other arm and lifted Brother Dimitrios off the ground. The grenade flew off toward the sea as the monk rose in the Colossus’s hand, screaming.

The statue would crush him in moments.

I ran toward the giant urns of olive oil. “Help me out—now!”

Placing both hands on an urn, I tried to push. The thing was unbelievably full and heavy. It was more like an olive ocean. In a moment Aly and Marco were by my side. “Heave…ho!” Marco said.

The first urn tipped over, splintering the wooden fence and spilling oil over the side of the first level. We turned over the second and third urns in quick succession. A waterfall of the gooey stuff cascaded straight down to the second ledge, spreading under the Colossus in a thin pool.

The statue took a step back and slipped on the oil. As its gigantic leg kicked upward, it toppled over. Brother Dimitrios flew out of the Colossus’s hand. He smashed against the cliff wall and fell limp to the ground.

The Colossus fell with a deafening whomp. The torch, still in its hand, bounced against the stony soil. I could see now that the chopper’s laser had cut a big hole in it. Inside, the Loculus was jammed in the jagged opening. Only two sharp edges held it in place.

Two points of bendable bronze.


I ran for the stairs.

“Jack!” Aly cried out. “What are you doing?”

I could hear Marco’s footfalls behind me.

Racing back down to the second level, I ran to where the Colossus was struggling to stand.

At that moment my eye caught a sudden movement to the left. The griffin was rising out of the greenhouse debris—alive.

One beast at a time.

Splayed on the ground, the statue lifted its free hand to its eye, as if to feel for damage. As I braced myself, Marco clamped his hand on my shoulder. “Jack, you idiot, get back!”

Gritting my teeth, I pushed him aside and jumped onto the torch.

Holding tight with one arm, I reached inside with the other for the Loculus. It was shockingly cool to the touch, its soft metallic skin thin enough to give it some flexibility. As I pulled, as hard as I could, the Colossus jerked back.

The force was all the help I needed. The Loculus slipped free, into my hands.

“Got it!” I shouted.

Marco and Aly were at my side now. They pulled me away from the giant. But the olive oil had coated the ground beneath us. As we fell, the Colossus sat up. I saw for the first time that one of its eyes had been hit by the laser and melted into a zombielike droop. With a swoop of its arm, it grabbed my waist and lifted me, Loculus and all, into the air.

“No-o-o!” Aly shouted.

Slowly the Colossus staggered to its feet. I rose higher. Its fingers were tight around my midsection. I couldn’t breathe.

It brought its other arm toward me, as if trying to figure out how to grab the Loculus with its blunt fingers and fit it back into its place. I held tight, looking for Aly and Marco. Maybe I could toss the orb to them. But the Colossus was whipping me about too fast. If my throw went wild, the Loculus could be dashed on the rocks below. Or lost to the sea.

Another gunshot rang out. No, not a gunshot—Marco was throwing rocks at the thing! They dinged off the statue’s chest and arms. “Hey, big guy! Down here!” Marco yelled, waving his arms like a lunatic.

The Colossus took a step forward and raised its other foot high, getting ready to stomp Marco into oblivion. But once again, the olive oil did its work. I felt myself swooping right and left as the statue slipped on the slickness. It seemed to pause at the edge of the cliff. I was circling now, as the Colossus windmilled its enormous arms. I struggled again to pry its fingers from around my waist.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the griffin below, the door still around its neck. Its yellow eyes stared at us, preparing for an attack.

I was the one with the Loculus now. The griffin would be coming for me.

And then I felt a jolt. The Colossus’s fingers loosened.

I could leap out now. I looked below, hoping I was close enough to the ground.

But all I saw was the sea. Rushing closer. The Colossus had slipped over the edge of the cliff.

I was plunging down toward the rocky coast.
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CHAPTER FORTY - SEVEN

THE SECRET OF THE LOCULUS

I SCREAMED, HOLDING tight to the Loculus. Ridiculously tight, as if it were a life preserver. I thought about Dad. Would he ever find out what had happened? Would his life ever be the same? I thought of my friends back home, wondering where I was. About Mom. And death.

Ever since she died, I’d always wondered what that felt like.

Now I knew.

There was no impact, no transition, no white light. Just a lot of nothing.

Death felt like floating high above the world on a gust of warm air. My hair blowing in the breeze. A bloodthirsty screech below me.


Screech?

My eyes popped open. I glanced down. The sea was still far below me. I nearly puked out my breakfast. Don’t look down. Don’t look down.

But it wasn’t coming closer. Just the opposite.

I was floating.

No, not floating. I was being propelled forward. Flying!

The flying prince. I thought about the image I’d seen on the maze tapestry. And the floating Massarym on the monastery painting.

Quite exciting for a boy, no? Whoosh…whoosh…Geronimo! Bhegad had told me on that first day.

I held tight. The Loculus swung me closer to the cliffs, then swept me upward. It was real. G7W was real. The Loculus was giving me the power of flight. “Woo-HOO!” I screamed.

The bronze globe was cool against my chest. It was lifting me, ever swifter, high above the sea. The monastery was a distant set of ledges now. I could see two figures on the second one. Marco and Aly. I wanted to wave to them, but I was scared to let go of the Loculus, even a little. It occurred to me that I had no idea how to control this thing.

The griffin was below me, trying to rise in a stuttering pattern of flight. Its wings were asymmetrical now, one of them clearly mangled by the glass. The pickup door hung like a sad, squarish necklace.


I was clutching the Loculus so tightly I thought my arms would fall asleep. Breathe, I told myself. One…two…three…

As I soared over the cliff, I could see the empty highway snaking along the Rhodean coast. In the distance, little whitewashed houses peeked out from a cove.

And I realized something extremely profound.

This.

Was.

Fun!

“WOO-HOOOO!” My cry was lost on the wind. I had no fear of falling. As if I’d been born to do this.

I banked sharply right.

How? How could I have done that?

I had no clue. But if I could steer the Loculus, I could get back to Aly and Marco. And we could find Cass. With the Loculus, it would be a snap.

I banked left. Then upward. It was as if the Loculus was a part of me, taking my instructions by some kind of weird telepathy. “Take me to my colleagues!” I said in my best Greek-monk voice.

We—the Loculus and I—dove back toward the cliffside. I forced myself to look down. The Colossus was now a pile of rubble on the rocky coastline. The griffin was sinking downward, too, its legs extending like landing gear as it approached the beach.


I saw my friends’ gaping mouths before I could see the rest of their bodies. Behind them, the whole gaggle of monks was huddled against the cliffside.

I tried to land perfectly but hit the ground hard and stumbled, nearly letting go.

“Watch the olive oil,” Marco said. “It’s a killer.”

“Hop on!” I said.

“Are you crazy?” Aly said. “How? We just all hug this thing at the same time?”

“What’s the weight limit?” Marco asked.

“None—there’s room for everybody. It’s big enough.” I don’t know how I knew that. I just did.

Aly grabbed on, then Marco. “Belay on,” he said, his voice uncharacteristically shaky.

“Ready to climb,” I replied.

We rose into the orange ooze of the sun, with miles of Rhodes stretched out beneath us.

“This…is…so…freakyyyy!” Aly cried.

Marco let go with one hand and waved back toward the cliff. “Sorry, dudes, we won’t be staying for dinner!”

“Guys,” I said, “let’s find Cass.”

I began with the cave closest to the monastery. It was way too narrow for a human to fit through. The next one was big enough but empty. In the third cave, a monk huddled against a wall, dazed. As we flew by, his mouth dropped open in shock.


“We’ll come back for you later!” Aly vowed.

We passed a couple more empty caves, and another that seemed too narrow. But as we passed it, the griffin let out a wild scream from the beach.

“Did you hear that?” Aly said.

“Of course I did,” I said. “Let’s keep going before it gets its strength back and comes after us!”

“No—I mean, the cry was different,” Aly said. “More intense. Desperate.”

“You can tell the difference?” Marco asked.

“The griffin doesn’t want us going into that cave,” Aly insisted. “Circle back.”

I turned the Loculus and we landed inside the narrow-mouthed cave.

It widened into a large chamber just inside the entrance. I stood still, letting my eyes adjust to the darkness.

“Ohhhhh…”

The sound nearly caused me to drop the Loculus. It was coming from deep within the cave. On the back wall was a narrow, arched opening. I stepped closer, and then through.

The inner chamber rose about twenty feet high to a ceiling woven with tree roots. Setting the Loculus down, I pulled a flashlight out of my pack and shone it around.

Hanging from one of the sturdiest roots was a formation like nothing I’d ever seen before. It looked like a huge yellowish-white weather balloon—oblong, maybe eight feet high, made of translucent filaments that shifted colors as it swayed. From what I could see, it was open at the top. “What is that thing?” Marco asked.

“OHHHHHH…” A voice cried out in pain.

We all jumped. The voice was coming from inside the shape.

Cass’s voice.
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CHAPTER FORTY - EIGHT

NO TURNING BACK

I CRAWLED NEARER. The membrane was translucent, and in the flashlight beam I could see Cass’s form inside. He seemed to be floating, head tilted upward. His chest rising and falling.

“He’s alive!” Aly shouted.

“Brother Cass, hold tight!” Marco said. He tried to dig his fingers into the membrane, but it wouldn’t give.

The griffin did not digest human flesh raw…Hid its prey in caves…cocooned it…macerated it with saliva…

“It’s a cocoon,” I said. “Like the one Bhegad described.”

Marco recoiled. “Ugh! The griffin has been cooking him in its spit.”

A crash made me jump. Aly turned, having battered her flashlight against the rock-embedded wall. Its top was jagged and sharp. “Not a knife,” she said, “but it’s the closest thing we’ve got.”

She plunged it into the skin of the cocoon.

A blast of foul air blew me back. Cass fell in a heap, his torso hanging limply through the rip in the membrane.

“Cass, it’s me, Jack!” I yelled. “You’re going to be all right!” I pulled him out, setting him down gently on the cave floor. His head lolled to one side. His mouth opened once, twice.

“I’ll take him,” Marco said, slinging Cass over his shoulder. “I can hold on to the Loculus with one hand and him with the other. We’ll get him back to Rhodes and book it out of here. Somehow.”

“Good,” I said, snapping off the flashlight. I didn’t even want to think about what we would do about Torquin. “Come on.”

We crawled back into the outer chamber. As we gathered around the Loculus, the cave juddered.

The griffin’s unearthly squawk was weaker but unmistakable. Its face was in the entryway, its yellow eyes desperate and angry. The truck door, which had scraped the beast’s neck raw, was preventing it from getting in.

As the griffin fell away, I shouted, “Move! Let’s get out of—”

The cave shook again as the beast made a second attempt. This time it didn’t fall away. It planted its feet against the cave, sprang back, and flew directly in again.

Rocks fell from the ceiling. “It’s going to keep trying until it breaks its neck or widens the hole!” Marco said.

WHAM!

A low creaking sound echoed through the chamber, as a crack spread across the wall.

“Looks like the griffin’s winning,” Marco warned.

“What do we do?” Aly shouted.

“Protect Cass!” I said.

The griffin flew toward the cave again, at full speed. The crash knocked us all to the floor. As the opening busted wider, the beast tumbled in. Quickly it righted itself onto its haunches. Seeing the Loculus in my arms, it lunged.

Marco stepped in front of me, but the griffin swatted him aside.

From behind, Aly tried to stab it with the only thing she had—a broken flashlight. But the beast flicked her aside with its tail.

It lurched toward me, the truck door still affecting its balance. I stepped back, holding tight to the Loculus. “Lateral pass!” Marco called out, but the idea was insane. There was no room. The griffin was going to kill me for the Loculus. It would kill all of us.


My back was to the wall. I had no room to move. I had run out of ideas. Aly and Marco were both shouting my name.

The griffin crouched low, eyeing me with triumph. There was no retreat now, no surrender.

It knew it finally had me.
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CHAPTER FORTY - NINE

SHOWDOWN

“STOP!”

My voice rang out in the cave. I almost didn’t recognize it.

I don’t know what I was thinking. I guess I didn’t know what else to do. But I was staring into the creature’s eyes, my hand thrust out in front of me, palm out. I knew I shouldn’t be looking at the thing as it killed me. It was somehow unnatural.

The griffin cocked its head. I couldn’t read the expression on its face. Maybe it thought I was the stupidest human being in the world. Maybe it wanted a good laugh before killing me.

The Loculus was tucked under my left arm like a beach ball. I could feel it warm against my side. Hadn’t it been cool before? It was giving me something I couldn’t describe. A kind of strength. A realization I had nothing to lose.

I stood, eyes locked on the griffin’s. Sure, take me, I thought. Marco could steal away the Loculus while this thing was snacking on my bones. I was living on borrowed time anyway.

“Just stop,” I repeated. “You don’t need to guard this anymore. I will give it to Marco, and you can do what you want with me.”

The griffin sat back on its haunches. Then it sprawled on the ground with a submissive whimper.

“Jack…?” Aly said in a hushed voice. “What did you do?”

I swallowed hard. “I…I don’t know.”

As I sidled away, the griffin’s eyes followed me. “Take this,” I said to Marco. “Now. Before this spell goes away.”

I could see Marco loading Cass’s unconscious body back over his shoulder. “Not without you, brother,” he said.

“Take it!” I repeated.

Aly grabbed me by the arm, pulling me past the lion-bird. As we stood by the entrance, it followed us with docile, sad eyes.

“Hands on,” Marco whispered, holding out the Loculus.

I said a silent prayer. And we jumped.

As we soared into the clear afternoon sky, the anguished roar of the griffin bellowed from the cave. The sound made the cliff wall shake.


From just above the opening, a large section of rock and soil broke loose. It crashed downward into the opening, billowing a cloud of gray-brown debris.

As we gained altitude, it looked like a bomb had gone off inside the cave. We circled, trying to get a glimpse.

But when the noise stopped and the dust settled, there was nothing.

No hole, no sign the cave had ever been there.

The griffin, finally, was silent.
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CHAPTER FIFTY

INCIDENT AT THE RHODEAN MANOR

“DO YOU THINK anyone saw us?” Aly asked, trudging along the beach.

We had landed on a deserted stretch, a few hundred yards short of the hotel strip. The Loculus was tucked safely under my arm as we rushed along the sand.

“The monks did,” Marco said, walking with Cass slung over his back. “They’re probably talking with the cops already.”

“No one will believe them,” Aly said.

“But Greece is tolerant of eccentrics,” I pointed out.

I looked at Cass’s limp body. He reeked of griffin saliva.

“No words yet,” Marco said, catching my glance. “Forward or backward. He’s breathing, though. And he needs a good shower.”


We had a good couple of miles to go before we reached the center of town. Once we got there, our problems didn’t end. We had to spring Torquin from jail and get ourselves back.

I glanced up at the nearest hotel, the Rhodean Manor, a high-rise with a small pool. “We have some money,” I said. “Let’s pool it and get a room. Use a different name, just in case the monks heard us using our real names and convinced the cops to look for us. Aly and I can figure out how to spring Torquin, and we’ll come back to get you. Make sure no one sees the Loculus.”

Marco stopped, raising a dubious eyebrow. “How do you know I won’t take it for a spin back to Ohio?”

“Marco, that’s not funny,” Aly said, continuing to walk toward town. “And one other thing. No phone calls. There’s probably a police alert on your home number. You have to keep your call to less than twenty seconds to avoid a trace, and you won’t be able to. Trust me.”

“You tried?” Marco asked.

Aly kept walking. I gave him a look that said off limits.

“I’ll zip it, promise,” he whispered to me. “Scout’s honor.”

The police station was two blocks up and one block over from the Colossus Diner. As we entered, a gale of laughter greeted us from down a corridor.

I walked up to the front desk and said, “Do you have a prisoner here by the name of Torquin?”

The officer behind the desk smiled. She gestured for us to follow. Aly and I gave each other wary looks. I still didn’t know how we were going to talk our way out of this.

We took a right into a hallway lined with jail cells. It appeared that they were all empty except for one at the far end.

Two police officers sat at a desk in the hallway outside the cell, sipping coffee and eating baklava. They were speaking in Greek to the prisoner.

All at once they burst into laughter.

From inside the cell came a retort. The officers laughed some more.

“Torquin?” I said.

We picked up the pace. I nodded to the cops and then peered inside the cell. Torquin was sitting on a padded bench, sipping his own cup of coffee. An empty plate, full of crumbs, sat on the bench next to him.

When he saw us, he sat up straight. “Late!” he said.

“We’ve had a busy day,” Aly said. She turned to the officers and said, “Um, any English speakers? If so, listen up. If you don’t release this man, someone will die. I will march right to the American consulate if I have to in order to free him. I will contact the ambassador and the president, and you will have an international incident on your hands.”


“I’m impressed,” I murmured.

The two Greek officers stood. One of them bowed politely and pulled on Torquin’s cell. It swung open. “I am Detective Haralambos. He is yours, young lady. No need to summon your Congress. If only all Americans were like this fascinating gentleman! He should be allowed a brief moment of temper.” He smiled. “Between you and me, Kostas, the owner of the Colossus, is a bit of a crank.”

Torquin stood. With a swagger, he padded out of the cell. “Yia sou,” he said.

“Later,” answered Detective Haralambos.

Torquin was waiting in the taxi outside the hotel when Aly and I knocked on the door of Marco’s room.

“It’s open,” said a groggy voice.

Cass’s voice.

I pushed open the door. Aly and I ran in. Cass was lying on the bed, a wet washcloth on his forehead. He was in a bathrobe, looking all cleaned up, but his skin was mottled from what had happened in the cocoon.

“I don’t believe this!” Aly gushed, leaning over the bed and giving him a gentle hug.

Cass winced painfully. “Ouch.”

“Sorry!” Aly said, springing back. “Are you all right?”

“I feel like gnicnad,” he groaned.

Aly shot me a smile. Cass, we knew, was going to be fine.


“I brought you some clothes,” I said, laying out a T-shirt, pair of shorts, underwear, and flip-flops I’d bought in town. “Greek sizes. I hope they fit.”

“Anything’s better than what I had,” Cass said. “It was embarrassing flying over the KI in Simpsons boxers.”

Aly looked around. “Where’s Marco?” she asked.

“Was Marco here?” Cass asked.

“Marco brought you here,” I said. “With the Loculus. And now we have to go. Torquin’s waiting outside.”

I stood and glanced around the room. The only sign of Marco was a plate with chocolate crumbs and three candy wrappers. I figured he was out getting a soda or something.

“Jack?” Aly said. “Where’s the Loculus?”

My body stiffened.

I looked under the bed. I pulled open every drawer. I checked the bathroom.

No Loculus.

“What are you guys talking about?” Cass demanded. “We have a Loculus?”

As Aly explained what had happened, I sank onto the bed. Marco’s words were spinning in my head. How do you know I won’t take it for a spin back to Ohio?

Could he have done it?

Marco the Immortal…the Kid Who Faced Down Death…

“Jack…?” Aly said. She and Cass were both staring at me now.


“Marco thinks he’s okay,” I replied. “Immortal. He doesn’t believe what Bhegad said about the finger prick. He isn’t scared about missing the treatments anymore.”

“You think he…?” Aly said.

“Gamed us,” I said, staring out the window into the blue Greek sky. “Yes.”

“I don’t believe it, Jack,” Aly said. “What if he just decided to fly back to the Karai Institute on his own? To race us. That’s his style.”

“How would he know where the island is, Aly?” I asked. “Even Cass couldn’t find it.”

“Maybe I could,” Cass said. He sat up, the washcloth falling from his head. “Oww.”

“Get dressed, brother Cass,” I said softly. “We have a long ride back.”
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CHAPTER FIFTY - ONE

SOLDIER, SAILOR, TINKER, TAILOR

“HE’S WHAT?” PROFESSOR Bhegad was ashen in his wheelchair. I couldn’t bring myself to look him in the eye. Tired and sweaty, I stared at the tarmac.

“Gone,” I said. “With the Loculus.”

“Why did no one tell me?” Bhegad demanded. “Why the radio silence until now?”

Torquin glanced guiltily away. “Technical difficulties.”

“Our difficulties have just begun. All of us.” Bhegad spun around and began wheeling himself back toward the campus, ignoring the hospital orderlies who scurried along on either side of him. “Come.”

“We’re…glad you’re feeling better, Professor,” Aly offered weakly.


Bhegad looked over his shoulder. “Thank you,” he said. “And I’m glad Cass is alive and well. How are you feeling, my boy?”

“Peachy,” Cass said with a weak smile.

“Good,” Bhegad snapped back, “because I am going to need all your brainpower to track down Marco. If he is indeed headed home, it could destroy us. It could undo centuries of work.”

“This is my fault,” I blurted out. “I lost Marco. It was my plan to leave him in the hotel room while we went to get Torquin out of—”

“HRRRMMMM!” Torquin belched.

“I’m the wrong guy for this,” I barreled on. “You picked someone who had no talents, Professor Bhegad. I don’t deserve to be here, because I can’t contribute like the others. I will volunteer to go find Marco. If I miss a treatment and drop dead, what’s the difference? I’m no help here, anyway. I only mess things up—”

Professor Bhegad stopped short and stared at me coldly. “Do you really believe that?” he asked.

“That’s ridiculous!” Aly said, stepping in front of me. “You were the one who brought the Loculus to life, Jack. And you rescued Cass. And defeated both the griffin and the Colossus. You gave me good advice—which I didn’t follow. And whenever the rest of us couldn’t figure out what to do, you were the one who made a plan.”


Bhegad sighed. His eyes softened. “You know, here at the KI we have nicknames for you four. Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Sailor. Marco was—is—the Soldier, the bravest and most fit. Cass is the Sailor, who can navigate in a blind fog. Aly is the Tinker, the one who can understand how anything works and fix it.”

“And I’m…the Tailor?” I asked. “I sew?”

“In a manner of speaking, yes,” Bhegad said. “You, Jack, are the one who puts it all together.”

I laughed. But when I looked up, no one was laughing with me.

My headache was coming on strong. I needed sleep badly. The sky was pitch-black but I had no idea what time it was.

Cass. “What time is it?” I blurted out. “Cass is due for his treatment!”

“Yes, we know. It’s ten forty-five,” Professor Bhegad said calmly. He glanced up at the orderlies. “Please take the young man to the hospital. And make sure he gets to bed immediately afterward. We need him, rested and ready.”

Aly and I gave Cass a hug. “Thank you,” he said softly to me. “You are my oreh.”

As the workers escorted him away, Bhegad began to wheel himself back toward his cottage. “As for you two, I trust you slept on the plane,” he said as we followed along. “Because I expect you in my office in a half hour for a planning session. So change, shower, do what you need to do. We must find your friend immediately and bring him back before he’s done any damage.”

“And if he has?” Aly asked fearfully.

“Eliminate,” Torquin growled.

We stopped. As Torquin padded after the professor, the old man didn’t say a word.

Aly crumpled to a small bench against the airport building.

I couldn’t look at her. My blood was running cold.

Soldier, Sailor, Tinker, Tailor.

The night was cloudless and moonless. Stars spread across the sky like spattered blood. My thoughts raced. Somewhere up there, I knew, was Marco.

I scanned the horizon, looking.
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CHAPTER ONE

DEATH. TOAST.

BY THE THIRD day back from Greece, I no longer smelled of griffin drool. But I still had bruises caused by a bad-tempered bronze statue, a peeling sunburn from a trip around the Mediterranean on a flying ball, and a time bomb inside my body.

And now I was speeding through the jungle in a Jeep next to a three-hundred-pound giant who took great joy in driving into potholes.

“Keep your eyes on the road, Torquin!” I shouted as my head hit the ceiling.

“Eyes in face, not on road,” replied Torquin.

In the backseat, Aly Black and Cass Williams cried out in pain. But we all knew we had to hang on. Time was short.

We had to find Marco.

Oh, about that time bomb. It’s not an actual physical explosive. I have this gene that basically cuts off a person’s life at age fourteen. It’s called G7W and all of us have it—not only me but Marco Ramsay, Aly, and Cass. Fortunately there’s a cure. Unfortunately it has seven ingredients that are almost impossible to find. And Marco had flown off with the first one.

Which was why we were stuck in that sweaty Jeep on a crazy rescue mission.

“This ride is bad enough. Don’t pick the skin off your face, Jack!” said Aly from the backseat. “It’s disgusting!” She pushed aside a lock of pink hair from her forehead. I don’t know where she gets hair dye on this crazy island, but one of these days I’ll ask her. Cass sat next to her, his eyes closed and his head resting against the seat back. His hair is normally curly and brown, but today it looked like squid-ink spaghetti, all blackened and stringy.

Cass had had a much worse time with the griffin than any of us.

I stared at the shred of skin between my fingers. I hadn’t even known I was picking it. “Sorry.”

“Frame it,” Torquin said distractedly.

His eyes were trained on a dashboard GPS device that showed a map of the Atlantic Ocean. Across the top were the words RAMSAY TRACKER. Under it, no signal at all. Zip. We each had a tracker surgically implanted inside us, but Marco’s was broken.

“Wait. Frame a piece of sunburned skin?” asked Aly.

“Collect. Make collage.” If I didn’t know Torquin, I would think he had misunderstood Aly’s question. I mean, the four of us kids are misfits, but Torquin is in a class by himself. He’s about seven and a half feet tall in bare feet. And he is always in bare feet. (Honestly, no shoe could possibly contain those two whoppers.) What he lacks in conversation skills he makes up for in weirdness. “I give you some of mine. Remind me.”

Aly’s face grew practically ash white. “Remind me not to remind you.”

“I wish I only had a sunburn,” Cass moaned.

“You don’t have to come with us this time, you know,” Aly said.

Cass frowned without opening his eyes. “I’m a little tired, but I had my treatment and it worked. We have to find Marco. We’re a family.”

Aly and I exchanged a glance. Cass had been flown across an ocean by a griffin, who then prepped him for lunch. Plus he was recovering from a so-called treatment, and that wasn’t easy.

We’d all had treatments. We needed them to survive. They held off our symptoms temporarily so we can go on this crazy quest to find a permanent cure. In fact, the Karai Institute’s first job is to help us cope with the effects of the G7W.

Not to brag or anything, but having G7W means you’re descended from the royal family of the ancient kingdom of Atlantis. Which is probably the coolest thing about incredibly ordinary, shockingly talent-free me, aka Jack McKinley. On the positive side, G7W takes the things you’re already good at—like sports for Marco, computer geekiness for Aly, and photographic memory for Cass—and turns those qualities into superpowers.

On the negative side, the cure involves finding the stolen Loculi of Atlantis, which were hidden centuries ago in the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World.

And if that wasn’t hard enough: six of those Wonders don’t exist anymore.

A Loculus, by the way, is a fancy Atlantean word for “orb with cool magic power.” And we did find one. The story involves a hole in time and space (which I made by accident), a griffin (disgusting half eagle, half lion that came through the hole), a trip to Rhodes (where said griffin tried to lunch on Cass), some crazy monks (Greek), and the Colossus of Rhodes (which came to life and tried to kill us). There’s more to it, but all you need to know is that I was the one who let the griffin through, so the whole thing was basically my fault.

“Hey . . .” Aly said, looking at me through squinty eyes.

I turned away. “Hey what?”

“I know what you’re thinking, Jack,” she said. “And stop it. You are not responsible for what happened to Cass.”

Honestly, I think that girl reads minds as a hobby.

“Torquin responsible!” Torquin bellowed. He pounded the steering wheel, which made the whole vehicle jump into the air like a rusty, oil-leaking wallaby. “Got arrested. Left you alone. Could not help Cass. Could not stop Marco from flying away with Loculus. Arrrrgh!”

Cass moaned again. “Oh, my neelps.”

“Um, Torquin?” Aly said. “Easy on the steering wheel, okay?”

“What is neelps?” Torquin asked.

“Spleen,” I explained. “You have to spell it backward.”

Luckily the Jeep reached the end of the winding jungle path and burst onto the tarmac of a small landing field. We were finally at our destination. Before us, gleaming on the pavement, was a sleek, retrofitted military stealth jet.

Torquin braked the Jeep to a squealing stop, doing a perfect one-eighty. Two people were inspecting the plane. One of them was a pony-tailed guy with half-glasses. The other was a girl with tats and black lip gloss, who looked a little like my last au pair, Vanessa, only deader. I vaguely remembered meeting both of these people in our cafeteria, the Comestibule.

“Elddif,” Cass said groggily. “Anavrin . . .”

The girl looked alarmed. “He’s lost the ability to speak English?”

“No, he’s speaking his favorite language,” Aly replied. “Backwardish. It’s a form of English. That’s how we know he’s feeling better.”

“Those two people . . .” Cass muttered. “Those are their names.”

I sounded out the words in my head, imagined their spelling, and then mentally rearranged the letters back to front. “I think he means Fiddle and Nirvana.”

“Ah.” Fiddle looked toward us with a tight smile. “I have been rushing this baby into service. Her name is Slippy, she’s my pride and joy, and she will hit Mach three if you push her.”

Nirvana drummed her long, black-painted nails on the jet’s wall. “A vessel that breaks the sound barrier deserves a great sound system. I loaded it up with mp3s.”

Fiddle pulled her hand away. “Please. It’s a new paint job.”

“Sorry, Picasso,” she replied. “Anyway, there’s some slasher rock . . . emo . . . techno . . . death metal. Hey, since you’re going back to the States, might as well play the tunes that remind you of home.”

Going back.

I tried to stop shaking. People back home would be looking for us 24/7—families, police, government. Home meant detection. Re-capture. Not returning to the island. Not having treatments. Not having time to collect the cure. Death.

But without Marco’s Loculus, we were toast.

Death. Toast. The story of our lives.

But with no signal from Marco, what else could we do? Searching for him at his home just seemed like the best guess.

As we stepped out of the Jeep, Torquin let loose a burp that made the ground rumble.

“Four point five on the Richter scale,” said Nirvana. “Impressive.”

“Are you sure you want to do this, guys?” Fiddle asked.

“Have to,” Torquin said. “Orders from Professor Bhegad.”

“Wh-why do you ask?” Cass said to Fiddle.

He shrugged. “You guys each have a tracker surgically implanted inside you, right?”

Cass looked at him warily. “Right. But Marco’s is busted.”

“I helped design the tracker,” Fiddle said. “It’s state of the art. Unbustable. Doesn’t it seem weird to you that his stopped working—just coincidentally, after he disappeared?”

“What are you implying?” I asked.

Aly stepped toward him. “There’s no such thing as unbustable. You guys designed a faulty machine.”

“Prove it,” Fiddle said.

“Did you know the tracker signal is vulnerable to trace radiation from four elements?” Aly asked.

Fiddle scoffed. “Such as?”

“Iridium, for one,” Aly said. “Stops the transmissions cold.”

“So what?” Fiddle says. “Do you know how rare iridium is?”

“I can pinpoint more flaws,” Aly said. “Admit it. You messed up.”

Nirvana pumped a pale fist in the air. “You go, girl.”

Fiddle dusted a clod of dirt off the stepladder. “Have fun in Ohio,” he said. “But don’t expect me at your funeral.”





CHAPTER TWO

“THE MISTAKE”

“I SET YOUR dog on fire and wipe the floor with rags made of the memories of everything I ever did with yooooouu . . . !”

As Nirvana’s mix blared over the speaker, Torquin’s lips curled into a shape resembling an upside-down horseshoe. “Not music. Noise.”

Actually, I kind of liked it. Okay, I left out some of the choice words in the quote above, but still. It was funny in a messed-up way. The tune was taking my mind off the fact that I was a gazillion feet over the Atlantic, the plane’s speed was pushing me back into my seat, and my stomach was about to explode out my mouth.

I looked at Aly. Her skin was flattening back over her cheekbones as if it were being kneaded by fingers. I couldn’t help cracking up.

Aly’s eyes shone with panic. “What’s so funny?”

“You look about ninety-five years old,” I replied.

“You sound about five,” she said. “After this is over, remind me to teach you some social skills.”

Glurp.

I turned away, awash in dorkitude. Maybe that was my great G7W talent, the superhuman ability to always say the wrong thing. Especially around Aly. Maybe it’s because she’s so confident. Maybe it’s because I’m the only Select who has no reason to have been Selected.

Jack “The Mistake” McKinley.

Fight it, dude. I turned to the window, where a cluster of buildings was racing by below us. It was kind of a shock to see Manhattan go by so fast. A minute later the sight was replaced by the checkerboard farmland of what must have been Pennsylvania.

As we plunged into thick clouds, I closed my eyes. I tried to think positively. We would find Marco. He would thank us for coming, apologize, and hop on the plane.

Right. And the world would start revolving the other direction.

Marco was stubborn. He was also totally convinced he was (a) always right and (b) immortal. Plus, if he was home, telling the story of our abduction, there would be paparazzi and TV news reporters waiting at the airport. Milk cartons with our images in every supermarket. WANTED posters hanging in post offices.

How could we possibly rescue him? Torquin was supposed to protect us in case of an emergency, but that didn’t give me confidence.

The events of the last few days raced in my head: Marco falling into the volcano in a battle with an ancient beast. Our search that found him miraculously alive in the spray of a healing waterfall. The ancient pit with seven empty hemispheres glowing in the dark—the Heptakiklos.

If only I’d ignored it. If only I hadn’t pulled the broken shard from the center. Then the griffin wouldn’t have escaped, we wouldn’t have had to race off to find it without adequate training, and Marco wouldn’t have had the chance to escape—

“You’re doing it again,” Aly said.

I snapped back to attention. “Doing what?”

“Blaming yourself for the griffin,” Aly replied. “I can tell.”

“It crushed Professor Bhegad,” I said. “It took Cass over an ocean and nearly killed him—”

“Griffins were bred to protect the Loculi,” Aly reminded me. “This one led us to the Colossus of Rhodes. You caused that to happen, Jack! We’ll get the Loculus back. Marco will listen to us.” She shrugged. “Then maybe you can let six more griffins through. They’ll lead us to the other Loculi. To protect us, I can help the KI develop . . . I don’t know, a repellant.”

“A griffin repellant?” Cass said.

Aly shrugged. “There are bug repellants, shark repellants, so why not? I’ll learn about them and tinker with the formula.”

Tinker. That was what Bhegad called Aly. We each had a nickname—Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Sailor. Aly was the Tinker who could fix anything, Marco the Soldier because of his strength and bravery, Cass the Sailor for his awesome navigational ability. Me? You’re the Tailor because you put it all together, Bhegad had said. But I wasn’t putting anything together now, except pessimism.

“DIIIIIIIIE!”

Nirvana’s sudden shriek made us all spin around. Torquin bounced upward and banged his head on the ceiling. “What happened?” I asked.

“The end of the song,” Nirvana said. “I love that part.”

“Anything good?” Torquin said, scrolling through the tunes. “Any Disney?”

Cass was staring out the window, down toward a fretwork of roads and open land. “We’re almost there. This is Youngstown, Ohio . . . I think.”

“You think?” Aly said. “That doesn’t sound like you.”

“I—I don’t recognize the street pattern . . .” Cass said, shaking his head. “I should know this. I’m drawing a blank. I think something’s wrong with my . . . whatever.”

“Your ability to memorize every street in every place in the world?” Aly put her arm around him. “You’re nervous about Marco, that’s all.”

“Right . . . right . . .” Cass drummed his fingers on the armrest. “You sometimes make mistakes, right, Ally?”

Aly nodded. “Rarely, but yes. I’m human. We all are.”

“The weird thing is,” Cass said, “there’s only one part of Marco that isn’t human—the tracker. And those things don’t just fail—unless something really unusual happens to the carrier.”

“Like . . . ?” I said tentatively.

Cass’s eyes started to moisten. “Like the thing none of us is talking about. Like if the tracker was destroyed.”

“It’s inside his body,” Aly said. “He can’t destroy it.”

“Right. Unless . . .” Cass said.

We all fell silent. The plane began to descend. No one finished the sentence, but we all knew the words.

Unless Marco was dead.





CHAPTER THREE

INCIDENT IN OHIO
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“HEY!” AS CASS turned and jogged up the street toward me, I whipped my two hands behind my back.

“So, are we there?” I asked nonchalantly.

Cass looked at me curiously. “What are you doing?”

“Scratching,” I replied. “A lottery card. Which I found.”

“And how will you collect if you win?” He burst out laughing. “Come on. The house is just ahead. Number forty-five Walnut Street. The green porch.”

I’m not sure why I didn’t tell him the truth—that I’d found a piece of burned wood and a gum wrapper on the ground, and now I was using them to write my dad. Maybe because it was a dumber idea than entering a lottery. But I couldn’t help it. All I could think about was Dad. That he was just one state away.

I shoved the note into my back pocket. We jogged up the road to Torquin and Aly, who were in the entrance to a little cul-de-sac in the middle of Lemuel, Ohio. Torquin had parked our rented Toyota Corolla in a secluded wooded area down the block, to avoid being seen. As I joined Cass and Aly, we stood there, staring at the house like three ice sculptures.

Torquin waddled ahead, oblivious.

“I can’t do this . . .” Aly said.

I nodded. I felt scared, homesick, worried, and nine thousand percent convinced we should have let Bhegad send another team to do this. Anyone but us.

The house had a small lawn, trimmed with brick. Its porch screen had been ripped in two places and carefully repaired. A little dormer window peeked from the roof, and a worn front stoop held a rusted watering can. It didn’t look like my house, but somehow my heart was beating to the rhythm of homesickness.

A kid with an overstuffed backpack was shambling toward a house across the street, where his mom was opening a screen door. It brought back memories of my own mom, before she’d gone off on a voyage and never returned. Of my dad, who met me at school for a year after Mom’s death, not wanting to let me out of his sight. Was Dad home now?

“Come!” Torquin barked over his shoulder. “No time to daydream!”

He was already lumbering up the walkway, his bare feet thwapping on the gray-green stones. Cass, Aly, and I fell in behind him.

Before he could ring the bell, I heard the snap of a door latch. The front door opened, revealing the silhouette of a guy with massive shoulders. As he stepped forward I stifled a gasp. His features were dark and piercing, the corners of his mouth turned up—all of it just like Marco. But his face was etched deeply, his hair flecked with gray, and his eyes so sad and hollow I felt like I could see right through them.

He glanced down at Torquin’s feet and then back up. “Can I help you?”

“Looking for Marco,” Torquin said.

“Uh-huh.” The man nodded wearily. “You and everyone else. Thanks for your concern, but sorry.”

He turned back inside, pulling the door shut, but Torquin stopped it with his forearm.

“Excuse me?” The man turned slowly, his eyes narrowing.

I quickly stepped in front of him. “I’m a friend of Marco’s,” I said. “And I was wondering—”

“Then how come I don’t recognize you?” Mr. Ramsay asked suspiciously.

“From . . . travel soccer,” I said, reciting the line we had prepared for just this occasion. “Please. I’m just concerned, that’s all. This is my uncle, Thomas. And two other soccer players, Cindy and Dave. We heard a rumor that Marco might be in the area. We wondered if he came home.”

“The last time we saw him, he was at Lemuel General after collapsing during a basketball game,” Mr. Ramsay said. “Then . . . gone without a trace. Like he ran away from everything. Since then we’ve heard nothing but rumors. If we believed them all, he’s been in New York, Ashtabula, Kuala Lumpur, Singapore, Manila, and Ponca City. Look!” He grabbed a basket of snapshots off a nearby table and thrust it toward me.

“I—I don’t understand,” I said, sifting through pixelated, blurry shots of jockish-looking teens who were definitely not Marco. “Why would people lie about seeing him?”

“People want the reward,” Mr. Ramsay replied wearily. “One hundred thousand bucks for information leading to Marco’s return. It’s supposed to help. Instead, we’re just bombarded by emails, letters, visitors. All junk. So take my advice, kid, don’t trust rumors.”

As Marco’s dad took the basket back and returned it to the table, two people emerged from inside the house—a trim, red-haired woman and a girl in sweats. The woman’s slate-blue eyes were full of fear. The girl looked angry. They were both focused on Torquin. “I’m . . . Marco’s mother,” the woman said. “And this is his sister. What’s going on? If this is another scam, I’m calling the police.”

“They’re just kids, Emily,” Marco’s dad said reassuringly. “You guys have to understand what we’re going through. Today it was a repair guy. Flashed some kind of ID card, said he was going to inspect the boiler. Instead he snooped through our house.”

“Bloggers, crime buffs,” Mrs. Ramsay said. “It’s like a game to them. Who can find the most dirt, post the most photos. They have no idea what it is . . . to lose . . .” Her voice cracked, and both her husband and daughter put arms around her shoulders.

Torquin’s phone chirped, and he backed away down the stoop. Aly and Cass instinctively followed. Which left me with the three Ramsays, huddled together in the semidarkness of their living room.

The feeling was too familiar. After my mom died, Dad and I hardly ever left each other’s sides, but each of us was alone, locked in misery. Our faces must have looked a lot like the Ramsays’.

I was dying to tell them what had really happened to Marco, the whole story of the Karai Institute. Of their son’s incredible heroism saving our lives, of the fact that he could swoosh a shot now from clear across a campus lawn.

But I also knew what it was like to lose a family member. And if Cass was right, if Marco’s tracker silence meant he was dead, I couldn’t get their hopes up.

“We . . . we’ll keep looking,” I said lamely.

As I began backing away, I felt Torquin’s beefy hand on my shoulder, pulling me down the stairs. His face, which wasn’t easy to read, looked concerned. “Thank you!” he shouted. “Have to go!”

I stumbled after Torquin, Cass, and Aly. Soon we were all running down the street toward our rented car, top speed. I had never seen Torquin move so fast.

“What’s up?” Cass demanded.

“Got . . . message,” Torquin said, panting heavily as he pulled open the driver’s side door. “Marco found. Get in. Now.”

“Wait—they found him?” Aly blurted. “Where?”

Torquin handed the phone to her. Cass and I came up behind, looking over her shoulder as we walked:

 

TRACKER ACTIVE AGAIN. RAMSAY NOT IN OHIO. STRONG SIGNAL FROM LATITUDE 32.5417° N, LONGITUDE 44.4233° E

 

“Where’s that?” I asked.

“It can’t be . . .” Cass shook his head.

“Cass, just tell us!” Aly said.

“Marco,” Cass replied, “is in Iraq.”

“What?” I cried out.

But the other three were already at the car, climbing in.

Quickly, while they weren’t looking, I pulled out my note to Dad. And I tossed it down a storm drain.





CHAPTER FOUR

EGARIM

THE CHOPPER BLADES were so loud, I thought they’d shake my brains out through my ears. “Are you sure you read the tracker right?” I shouted toward the front seats.

Professor Bhegad didn’t even turn around. He hadn’t heard a word.

We’d met him and Fiddle at the airport in Irbīl, Iraq. They’d flown separately from the Karai Institute when Marco’s signal was finally picked up. Now the whole gang—Bhegad, Torquin, Fiddle, Nirvana, Cass, Aly, and I—was crammed into the front seat of a chopper winging over the Syrian Desert. Our shadow crossed a vast expanse of sand, dotted by bushes and fretted by long black pipelines.

The cabin was stifling hot, and sweat coursed down my face. Cass, Aly, and I huddled together in the backseat. On the long flight from Ohio, we’d had plenty of time to talk. But the whole thing seemed even more confusing than ever. “I still can’t understand why he would come here!” I said. “If I were him, I’d go home. No-brainer. I mean, we all want to see our families again, right?”

I could practically feel Cass flinch. He had bounced from foster home to foster home; he didn’t have a family to go back to. Unless you counted his parents, who were in prison and hadn’t seen him since he was a baby. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that . . .” I said.

“It’s okay, Jack ‘Foot-in-Mouth’ McKinley,” Cass replied with a wan smile. “I know what you mean. Actually, I’m happy Marco is alive. I just was wondering the same thing you were—why Iraq? What’s there?”

Professor Bhegad slowly turned, adjusting the heavy glasses that slid down his sweating nose. “It’s not what is there, but what was there,” he said. “Iraq was the site of Ancient Babylon.”

Cass’s eyes widened. “Duh. The site of one of the Seven Wonders—the Hanging Gardens!”

“He decided to go on a rogue mission to find a Loculus all by himself?” Aly said. “Without my tech skills, or Cass’s human GPS? If I were Marco, I’d want to do this as a foursome! All of our lives are at stake. Going solo makes no sense. Even to an egotist like Marco.”

“Unless,” I said, “he isn’t trying to go solo.”

“What do you mean?” Cass asked.

“I mean, he may not know that his tracker is busted,” I said. “Maybe, when he left Rhodes, he figured we’d pick up the signal and follow him. Maybe he just wanted to force things, to speed the mission up.”

Aly raised an eyebrow. “How do we know he didn’t disable and re-enable it on purpose?”

“You’d have to be a genius to do that!” I said.

“I could do it,” Aly said.

“That’s my point!” I replied.

Aly folded her arms and stared out the window. Cass shrugged.

Now Professor Bhegad was shouting, his face pressed to the window. “The Tigris and Euphrates Rivers! We are approaching the Fertile Crescent!”

I gazed down. I knew that Ancient Babylon was the center of a bigger kingdom called Babylonia. And that was part of a larger area known as Mesopotamia, which was Greek for “between two rivers.” Now we could see them, winding through the desert, lined with thickets and scrubby trees that looked from above like long green mustaches. Everywhere else was dusty, yellow, and dry. The area sure didn’t look fertile to me.

I squinted at the distant ruins. A stone wall snaked around the area. Inside were mounds of rubble and flattened, roped-off areas that must have been archaeological digs. Gazing through a set of binoculars, Bhegad pointed out a small skyline of low buildings near a gate in the wall. Some were flat-roofed and some peaked. “Those are restorations of the ancient city,” he said with a disapproving cluck of the tongue. “Crude, crude workmanship . . .”

“Where were the Hanging Gardens?” Aly called out.

“No one knows,” Bhegad answered. “Babylon was destroyed by an earthquake in two hundred B.C. or thereabouts. The rivers have changed courses since then. The Gardens may have sunk under the Euphrates or may have been pulverized in the earthquake. Some say it may not have ever existed. But those people are fools.”

“I hope it’s Door Number Two,” Aly said. “Pulverized. Turned to dust. Just like the Colossus was. At least we’ll have a chance for two out of seven Loculi.”

“More than twenty-eight percent,” Cass piped up.

I looked at the tracker panel on the cockpit. Marco’s signal was near the Euphrates River, not quite as far as the ruins. As Fiddle descended, we could see a team of guards outside the archaeological site, looking at us with binoculars.

“Wave! Hi!” Nirvana said. “They’re expecting us. They’re convinced this is a major educational archaeological project.”

“How did you arrange all this?” Cass asked.

“I was a professor of archaeology in another life,” Bhegad replied. “My name still carries some weight. One of my former students helps run the site here. He also happens to be a satellite member of the Karai Institute.”

Fiddle descended slowly and touched down. He cut the engine, threw open the hatch, and let us out.

The sun was brutal, the land parched and flat. The dusty soil itself seemed to be gathering up the heat and radiating it upward through our soles. In the distance to our right, I could see a bus rolling slowly toward the ancient site. Tour groups made their way slowly among the ruins, like ants among pebbles. In between, the sandy soil seemed to give way to an amazingly huge lake.

“Do you see what I see?” Aly said.

Cass nodded. “Egarim,” he said. “Don’t get too excited.”

“Translate, please,” I said.

“Mirage,” Cass replied. “The soil is full of silicate particles. The same stuff glass is made of. When it’s so bright and hot like this, the sunlight reflects off all those particles. At a sideways angle, it looks like a big, shining mass—which resembles water!”

“Thank you, Mr. Einstein,” I said, scanning the horizon. Directly ahead of us, across the yellow-brown desert, was a line of low pine trees that stretched in either direction. The heat-shimmer coming up from the ground made the trees look as if they were rippling in an invisible current. “That’s where Marco’s signal is coming from. The Euphrates.”

Marco was so close!

I checked over my shoulder. Torquin and Nirvana were struggling to lift Professor Bhegad out of the chopper and put him in a wheelchair.

“This is going to take forever,” Aly said. She darted toward Torquin, pulled the tracking-signal detector from his gadget belt, and bolted toward the river. “Come on, let’s start!”

“Hey!” Torquin cried out in surprise.

“Let them go, we have our hands full here!” Nirvana said.

Our footsteps made clouds of yellowish dust as we ran. Closer to the river, the ground was choked with scrubby grass and knots of small bushes. We stopped at the thicket of pine trees that stretched in both directions.

The ground sloped sharply downward. Below us, the Euphrates slashed a thick silver-blue S like a curved mirror through the countryside. To the north it wound around a distant settlement, then headed off toward mountains blurred by fog. To the south it passed by the Babylonian ruins before disappearing into the flatness. I scanned the riverbank, looking for signs of Marco.

“I don’t see him,” Aly said.

I held up the tracker. Our blue dot locator and Marco’s green one had merged. “He’s here somewhere.”

“Yo, Ocram!” Cass shouted. “Come out, come out, wherever you are!”

Rolling her eyes, Aly began walking down the slope toward the river. “He might be hiding. If he’s playing a prank, I will personally dunk him in the water.”

“Unless he throws you in first,” I said.

I glanced quickly back over my shoulder to check on the others. Nirvana was struggling to push Professor Bhegad’s wheelchair across the rocky soil. He bounced a lot, complaining all the way. Torquin had taken off his studded leather belt and was trying to wrap it around Bhegad like a seat belt, causing his own pants to droop slowly downward.

I started through the brush. It was dense and maybe three to five feet high, making it hard to see. As we moved forward, we kept calling Marco’s name.

We stopped at the edge of a rocky ridge. None of us had seen this from the distance. It plunged straight downward, maybe twenty feet, to the river below. “Oh, great,” Aly said.

I looked north and south. In both directions, the ridge angled downward until it eventually met the riverbed. “We’ll be okay if we go sideways,” I said.

I went to the edge and looked over. I eyed the tangle of trees, roots, and bushes along the steep drop. Since Marco had taught us to rock climb, steep embankments didn’t scare me as much as they used to. This looked way easier than climbing Mount Onyx.

“Maybe there’s a shortcut,” I said. Quickly I stepped over the edge, digging my toes into a sturdy root. I turned so my chest would be facing the cliff. Holding on to a branch, I descended another step.

“Whoa, Jack, don’t,” Cass said.

I laughed. “This is ea—”

My foot slipped. My chin hit the dirt. I slid downward, grasping frantically. My fingers closed around branches and vines. I pulled out about a dozen, and a dozen more slipped through my hand. I felt my foot hit a root and I caromed outward, landing at the bottom, hard on my back.

Aly’s face was going in and out of focus. I could have sworn she was trying to hold back a smile. “Are you hurt?”

“Just resting,” I lied.

“I think I’ll look for a path,” Cass called down.

I closed my eyes and lay still, my breath buzzsawing in my chest. I heard a dull moan, and I figured it must have been my own voice.

But when I heard it again, my eyes blinked open.

I sat up. Aly and Cass were just below the crest of the ridge, trying to make their way down. They were both shouting. But my eyes were focused on a thick, brownish-green bush, maybe ten yards away.

A pair of shoes jutted from underneath.





CHAPTER FIVE

TOGETHER, WE FELL INTO DARKNESS

NEW BALANCE BASKETBALL shoes. Size gazillion wide. With feet in them.

I ran to them, grabbed the ankles, and pulled. The legs slid out—Ohio State Buckeye sweatpants—and then a ripped-up KI polo shirt.

From above, Fiddle shouted at me to give him CPR. How did you do CPR? I wished I’d taken a course. All I could think about were scenes in TV shows—one person blowing air into another’s lungs.

As I lowered my mouth carefully, his eyes flickered open from a deep sleep. “Jack? Hey, bro. I didn’t know you cared.”

I sprang back. “What the—how—you were—we thought—” I stammered.

“Spit it out,” Marco said, sitting up. “I’ve got time. I’ve been waiting for you. It gets boring here all alone.”

He was fine. Resting in the shade, that’s all! I helped him up and bear-hugged him. “Woooo-hooo!”

Footsteps pounded the dirt behind me. Aly and Cass ran down a path from the lower side of the ridge. They had taken the long way around.

“Dudes!” Marco yelled. “And dudette.”

As they jumped on him, laughing, and squealing with relief, I stepped back. My initial joy was wearing off as quickly as it had come. Our reaction seemed somehow wrong.

I watched his face, all pleased with himself, all happy-go-lucky returning hero. Everything we’d been through, all the hardship in Rhodes, the abandonment, the awful visit to Ohio—it all began to settle over me like a coat of warm tar. I flashed back to the last time I saw him, in a room at a hotel in Rhodes. With Cass lying unconscious on a bed.

He’d skipped out on us. As if flying off with our only chance of survival was some kind of game. He hadn’t cared about anyone at the Karai Institute. Or how many lives he’d turned upside down.

“Brother Jack?” Marco said curiously, staring out at me from the hugfest. “’Sup? You need a bathroom?”

I shook my head. “I need an explanation. Like, when did you come up with the idea to find a Loculus by yourself? Just, whoosh, hey, I’ll go to Iraq and be a hero?”

“I can explain,” Marco said.

“Do you have any idea what we’ve been through?” I barked. “We just got back from Ohio.”

“Wait. Did you—go to my house?” he asked, his eyes widening.

I explained everything—our trip to Lemuel, the visit to the house, the expressions on his mom and dad and sister’s faces. I could see Marco’s eyes slowly redden. “I . . . I can’t believe this . . .” he murmured.

“Jack, maybe we can talk about this later,” Aly urged.

But Marco was sinking against the trunk of a pine tree, massaging his forehead. “I—I never wanted to go home. I remember how painful it was for Aly when she tried to call her mom.” He took a deep breath. “Why did you go there? Why didn’t you just follow my signal here? That’s what I thought you’d do.”

“Your tracker malfunctioned,” I said. “It was off for a couple of days.”

“Really?” Marco cocked his head. “So you risked everything and went to the States? For me? Wow. I guess you’re right, I do owe you an explanation . . .”

“We’re all ears,” Aly said. “Start from Rhodes.”

“Yeah . . . that hotel room . . .” Marco said. “It was hot, the TV shows were all in Greek, Cass was asleep. All I wanted to do was take a break. You know, hop on the old Loculus, maybe scare a few goats and come right back—”

“Goats?” I said. “Cass was in a coma!”

“Dumbest thing I ever did. I know,” Marco said. “I’m a moron. I admit it. But it gets worse. So I’m flying around, and I get distracted by this little island called Nísyros. Looks like a volcano from the air, hot girls on the beach, you know. I swoop in close, make people scream. Fun times. Only when I get back, Cass isn’t in the room anymore. I panic. But you guys are probably already flying away. I figure, great, you’ve abandoned me.”

“Did you actually say ‘hot girls’?” Aly said, her face curdling with disdain.

“So I figure I’ll race you back,” Marco went on. “But how do I get back to the island of the KI Geeks? It’s halfway between nowhere and the Bermuda Triangle. And then I hear something. This voice. And here’s where it gets complicated. And awesome.” He paused, looking around.

“Ahoy, there!” came Professor Bhegad’s voice. Fiddle was pushing him down a sandy path, about forty yards away.

“He’s here?” Marco said, looking confused. “Wait. Four Karai peeps?”

“This is a big deal—that’s why they’re here!” Aly said. “You could have died, Marco. Or been abducted by the Massa. Besides, aren’t you due for a treatment?”

“I don’t need treatments,” Marco said, his voice rushed and agitated.

“This is no joke, Marco, you could die,” Cass reminded him.

“We need to take you back,” Aly said, glancing around. “Where’s the flight Loculus?”

“I had to hide it. People here saw me flying. There was a crowd with cameras.” Marco reached out, gathered us into a huddle, and spoke fast. “I screwed up and I owe you all big-time. But I’ll make it worthwhile, I promise. Look, there’s some stuff I have to show you, okay? I’ve been here awhile, and I’ve found out some amazing things. Like . . . hold for it . . . Loculus Number Two.”

My jaw dropped. “You found it already?”

“Not exactly, but I know where it is. Interested? I thought so.” Marco began running toward the river, and of course we followed.

He paused by the bank. Heat shimmered off the water and dragonflies flitted along the surface. Near the opposite bank, a boat floated around a bend with two people lying lazily, their fishing rods slack. “It’s there,” Marco said.

“In that boat?” Cass said.

“No, there—in the water,” Marco replied. “You’re Selects, just like me. Can’t you feel it? You know, that weird music thing that Jack talks about?”

Aly scrunched her eyes. “No . . .”

The music.

I’d felt it in the center of Mount Onyx, when I found the Heptakiklos. It wasn’t a song, really, not even a sound that you heard through your ears. It was a kind of full-body thrum, as if my nerves themselves were being played by invisible fingers like a harp.

Somehow, I was always the one who felt this most intensely. But right now it was only a suggestion, barely a tickle. It surprised me that Marco felt it, too.

Marco smiled. “No offense, Brother Jack, but you’re not the only one who senses this stuff. It’s in there, guaranteed. The closer you get, the more you feel it.”

“You went into the water to find it?” Cass asked.

Marco nodded. His face was glowing with excitement. “Yup. I haven’t located it yet, but what I found down there will blow your mind. For real. I’m not even going to try to explain. Trust me. You have to see it.”

Cass’s blotchy face was turning a uniform shade of white. “I—I’m happy to wait here. Swimming and I don’t really get along.”

“I’ll hold on to you, brother,” Marco said, taking his arm.

Professor Bhegad’s voice shouted from behind us: “My boy—come here, this wheelchair doesn’t do well on wet sand!” He was close to the bottom now. His wheelchair wasn’t liking the dry sand, either.

Cass struggled to wrench himself away. “We can’t just jump in, Marco! We have to clear this. You may be cool about breaking the rules, but you know the KI.”

“Why are you worried about them?” Marco asked.

“Uh, maybe because they’re the ones in charge of our lives?” Aly said.

Marco groaned. “They’ll require a chaperone, or an official KI submarine, whatever. That’ll take the fun out of it. We’ll do this fast, I promise. You will thank me!”

I stepped closer to the water. Toward the sound. An hour ago we had no Loculi, and now we have a chance at two. Two of seven.

But I stopped short. Bhegad was shouting now. Freaking out. Completely confused by what was going on. Why we were standing by the bank of a river, looking like we were about to go for a swim? Were we nuts?

I stepped back, shaking my head. We needed the KI’s support. Marco’s flight was a huge complication. A good plan was better than chaos. Just because the Song of the Heptakiklos beckoned, I didn’t mean we had to listen right this instant. “Just give me a couple of seconds, Marco,” I said.

As I turned toward Bhegad and the others, I felt a vise-like hand land on my shoulder. And I was flying back toward the water.

“Banzaaiiiiii!” Marco had us all in his grip, our feet off the ground. “Take a deep breath, hang on—and most of all, trust me!”

We had no choice. Together, we fell into the darkness of the Euphrates.





CHAPTER SIX

PEACEFUL

MUCK. GRAY-GREEN, THICK, weed-choked muck.

No wonder Marco couldn’t find the second Loculus. You couldn’t see three feet in front of your nose.

As I swam, trying to keep up with him, noodle-like shapes slimed my face. Marco was holding tight to Cass. The fluorescent strip on Cass’s backpack flashed occasionally in the dim ribbons of light that somehow broke through the water. I was getting colder by the second. With my clothes and shoes, I felt heavy like a whale.

Down . . . down . . . how far was this thing? It was practically black now. The light was way too far over our heads.

As far down as you go, you will need an equal amount of air to swim back up. It’s what I learned in summer camp. I learned to sense when I was half spent. And I was way past that. Already my head felt light and my heart seemed about to explode.

Marco wasn’t slowing a bit. Aly banged me on the shoulder. She was gesturing, urging me to go back up with her. I knew she was right. Marco was going to kill us. How far were we supposed to go? What exactly were we going to see—and where?

Ahead of me, Marco had stopped swimming. He still held tight to Cass, who was now hanging limply in the water. The two of them were silhouetted by a weird, dull yellow glow below them.

As I swam toward them, I realized I was gaining speed. An undertow.

I tried to pull back but I couldn’t. The glow was intensifying, looming closer. It was a circle of bright tiles with a center of solid black. In front of me, Marco seemed to be changing shape—blowing out to an amorphous humanoid blob, then shrinking to clam-size.

What’s going on?

My head snapped back, and suddenly I was surging into the black hole as if sprung by a giant rubber band.

As I passed through the hole, it let out a deep, threatening buzz. A halo of green-white light shot sparks from its circumference into my body. My mouth opened into an involuntary scream. I collided with Marco and Cass, but they felt porous, as if our molecules were joining, passing through one another. My left leg smacked against something hard, and I bounced away.

I was spinning with impossible speed, as if my head were in ten places at once. And then I felt myself catapulted forward, and I thought my limbs would separate into different directions.

But they didn’t. I flattened out, decelerating. The water’s temperature abruptly dropped, and so did its texture. All at once it had become clear and cool—and I was whole again. Solid. But the change had unsettled every biological function inside me. My brain registered relief, but my lungs were in chaos. As if someone had reached inside and squeezed them with a steel fist.

Aly . . . Marco . . . Cass. I spotted them all in my peripheral vision, rising. But Cass’s legs hung like tentacles, undulating with each of Marco’s powerful thrusts. Those two would reach the surface first. I pushed with all remaining strength, fighting to stay conscious. Aiming toward a dull, flat-gray surface glow above us.

My arms slowed . . . then stopped.

I felt myself traveling to a dream world of bright sun and cool breezes. I was floating over a field of waving grass, where a white-robed shape stood from a circle embedded in the ground.

As she turned, I could see the seven Loculi, glowing, revolving. They seemed to blend together, so their shapes merged into a kind of circular cloud.

The Dream.

No. I don’t want it now. Because I’m not asleep. Because if I have the Dream now, it might be because I’m dead.

“I knew you would come.”

The voice was unfamiliar, yet I felt it was a part of me. I knew instantly who the figure was. She turned slowly. Her eyes were the color of a clear tropical ocean, her face gentle and kind, ringed with a floating mane of glorious red hair.

Her name was Qalani.

Whenever I’d seen her, it had been in a ring of explosions, some kind of strange flashback to the destruction of Atlantis. In the Dream, I came close to death but always woke up.

Here, she had come to meet me. As always, her face looked familiar. She resembled my mom, Anne McKinley—and now, deep under the Euphrates, it was more than a resemblance. It was a beckoning, a welcoming.

“Hi, Mom,” I said.

“I’ve been waiting,” she said with a knowing smile. “Welcome to have you back.”

I couldn’t help grinning. Our old family saying! I’d blurted it out to Dad once, when he returned from a business trip to Manila. From then on, we always used it as our own private joke.

I felt strangely peaceful as she reached toward me. I would be fine. I would finally be meeting her, in a better place.

Her hand gripped my shoulder, and darkness quickly closed in.





CHAPTER SEVEN

FRESH AND DEWY

“GAAAH!” MY FACE broke through the water’s surface. Air rushed into my mouth like a solid projectile. I sucked in huge gulps.

She was gone.

“Mo-o-om!” I shouted.

“No! Marco!” a voice shouted back.

I blinked water from my eyes. I could see Marco rising and falling on a wild current. He let go of me, swimming toward Aly, pushing her toward the bank. I could see her struggling to stand, grabbing onto Cass’s arm.

I was too far into the middle, the deeper water. I struggled to push myself high enough above the surface for a proper breath. As I went under again, I fought to stay conscious.

“Hang on, brother!” Marco shouted.

His fingers locked around my arm. He was swimming beside me, pulling us both toward the bank. His arms dug hard into the frothing current. Aly and Cass were struggling onto the shore, staring over their shoulders at me in horror.

Marco and I bounced downstream in a helpless zigzag. We careened around a jutting rock that rose up between us, forcing Marco to let go of me. Directly in our path was a downed tree. I kicked hard and up, opened my arms, and let it hit me full force in the chest. My legs swept under the wood as I held tight.

“Marco!” I yelled.

“Here!” Marco clung to the tree about three feet to my left, closer to the riverbank. We both hung there, catching our breaths. “How’s your grip, Brother Jack? Steady?”

I nodded. “I think . . . I can make my way to the shore!”

“Good—see you there!” Marco swung up onto the wood, stood carefully, and scampered toward the shore like an Olympic gymnast. Jumping onto the bank, he began calling for Aly and Cass.

I yanked myself onto the fallen tree. Lying there, I felt my chest beating against the slippery wood. I didn’t dare try to stand. Slowly I reached out toward the shore, gripping farther along the branch. In this way I managed to shimmy along at a snail’s pace until I finally reached the bank and flopped onto the mud.

Farther upstream, Aly had made it to solid ground. Marco was back in the river, helping Cass out of the water. I struggled to my feet. My legs ached and rain pelted my face, but I hobbled toward them as fast as I could in the soggy soil.

A total freak rainstorm. One moment, hot and dry air. The next, this. Was this normal in the desert?

What was going on here?

“Jack!” Aly threw her arms around me as I arrived. Her face was warm against my neck. I think she was crying.

“Behave, you two,” Marco said.

I pulled away, feeling the blood rush to my face. “What just happened?” I said.

Cass was staring across the river, looked dazed. “Okay, we jumped into the river. We hit a rough patch. We came out the other end. So . . . we should be staring across the river, at the place we left from, right?”

“Left,” Marco said. “Right.”

“So where is everything?” he asked. “Where are Torquin, Bhegad, Nirvana? They should have made it down here by now.”

Aly and I followed Cass’s glance. “Looks like we were carried pretty far downstream,” I said.

“Yeah, like a zillion miles away,” I said.

“That,” Cass said, “would be geographically elbissopmi.”

“How do you do that?” Aly said.

A dense cloud cover made it hard to see north and south, but I could see no sign of human life—no settlements, no Babylonian ruins, no KI people. Just swollen river in either direction.

“We can’t waste time—come on!” Marco was already heading up the slope into a thick pine grove.

Cass, Aly, and I shared a wary glance. “Marco, you’re not telling us something,” I said. “What just happened?”

Marco scampered through the trees without an answer, as if our near drowning, our battering against the rocks, had never happened. Cass looked at him in disbelief. “He can’t be serious.”

“Chill is not in that boy’s vocabulary,” Aly said.

We followed behind as fast as we could. My legs were bruised and my head bloody. My arms felt as if I’d been bench-pressing a rhinoceros. The slope wasn’t too steep, really, but in our condition it felt like Mount Everest. We caught up with Marco at the edge of the pine trees. Here, everything seemed a little more familiar. Just beyond the grove I could see a vast plain of dirt to the horizon. The clouds were lifting, the water-soaked ground quickly drying. Scrubby bushes dotted the landscape, which was crisscrossed by a network of wide paths cut through the plain.

“Check it out,” Marco said, gesturing to the left.

A giant rainbow arched through the sky, sloping downward into a city of low, square, yellow-brown buildings—thousands of them, most with crown-like sandcastle roofs. The city rose on a gentle hill, and if I wasn’t mistaken, I thought I could see another wall deeper inside the city. The outer wall contained a mammoth arched gate of cobalt-blue tiles. In the center of the city was a towering building shaped like a layer cake. Its sides were ornately carved, its windows spiraling up to a tapered peak. The city’s outer wall was surrounded by a moat, which seemed to draw water from the Euphrates. Closer to us, outside the city limits, were farms where oxen trudged slowly, plowing the fields.

“Either I’m dreaming,” Aly said, “or no one ever told us there was a phenomenally accurate ancient Babylonian theme park on the other side of the river.”

“I don’t remember seeing this from the air,” I said, turning to Cass. “How about you, Mr. GPS—any ideas?”

Cass shook his head, baffled. “Sorry. Clueless.”

“It’s not a theme park,” Marco said, ducking back into the trees. “And it’s not the other side of the river. Follow me, and keep yourselves hidden by the trees as long as possible.”

“Marco,” Aly said, “what do you know that you’re not telling us?”

“Trust me,” Marco said. “To quote Alfred Einstein: ‘a follower tells, but a leader shows.’”

He slipped back into the trees, heading in the direction of the city. Aly, Cass, and I fell in behind him. “It’s Albert Einstein,” Aly corrected him. “And I don’t believe he ever said that.”

“Maybe it was George Washington,” Marco said.

We trudged through the brush. The river roared to our right. Roared? Okay, it was swollen by the rain—but how long could it have rained, five minutes?

The tree cover seemed a lot denser than I’d remembered seeing it from the other side. It partially obscured our view of the city, save for a few glimpses of distant yellowish walls.

As the rain clouds burned away, the temperature climbed. We may have walked for ten minutes or an hour, but it felt like ten days. My body still felt creaky from our little swim adventure. All I wanted to do was lie down. I could tell Cass and Aly were hurting, too. Only Marco still seemed fresh and dewy. “How far are we going?” I called ahead.

“Ask George Washington,” Aly mumbled.

Marco took a sharp turn and stopped short at the edge of the trees. He peered around a trunk, signaling us to come close. With a flourish, he gestured to his left. “Abracadabra, dudes.”

I looked toward the city and felt my jaw drop. The tree cover completely ended here. Up close, I could see that the city spilled directly to the banks of the Euphrates.

Marco was climbing a pine tree and urged us to do the same. The branches hadn’t been trimmed, so it was easy to get maybe fifteen feet or so above the ground.

From this vantage point we could see over the outer wall and into the city. It was no theme park. Way too vast for that. It wasn’t a city, either. Not like the ones I knew—no power wires, no cell towers, no cars. The roads leading into the city were hard-packed dirt. On one of them trudged a group of bearded men in white robes and sandals, leading swaybacked mules laden with canvas bags. They were heading toward a bridge that led over the moat and into the city gate. From the lookout towers, guards watched them approach. I craned my neck to see what the place was like inside, but the walls were too high.

“These people are about as low-tech as it gets,” Cass said. “Like, from another century.”

I felt a chill in spite of the hot sun. “From another millennium,” I added.

“M-M-Marco . . . ?” Aly said. “You have some ’splainin’ to do.”

Marco shook his head in wonder. “Okay. I’m as baffled as you are. Lost in the Land of the Big Duh. No idea where we are or how we got here. I wanted to show you, partly because I couldn’t believe it was real. But you see it, right? I’m not crazy, am I? Because I was having my doubts.”

A rhythmic whacking noise nearly made me slip off my branch. We all scrambled down the trees. A little kid’s voice was coming nearer, singing in some strange language. Instinctively we drew closer together.

Strolling up the path toward us was a dark-haired boy of about six, wearing a plain brown toga and holding a gnarled stick. As he sang, he whacked a hollow, dead tree in rhythm, his eyes wandering idly.

He stopped cold when he saw us.

“Keep singing, little dude,” Marco said. “I like that. Kind of a reggae thing.”

The boy glanced from our faces to our clothes. He dropped his stick and darted back toward the main road. We must have seemed pretty strange to him, because he began shouting anxiously in a language none of us knew.

At the road, a caravan of camels turned lazily toward him. A man with graying hair was at the head of the caravan, leaning on a stick and talking to a city guard dressed in leather armor, who had strolled out to meet him. Both of them turned toward us.

The guard had a thick black beard and shoulders the size of a bull. Narrowing his eyes, he began walking our way, a spear balanced in his hand. He shouted to us with odd, guttural words.

“What’s he saying?” Aly asked.

“‘Does this toga make me look fat?’ How should I know?” Cass said.

“We’re not in Kansas anymore, Fido,” Marco said. “I say we book it.”

He pushed us toward the river. We began running into the woods, down the slope, tripping over bushes and roots. I felt like I was re-banging every bruise I had. Marco was the first to reach the river banks. Cass was close behind, looking fearfully over his shoulder.

“He’ll give up,” Marco whispered. “He has no reason to be mad at us, just probably thinks we’re dressed weird. We hide for a few minutes and wait for Spartacus and Camel Guy to go away. Then when things are quieter, we go find the Hanging Gardens.”

“Um, by the way, it’s Toto,” Aly whispered.

“What?” Marco snapped.

“We’re not in Kansas anymore, Toto,” Aly said. “Not Fido. It’s a line from The Wizard of Oz.”

As we crouched behind some bushes, Marco’s eyes grew wide. I looked in the direction of his glance. Over the tops of the trees, a solid black band shimmered across the sky. It wasn’t a cloud cover exactly, but more like a distant gigantic cape.

“And, um . . . that thing?” Marco said. “That’s maybe the wizard’s curtain?”

I stood and ran to higher ground, to a place where I could see the city. I spotted the guard again and ducked behind a tree. But he wasn’t concerned about us anymore. The guard, the camel driver, the boy, and a couple of other men were hurriedly herding the camels toward the bridge.

“I don’t like this,” Cass said as he caught up to where I was standing. “Let’s get out of here before a tornado strikes. We need to get Professor Bhegad. He’ll know what to do.”

“No way, bro,” Marco protested. “It’s just weather. We need to move forward. And I have about a million things I have to tell you.”

In the distance an animal roared. Birds flew frantically overhead, and a series of crazy, high-pitched screeches pierced the air. This place was giving me the creeps. “Tell us on the other side,” I said, heading back down.

Aly, Cass, and I bolted for the river. It was three against one.

“Wusses. All of you,” Marco said. And with a disgusted sigh, he followed us back in to the river.





CHAPTER EIGHT

IT’S ALIII-IVE!

“LOOK! IT’S MOVING! It’s aliii-ive! It’s alive, it’s alive, it’s aliiiive!”

It was Aly’s voice. That much I knew. And I had a vague idea why she was sounding so dorky.

I tried to open my eyes but the sun was searing hot. My muscles ached and my clothes were still wet. I blinked and forced myself to squint upward. Marco, Aly, and Cass were leaning over me, panting and wet. Behind them, the cliff rose into the harsh, unforgiving sun.

“Don’t tell me,” I said. “It’s a line from a movie.”

Aly beamed. “Sorry. I can’t help it. I’m so relieved. The original Frankenstein. Colin Clive.”

“Welcome to the living,” Marco said, helping me up off the sand. “The original Seven Wonders Story. Marco Ramsay.”

The landscape whirled as I struggled upward. I looked warily up the slope. “What happened to Ali Baba and the camels?”

“Gone,” Marco replied, his eyes dancing with excitement. “We are back to the same spot where we left in the first place. And are you noticing something else? Look around. Look closely.”

I saw the worn path to the top of the ridge. I saw the gray river, placid under the rising sun. “Wait,” I said. “When we left, the sun was almost over our heads. Now it’s lower.”

“Bingo!” Marco said.

“From Bingo,” Cass murmured. “Starring Bingo.”

“Meaning what, Marco?” Aly said. “I’m supposed to be the smart one. What do you understand that I don’t?”

“Hey!” A distant, high-pitched voice made us all turn sharply. Nirvana was sprinting up the beach in loud Hawaiian shorts, a KISS T-shirt, and aviator sunglasses. “Oh . . . my . . . Gandalf!” she screamed. “Where have you guys been?”

Marco spun around. “Underwater. ’Sup, Dawg? Where’s Bhegad?”

Nirvana slapped him in the face, hard.

“Ow,” Marco said. “Happy to see you, too.”

“We thought you were dead!” Nirvana replied. “After you jumped? I nearly had a heart attack! Bhegad and Fiddle and the Hulk—they’re all in each other’s faces. ‘How could you let this happen?’ ‘How could you?’ ‘How could you?’ Blah blah blah. Fiddle’s insisting we call nine-one-one, Bhegad says we can’t, Torquin’s just going postal, and I’m Will you guys just take a pill? So we all jump in the river to look for you, except for Bhegad, who’s so mad he’s practically doing wheelies. Finally we give up. All we can do is wait. Soon we assume you all drowned. Torquin is crying. Yes, tears from a stone. It does happen. Fiddle is like, ‘Time to break up the KI and look for a new job!’ Bhegad insists we set up camp. Maybe you’ll come back. Or we’ll find the bodies. So we’ve been sitting here for two days eating beef jerky and—”

“Wait,” I said, sitting up. “Two days?”

“Torquin was crying?” Cass said.

Over Nirvana’s shoulder, I could see Fiddle pushing Professor Bhegad toward us. Torquin was waddling along beside them, his beefy face twisted into a pained expression that looked like indigestion but probably was concern. About twenty feet behind them was a camp-type setup—three big tents, a grill, and a few boxes of supplies.

When had they set that up?

“By the Great Qalani!” the old man cried, holding his arms wide. “You’re—okay!”

No one of us knew quite what to do. Professor Bhegad wasn’t exactly a huggy kind of guy. So I stuck out my hand. He shook it so hard I thought my fingers would fall off. “What happened?” he asked, his eyes darting toward Marco. “If I weren’t so relieved, I’d be furious!”

Marco’s face was flushed. He blinked his eyes. “My bad, P. Beg . . . shouldn’t have run off like that . . . whoa . . . spins . . . mind if I sit? I think I swallowed too much river water.”

“Torquin, bring him to the tent. Now!” Bhegad snapped. “Summon every doctor we have.”

Marco frowned, drawing himself up to full height with a cocky smile. “Hey, don’t get your knickers in a twist, P. Beg. I’m good.”

But he didn’t look good. His color was way off. I glanced at Aly, but she was intent on her watch. “Um, guys? What time is it? And what day?”

Fiddle gave her a curious look, then checked his watch. “Ten-forty-two A.M. Saturday.”

“My watch says six thirty-nine, Thursday,” Aly said.

“We fix,” Torquin said. “Busted watches a KI specialty.”

“It’s still working, and it’s waterproof,” Aly said. “Look, the second hand is moving. We left at 6:02, our time here in Iraq, and we were back by 6:29. Exactly twenty-seven minutes by my watch. But here—actually in this place—almost two days passed for you!”

“One day and sixteen hours, and forty minutes,” Cass said. “Well, maybe sixteen and a half, if you count discussion time before we actually dove.”

“Aly, this does not make sense,” I said.

“And anything else about this adventure does?” Aly’s face was pale, her eyes focused on Professor Bhegad.

But the professor was rolling forward, intent on Marco. “Did no one hear me?” he said. “Bring that child to the tent, Torquin—now!”

Marco waved Torquin away. But he was staggering backward. His smile abruptly dropped.

And then, so did his body.

As we watched in horror, Marco thumped to the sand, writhing in agony.





CHAPTER NINE

A QUESTION OF TIME

“IF YOU SAY, ‘It’s alive,’ I will pound you,” Marco said.

His eyes flickered. Professor Bhegad exhaled with relief. Behind him, Fiddle let out a whoop of joy. “You are a strong boy,” Bhegad said. “I wasn’t sure the treatment would take.”

“I didn’t think I needed treatments,” Marco replied. A rueful smile creased his face as he looked up at Aly, Cass, and me. “So much for Marco the Immortal.”

Cass leaned down and gave him a hug. “Brother M, we like you just the way you are.”

“Sounds like a song,” said Nirvana, who was clutching Fiddle’s and Torquin’s arms.

I glanced at Aly and noticed she was tearing up. I sidled close to her. I kind of wanted to put my arm around her, but I wasn’t sure if that would be too weird. She gave me a look, frowned, and angled away. “My eyes . . .” she said. “Must have gotten some sand in them. . . .”

“Aly was telling me about your adventure,” Bhegad said to Marco. “The Loculus seeming to call from the river . . . the weather change . . . the city on the other side. It sounds like one of your dreams.”

“Dreams don’t change the passage of time, Professor Bhegad,” Aly said.

“It was real, dude,” Marco said. “Like some overgrown Disney set. This big old city with dirt roads and no cars and people dressed in togas, and some big old pointy buildings.”

Fiddle nodded. “Hm. Ziggurats . . .”

“Nope,” Marco said. “No smoking.”

“Not cigarettes, ziggurats—tiered structures, places of worship.” Bhegad scratched his head, suddenly deep in thought. “And the rest of you—you all confirm Marco’s observation?”

Nirvana threw up her arms. “When Aly talks about it, you assume it’s a dream. But when Marco says it, you take it seriously. A little gender bias, maybe?”

“My apologies, old habits learned at Yale,” Bhegad said. “I take all of you seriously. Even though you do seem to be talking about a trip into the past—which couldn’t be, pardon the expression, anything more than a fairy tale.”

“So let’s apply some science.” Aly sank to the ground and began making calculations in the sand with her finger. “Okay. Twenty-seven minutes there, about a day and sixteen-and-a-half hours here. That’s this many hours . . .”
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“Twenty-seven minutes there equals forty-and-a-half hours here?” I asked.

“How many minutes would that be?” she said. “Sixty minutes in an hour, so multiply by sixty . . .”
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Aly’s fingers were flying. “So twenty-seven minutes passed while we were there. But twenty-four-hundred thirty minutes passed here. What’s the ratio?”
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“Ninety!” Aly’s eyes were blazing. “It means we went to a place where time travels ninety times slower than it does here.”

Fiddle looked impressed. “You go, girl.”

“Whaaat? That’s impossible!” Cass shook his head in disbelief, then glanced at Professor Bhegad uncertainly. “Isn’t it?”

I desperately tried to remember something weird I once learned. “In science class . . . when I wasn’t sleeping . . . my teacher was talking about this famous theory. She said to imagine you were in a speeding train made of glass, and you threw a ball up three feet and then caught it. To you, the ball’s going up and down three feet. But to someone outside the train, looking through those glass walls . . .”

“The ball moves in the direction of the train, so it travels many more than three feet—not just up and down, but forward,” Professor Bhegad said. “Yes, yes, this is the theory of special relativity . . .”

“She said time could be like that,” I went on. “So, like, if you were in a spaceship, and you went really fast, close to the speed of light, you’d come back and everyone on earth would be a lot older. Because, to them, time is like that ball. It goes faster when it’s just up and down instead of all stretched out.”

“So you’re thinking you guys were like the spaceship?” Nirvana said. “And that place we found—it’s like some parallel world going slower, alongside our world?”

“But if we both exist at the same time, why aren’t we seeing them?” Marco said. “They should be on the other side of the river, only moving really slow a-a-a-a-a-n-n-n-d speeeeeeeeaki-i-i-i-i-ing l-i-i-i-ke thi-i-i-i-s . . .”

“We have five senses and that’s all,” Aly said. “We can see, hear, touch, smell, taste. Maybe when you bend time like that, the rules are different. You can’t experience the other world, at least with regular old physical senses.”

“But you—you all managed to traverse the two worlds,” Bhegad said, “by means of some—”

“Portal,” Fiddle piped up.

“It looked like a tire,” Marco said. “Only nicer. With cool caps.”

Bhegad let out a shriek. “Oh! This is extraordinary. Revolutionary. I must think about this. I’ve been postulating the existence of wormholes all my life.”

Torquin raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Pustulate not necessary. See wormholes every day!”

“A wormhole in time,” Bhegad said. “It’s where time and space fold in on themselves. So the normal rules don’t apply. The question is, what rules do apply? These children may very well have traveled cross-dimensionally. They saw a world that occupies this space, this same part of the earth where we now stand. How does one do this? The only way is by traveling through some dimensional flux point. In other words, one needs to find a disruption in the forces of gravity, magnetism, light, atomic attraction.”

“Like the portal in Mount Onyx,” I said, “where the griffin came through.”

“Exactly,” Professor Bhegad said. “Do you realize what you were playing with? What dangers you risked? According to the laws of physics, your bodies could have been turned inside out . . . vaporized!”

I shrugged. “Well, I’m feeling pretty good.”

“You told me you could feel the Loculus, Jack,” Bhegad said. “The way you felt the Heptakiklos in the volcano.”

“I felt it, too,” Marco said. “We’re Select, yo. We get all wiggy when we’re near this stuff. It’s a G7W thing.”

“Which means, unfortunately, you will have to return . . .” Bhegad stated, his voice drifting off as he sank into thought.

“Yeah, and this time without the twenty-first-century clothes, which make us stick out,” Marco said. “I say we hit the nearest costume shop, buy some stylish togas, and go back for the prize.”

“Not togas,” Aly said. “Tunics.”

Professor Bhegad shook his head. “Absolutely not. This is not to be rushed into. We must return to our original plan, to finish your training. Recent events—the vromaski, the griffin—they forced our hand. Made us rush. They thrust you into an adventure for which you were not adequately prepared . . .”

“Old school . . . old school . . .” Marco chanted.

“Call it what you wish, but I call it prudent,” Professor Bhegad shot back. “Everything you’ve done—Loculus flying, wormhole traveling—is unprecedented in human history. We need to study the flight Loculus. Consult our top scientists about further wormhole visits. Assess risk. If and when you go back through the portal, we must have a plan—safety protocols, contingencies, strategies, precise timing to your treatment schedule. Now, turn me around so we can get started.”

Fiddle threw us a shrug and then began turning the old man back toward the tents.

“Yo, P. Beg—wait!” Marco said.

Professor Bhegad stopped and looked over his shoulder. “And that’s another thing, my boy—it’s Professor Bhegad. Sorry, but you will not be calling the shots anymore. From here on, you are on a tight leash.”

“Um, about that flight Loculus?” Marco said. “Sorry, but you can’t study it.”

Professor Bhegad narrowed his eyes. “You said you hid it, right?”

“Uh, yeah, but—” Marco began.

“Then retrieve it!” Bhegad snapped.

Marco rubbed the back of his neck, looking out toward the water. “The thing is—I hid it . . . there.”

“In the water?” Nirvana asked.

“No,” Marco replied. “Over in the other place.”

Bhegad slumped. “Well, this makes the job a bit more complicated, doesn’t it? I suppose you do have to go sooner rather than later. Prepared or not. Perhaps I will have to send the able-bodied Fiddle along to help you.”

“Or Torquin,” Torquin grunted indignantly, “who is able-bodied . . . er.”

Fiddle groaned. “This is not in my job description. Or Tork’s. We were told one Loculus in each of the Seven Wonders. Not in some fantasy time warp—in the real world.”

“The second Loculus, dear Fiddle,” Bhegad said, “is indeed in one of the Wonders.”

“Right—so we should be digging, not spinning sci-fi stories,” Fiddle said. “You see those ruins down the river—that’s where the Hanging Gardens were!”

“But our Select have gone to where the Hanging Gardens are.” Bhegad gestured toward the water, his eyes shining. “I believe they have found the ancient city of Babylon.”





CHAPTER TEN

ARABIC OR ARAMAIC?

“LEATHER BACKPACKS WITH hidden compartments?” Professor Bhegad asked, reading off a list of supplies. “Leather sandals?”

“Check,” said Nirvana. “Soaked in the river and dried out, for that ancient worn-in look. And you have no idea how hard it was to find size thirteen double E, for Mr. Hoopster.”

“Sorry,” Marco said sheepishly. “Big feet mean a big heart.”

“Oh, please,” Fiddle said with a groan.

“Tunics?” Bhegad pressed onward. “Hair dye to cover up the lambdas? Can’t let the Babylonians see them, you know. Their time frame is close to the time of the destruction of Atlantis, almost three millennia ago. The symbol might mean something to them.”

“Do a pirouette, guys,” Nirvana said.

We turned slowly, showing Bhegad the dye job Nirvana had done to the backs of our heads. “It was a little hard to match the colors,” Nirvana said. “Especially with Jack. There’s all this red streaked in with the mousy brown, and I had to—”

“If I need further information, I’ll ask!” Bhegad snapped.

“Well, excuuuuuse me for talking.” Nirvana folded her arms and plopped down on the floor of the tent, not far from where I was studying.

We were feverishly trying to learn as much as we could about Babylon and the Hanging Gardens. Professor Bhegad had been tense and demanding over the last couple of days. “Ramsay!” he barked. “Why were the Gardens built?”

“Uh . . . I know this . . . because the king dude wanted to make his wife happy,” Marco said. “She was from a place with mountains and stuff. So the king was like, ‘Hey babe, I’ll build you a whole mountain right here in the desert, with flowers and cool plants.’”

“Williams!” Bhegad barked. “Tell me the name of the, er, king dude—as you so piquantly call it—who built the Hanging Gardens. Also, the name of the last king of Babylon.”

“Um . . .” Cass said, sweat pouring down his forehead. “Uh . . .”

“Nebuchadnezzar the Second and Nabonidus!” Bhegad closed his eyes and removed his glasses, slowly massaging his forehead with his free hand. “This is hopeless . . .”

Cass shook his head. He looked like he was about to cry. “I should have known that. I’m losing it.”

“You’re not losing it, Cass,” I said.

“I am,” he replied. “Seriously. Something is wrong with me. Maybe my gene is mutating. This could really mess all of us up—”

“I will give you a chance to redeem yourself, Williams,” Bhegad said. “Give me the names the Babylonians actually called Nebuchadnezzar and Nabonidus. Come now, dig deep!”

Cass spun around. “What? I didn’t hear that—”

“Nabu-Kudurri-Usur and Nabu-na’id!” Bhegad said. “Don’t forget that! How about Nabu-na’id’s evil son? Marco, you take a turn!”

“Nabonudist Junior?” Marco said.

“Belshazzar!” Bhegad cried out in frustration. “Or Bel-Sharu-Usur! Hasn’t anyone been paying attention?”

“Give us a break, Professor, these are hard to remember!” Aly protested.

“You need to know these people cold—what if you meet them?” Bhegad said. “Black—what was the main language spoken?”

“Arabic?” Aly said.

Bhegad wiped his forehead. “Aramaic—Aramaic! Along with many other languages. Many nationalities lived in Babylon, each with a different language—Anatolians, Egyptians, Greeks, Judaeans, Persians, Syrians. The great central temple of Etemenanki was also known as the . . . ?”

“Tower of Lebab—aka Babel!” Cass blurted out. “Which is where we get the term babble! Because people gathered around it and talked and prayed a lot.”

“Cass will fit right in,” Marco said, “speaking Backwardish.”

Bhegad tapped the table impatiently. “Next I quiz you on the numerical system.” He plopped down a sheet of paper with all kinds of gobbledygook scribbled on it:
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“Memorize these numbers,” Bhegad said. “Remember, our columns are ones, tens, hundreds, et cetera. Theirs were one, sixty, thirty-six hundred, et cetera.”

“Can you go slowly,” Marco said. “Like we have normal intelligence?”

“Those, my boy,” Bhegad said, pronouncing each word exaggeratedly, “may perhaps resemble bird prints to you, but they’re numbers. Start from that fact . . . and read! We will have a moment of silence while you attempt to learn. And I attempt to settle my roiling stomach.”

As Fiddle pulled him back toward a table where his medicines were set up, I slid down to the ground with a book in hand, next to a pouting Nirvana. “Dang, what did he eat for breakfast?” she mumbled.

“He’s just worried, that’s all,” I said. “About us being in a wormhole.”

Across the tent, Cass and Aly huddled over a tablet, studying research documents the professor had downloaded—histories, ancient–language study manuals, reports on social behavior norms. “Okay, so the upper class dudes were awilum,” Cass was saying, “the lower class was mushkenum, and the slaves were . . .”

“Wardum,” Aly replied. “Like wards of the state. You can remember it that way.”

“Mud-raw backward,” Cass said. “That’s easier.”

“What? Mud-raw?” Marco slapped the table. “This is ridiculous. Yo, P. Beg, this isn’t Princeton. We can’t learn the entire history of Babylon in two days. We’re not going there to live. Let’s just pop over and bring this thing back.”

I thought Professor Bhegad would freak. For a moment his face went beet red. Then he sighed, removing his glasses and wiping his forehead. “You know, in the Mahabharata, the Hindus wrote of a king who made a rather quick journey to heaven. When he returned the world had aged many years, people were feeble and small. Their brains had rotted away.”

“So wait, we’re like that king?” Marco said. “And you’re the world?”

“It’s a metaphor,” Bhegad said.

“I never metaphor I didn’t like,” Marco said, “but dude, your brain won’t rot away. It’s preserved in awesome.”

“I may be dead by the time you return. I am concerned about the passage of time. And I do have a plan.” Bhegad looked each of us in the eye, one by one. “I am giving you forty-eight hours. That will be six months for us. We will continue to maintain a camp here and wait patiently for the five of you. If you are as marvelous as we think you are, that will be enough time to find both Loculi. When the time is up, no matter what happens, you will return. If you need another voyage, we will plan it then. Understood?”

“Wait—you said the five of us,” I said warily. “Fiddle is coming?”

“No, you need protection, first and foremost,” Professor Bhegad looked at Torquin. “Don’t lose them this time, my barefooted friend. And keep yourself out of jail.”

 

“Step . . . step . . . step . . . step . . .”

Torquin called out marching orders like a drill sergeant. He had tied us together at the waist with long lengths of rope, which dragged on the sand between us as we walked. We were lined up left to right—Marco, Aly, Torquin, Cass, and me.

“Is this necessary?” Aly asked as we reached water’s edge.

“Safety,” Torquin said. “I lose you, I lose job.”

I glanced over my shoulder. Professor Bhegad, Nirvana, and Fiddle were waiting and watching, near a big, domed tent.

“Who wants to go first?” I asked.

With a sly grin, Marco lunged for the water like a sprinter. His rope pulled Aly forward, then Torquin, Cass, and me. Torquin bellowed something I can’t repeat.

I felt myself go under, floundering helplessly. Being tied to Torquin wasn’t a help. His flailing arms smacked against me like boards.

Don’t fight the water. It’s your friend. That was Mom’s voice—from way back during my first, terrifying swim lesson at the Y. I could barely remember what she sounded like, but I felt her words giving me strength. I let my muscles slacken. I let Marco’s body pull me. And then I swam in his direction.

Soon I was passing Torquin. The rope’s slack was long enough so I could open up some distance. I could see Aly’s feet just ahead of me, kicking hard. Her rope was nearly taut to Torquin. She was holding tight to Cass, who chopped the water as best as he could.

There. The circle of tiles, just below us. The strange music began seeping into my brain.

This is going to hurt. Don’t fight it.

I braced myself. I let my body go. I felt the sudden expanding and contracting. Like I was going to explode.

It hurt just as much, felt just as inhuman. But it was the second time, and I was more ready than I expected. I blasted through the other side of the circle, my lungs nearly bursting, my body looser and prepared for the cold.

I was not, however, prepared to be yanked backward.

My rope was taut.

Torquin.

Was this some kind of joke? Was he stuck?

I turned. Torquin had not emerged. It was as if he were pulling me back through. Over my shoulder, I could see Cass and Aly trying to swim away, also pulling at the rope in vain.

It was like a tug of war between two dimensions.

Marco swam next to me and grabbed onto the rope. Fumbling in his pack, he took out a pocket knife. He slashed once . . . twice . . .

The rope snaked outward. It snapped back into the portal.

We tumbled backward. The portal glowed, but its center was pitch black. The frayed ends of the rope disappeared into the darkness.

Where was Torquin? Marco began swimming toward the portal with one arm, waving us up toward the surface with the other. My concern for Torquin’s life lost out to sheer panic. I didn’t have long before my breath would run out. None of us did.

I turned and kicked hard. Aly was pumping toward the surface. I grabbed onto Cass’s length of rope and held tight, pulling him along.

Cass and I exploded through the surface, gasping and coughing. I looked around desperately, expecting to crash into a boulder. But the river was calmer than the last time. “Where’s . . . Aly . . . Marco?” Cass gulped.

A shock of dyed red hair burst through to the sunlight. Aly looked like she could barely breathe. She was sinking under. I had to help. “Can you make it to the river bank on your own?” I asked Cass.

“No!” he said.

“Yeeeeahhhhh!” cried a voice closer to the shore. Marco was thrusting upward, shaking his head, blinking his eyes. In a nanosecond, he was swimming toward Aly. “Go to shore!” he cried out to us. “Did Torquin come through?”

“I don’t think so!” I said.

With powerful strokes, Marco swam Aly to the shallows, where she was able to stand. Then he plunged back the way he’d come. “We have to find him!” he cried out. “I’ll be right back!”

As he disappeared under the surface, Cass and I swam toward Aly. We were in a different part of the river from last time. Shallower. It didn’t hurt that the bad weather had stopped, and the current was calmer.

We reached the sandy soil and flopped next to Aly, exhausted. “Next time . . .” she panted, “we bring . . . water wings.”

Gasping for breath, we waited, staring at the river for Marco. Just as I was contemplating a jump back in to find him, his head broke through. We stood eagerly as he swam to shore. Trudging up to the bank, he shook his head, his lips drawn tight. “Couldn’t do it . . .” he said. “Went right up to the portal . . . tried to look through . . . considered going back . . .” In frustration, he smacked his right fist into his left palm.

“You did your best, Marco,” Aly said. “Even you need to breathe.”

“I—I failed,” Marco said. “I didn’t get him.”

He pushed his way through us and slumped down onto the sandy soil. Cass sat next to him, putting a skinny arm around his broad shoulder. “I know how you feel, brother Marco,” he said.

“Maybe Torquin got stuck in the portal,” Aly suggested.

Marco shook his head. “We could fit an ox team through that thing.”

“He might have gotten cold feet at the last minute,” Cass said, “and gone back.”

We all nodded, but frankly that didn’t sound like Torquin. Fear wasn’t in his toolkit. He was a good swimmer. And he had lungs the size of a truck engine. All I could think about were Professor Bhegad’s words: What rules do apply, in a world that one must experience cross-dimensionally?

“Maybe he couldn’t get through,” I said quietly. “Maybe we’re the only ones who can. I mean, let’s face it, we each do have something he doesn’t have.”

“A vocabulary of more than fifty words?” Cass said with a wan smile. Under the circumstances, his joke landed flat.

“The gene,” I said. “G7W. He’s not a Select.”

“You think the portal recognizes a gene?” Aly asked.

“Think of the weird things that have happened to us,” I said. “The waterfall that healed Marco’s body. The Heptakiklos that called to me. The fact that I could pull out a shard and let a griffin through, when others had tried but couldn’t. All these things happened near a flux area, too. The gene gives us special abilities. Maybe jumping through the portal is one of them.”

Cass nodded. “So while we passed through, Torquin just . . . hit a wall. Which means he may be back with Professor Bhegad, safe and sound.”

“Right,” I said.

“Right,” Aly agreed.

We all stared silently at the gently rolling Euphrates, wanting to believe what we’d just agreed on. Hoping our beefy, laconic guardian was all right. Knowing in our hearts and minds that no matter his outcome, one thing was clear.

We were on our own.





CHAPTER ELEVEN

MATTER AND ANTIMATTER

“GOTCHA!” MARCO GRABBED my hand as I leaped over a narrow trench. It carried water from the Euphrates, up through the pine grove and into the farms for irrigation. I was the last one over.

Cass was crouched low, stroking a palm-sized green lizard in his hand. “Hey, look! It’s not afraid of me!”

Aly crouched beside him. “She’s cute. She can be our mascot. Let’s call her Lucy.”

Cass cocked his head. “Leonard. I’m getting more of a he-vibe.”

“Uh, dudes?” Marco looked exasperated. “I’m getting a go-vibe. Come on.”

Cass gently put Leonard in his backpack. We continued walking toward the city, hidden by the trees. It was the height of the day and the sun beat mercilessly. Through the branches I glanced at the farm. Carts rested on the side of yellow mud-brick buildings. I figured the farmers must have been napping.

Cass sniffed the air. “Barley. That’s what they’re growing.”

“How do you know?” Marco asked. “Were you raised on a farm?”

“No.” Cass’s face clouded. “Well, sort of. I lived on one for a couple of years. An aunt and uncle. Didn’t work out too well.”

“Sorry to hear it,” Marco said.

Cass nodded. “No worries. Really.”

As they walked on ahead, I glanced at Aly. Questioning Cass about his childhood was never a good idea. “I’m worried about Cass,” she confided, lowering her voice. “He thinks his powers are dwindling. And he’s so sensitive about everything. Especially his past.”

“At least he’s got us. We’re his family now,” I said. “That should give him strength.”

Aly let out a little snort. “That’s a scary thought. Four kids who might not live to see fourteen. We’re about as dysfunctional as it gets.”

Ahead of us, Marco had put an arm around Cass’s shoulder. He was telling some story, making Cass laugh. “Look,” I said, gesturing with my chin. “Dysfunctional, maybe, but don’t they look like a big brother and little brother?”

Aly’s worried expression turned into a smile. “Yeah.”

As we neared the edge of the pine grove, we were all dripping sweat. Cass and Marco had pulled ahead, and they were now crouched by a pine tree at the edge of the grove. We gathered next to them. No one had noticed us. No one was near. So we could take in a long, clear view of the city.

Babylon sprawled out from both sides of the river. Its wall was surrounded by a moat, channeled from the river itself. A great arched gate, leading into a tunnel, breached the wall far to our left. Outside that gate, a crowd had gathered at the moat’s edge. They were almost all men. Their tunics had more folds than ours, with thicker material bordered in a bright color.

“We didn’t get the garb right,” Aly said.

“We look like the poor relatives,” Cass remarked.

“It is what it is,” Marco said. “Let’s walk like we belong.”

As we stepped out from the trees, I noticed that Cass was chewing gum. “Spit that out!” I said. “You weren’t supposed to bring stuff like that.”

“But it’s just gum,” Cass protested.

“Hasn’t been invented yet,” Aly said. “We don’t want to look unusual.”

Cass reluctantly spat a huge wad of gum into the bushes. “In two thousand years, some archaeologist is going to find that and decide that the Babylonians invented gum,” he muttered. “You making me spit that out may have changed the future.”

We all followed Marco out of the trees and onto the desert soil. As we approached the city wall, the crowd grew loud and raucous. They’d formed a semicircle with their backs to us, shouting and laughing. Some of them scooped rocks off the ground. Three men stood guard, facing outward, looking blankly off in to the distance. They wore brocaded tunics with bronze breastplates and feathered helmets. They looked powerful and bored.

“Behold Babylon,” Marco whispered.

“Just past Lindenhurst,” Cass whispered back. “That’s the Long Island Railroad. Babylon line. Massapequa, Massapequa Park, Amityville, Copiague, Lindenhurst, and Babylon. I can do them backward if—”

A horrible scream interrupted Cass. It came from the center of the crowd, and a second later, the men all roared with approval. Instinctively we stopped. We were about sixty or seventy yards away, I figured, but no one was paying us any mind. I could see a couple of boys racing toward the crowd with armfuls of stones. As the people ran to grab some, a gap opened in the semicircle. Now I could see what was inside—or who. It was a small, wiry man in a ragged tunic with a thick purple border. He was cowering on the ground, covering his head with his hands and bleeding.

The color drained from Aly’s face. “They’re stoning him. We have to do something!”

“No, because then they’ll stone us,” Cass said, “and we’ll be dead before we’re born.”

Staggering to his feet, the bloodied man shouted something to the crowd. Then he took a step backward, yelped, and disappeared—downward, into the moat.

I heard a splash. Another scream, worse than any we’d heard so far. The crowd was standing over the moat, peering down. Some bellowed with laughter, continuing to throw rocks into the water. Some turned away, looking ill.

From behind us I heard the sound of wheels crunching through soil. The men in the mob began turning toward the sound, falling silent. A few dropped to their knees. We did the same.

A four-wheeled chariot rolled into sight along the packed-dirt road. It was pulled by four men in loincloths, and the driver wore a maroon-colored cloak. Behind him, on a cushioned throne, sat a withered-looking man dressed in a brocaded robe. He wore a fancy helmet encrusted with jewels, which made his thin face and pointed beard look ludicrous.

As the chariot neared the moat, the crowd and the guards bowed to the ground. The slaves trotted the vehicle over the bridge, the king glancing briefly down into the water as he passed.

If he saw anything horrifying, it didn’t register on his face. He yawned, leaned back into his seat, and waved lazily to the crowds who dared not look at him.

“Is that King Nascar Buzzer?” Marco asked.

“Nebuchadnezzar,” I said. “Maybe.”

“I don’t think so,” Aly said. “I think it’s Nabu-na’id. I did some calculations. This ripping apart of time had to start somewhere. Before the split, our time and Ancient Babylon time were in sync. And I figure that was around the sixth century B.C. Which is about the time that the Hanging Gardens were destroyed. During the reign of Nabu-na’id. Also known as Nabonidus.”

“Okay, maybe this is a dumb question, but why are there ruins?” Marco said. “If Babylon time-shifted, wouldn’t the whole city have just disappeared? So what are those rocks we see back in the twenty-first century?”

“It must be like matter and antimatter,” Aly said. “The two parallel worlds existed together. Babylon continued to exist at regular speed and at one-ninetieth speed. And we are the only ones who can see both of them.”

As the king disappeared through the gate, a guard rushed out toward us. He shouted back over his shoulder, and another two followed.

Soon six of them were racing our way. “Look unthreatening,” Marco said.

“We’re kids,” Aly replied.

“I think I’m going to throw up,” Cass said, his entire body shaking.

“Confidence is key,” Marco said. He smiled at the approaching soldiers, waving. “Yo, sweet tunics, guys! We’re looking for Babylon?”

The guards surrounded us, glaring, six spears pointed at our chests.





CHAPTER TWELVE

DEEP DOODOO

I DIDN’T NEED to understand Aramaic to know we were in deep doodoo.

The guards’ leader was maybe seven feet tall. An evil, gap-toothed smile shone through a black beard as thick as steel wool. He jabbered orders to us, waited while we stared uncomprehendingly, then jabbered something else. “I think he’s trying out different languages,” Aly murmured, “to figure out which one we speak.”

“When does he get to English?” Marco asked.

Trembling, Cass lifted his hands over his head. “We. Come. In. Peace!”

The men raised their spears, tips to Cass’s face.

“Never mind,” he squeaked.

The leader gestured toward the city, growling. We walked, our hands quivering fearfully over our heads. As we reached the bridge over the moat, I peered downward. The moat’s water churned with the action of long, leathery snouts. It was muddy and blood-red.

“C-c-crocodiles,” Cass said.

I closed my eyes and breathed hard, thinking of the man who had jumped in. “What kind of place is this, anyway?” I murmured.

“Definitely not Disney World,” Marco replied.

The city’s outer wall towered over us. The entrance gate was more like a long entrance chamber, tiled with bright blue brick. Every few feet there was a carved relief of an animal—oxen, horses, and a fantastical beast that looked like a four-legged lizard. As we trudged through the tunnel, people backed away, staring. On the other side, we emerged onto a narrow dirt street lined with simple mud-brick buildings. Next to one building, a man sheared a sheep while a boy giggled and held tufts to his chin, baahing.

The guards pushed us to move fast. The city was vast, the streets narrow. As we walked silently on pebbly soil, I could feel the glare of eyes from windows all around us. After about fifteen minutes, I could feel myself slowing down in the noonday sun. The heat was unbearable, the closely packed mud-brick houses seeming to trap it and radiate it back into our faces. We stopped to drink from a barrel, and a carriage trundled by, pulled by a wiry slave and carrying a round-faced man with a big belly. From here, I could see another high wall, leading to some inner part of the city. The great tower was beyond that. “Is that the Tower of Babel?” I asked.

“Maybe,” Aly said. “But I don’t think they’d take us there. I think it’s some kind of religious place.”

“Religious places were sacrificial sites,” Cass piped up. “Where living things were slaughtered in public!”

“Brother Cass, you are a glass-totally-empty kind of guy,” Marco said.

A gust of desert wind brought the smell of fried meat straight down the city road. I could barely keep the drool inside my mouth.

The guards prodded us to move faster. It became clear that the smell was coming from the other side of Wall Number Two, which was looming over the houses now. It was much taller and fancier than the outer wall, maybe four stories high. The bricks were glazed shiny and seemed to be made of a smoother, finer material. “The high-rent district,” Marco whispered, as we followed the guards over another moat bridge.

“Where the awilum live,” Aly remarked.

The guards nodded.

“Show-off,” Cass said.

The bridge was jammed with wealthy-looking people. We nearly collided with a Jabba the Hutt lookalike and a lackey who followed him with a platter of food. Chariots creaked to and fro.

On the other side of the gate the delicious smells hit us like a thick slap. We emerged into a circular plaza about three city blocks wide, packed with people—women with urns on their heads, hobbling old men, turbaned young guys arguing fiercely, barefoot kids playing games with pebbles. The awilum obviously liked to protect their market by making sure it was inside the wall. The people behind the stalls, the deliverers, even the wealthy patrons were not much taller than I was. Stalls sold every kind of merchandise—food, spices, animal skins, knives, and clothing. Despite the wealth and the abundance of food, a clutch of ragged-looking people begged for money along the edges of the crowd.

Not far from us, a barrel-chested guy cried out to customers as he grilled an entire lamb on a spit. The head guard gestured toward it. “Souk!”

Marco gestured to his belly. “Yes! Hunger definitely souks!”

At Marco’s shout, the guards pointed their swords. The crowd fell slowly silent. “Sorry,” Marco said, his hands in the air. “I hope I didn’t offend.”

The head guard grabbed a pile of grilled lamb from a souk stand. Eyeing Marco warily, he grunted toward the other guards, who each helped themselves to food. Then they pushed us forward, not bothering to pay.

“That was cruel,” Aly said.

“Corruption always is,” Cass said.

“Not that,” Aly said. “I meant hogging all the food.”

The guards pushed us onward, our stomachs grumbling, down a narrow road past tight-packed houses. We headed up a hill toward the huge central tower, the ziggurat. It seemed to grow as we approached, its many windows whistling eerily as they caught the desert breezes. It may have been ten stories high, but looming over the squat houses the ziggurat looked like the Empire State Building. With windows spiraling up to a tapered top, it was like a giant, finely sculpted sand castle.

It was gated too, and surrounded by lawns and flower beds. As we got closer, I realized it was even wider than I’d thought, maybe a city block across.

“How exactly did they do sacrifices?” Cass said nervously. “Did they carve out the hearts while you were alive, or put you to sleep first?”

“We haven’t done anything to make them want to sacrifice us,” Aly said. “This city was ruled by the Code of Hammurabi, which was fair and reasonable. Sacrifice was not part of the punishment.”

“Just stuff like, you know, selling people into slavery,” Marco said. “Cutting off fingers. Like that.”

Cass held up his hands, giving them a mournful stare. “G-G-Good-bye, old friends.”

The guards pushed us through an entryway into a high-ceilinged room with brightly glazed walls. It was way longer side-to-side than it was deep. The windows let in a soft gray light, and candle flames flickered in wall sconces. We walked on finely detailed carpets past a sculpture of open-mouthed fish spouting water into a marble fountain. Serving maids with braided hair and long gowns carried trays back and forth, and four old men chiseled fine symbols onto stones. We walked into another chamber, where an ancient man sat at a marble table. After giving us a long, shocked look, he tottered off down a long hallway.

“How do you say, ‘Where’s the boys’ room?’ in Aramaic?” Marco said.

“Not now, Marco!” Aly said.

Moments later the old man reappeared at the door and said something to the guards. They pushed us forward again.

“Look, Hercules, I’m getting tired of this. I have to pee,” Marco said.

The guard moved his face right up close to Marco. Pointing to the room behind the door, he said, “Nabu-na’id.”

“Wait,” Cass said. “Isn’t that the same as King Nabonidus? I thought the Tower of Babel wasn’t the palace.”

“Guess Nabo did a makeover,” Marco said.

We turned toward the jewel-encrusted archway of the inner chamber. The guard smacked the end of his sword on the ground, and it echoed dully. We began to walk forward again.

We were going before the king.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

PURE AWESOME

FROM INSIDE THE royal chamber came the music of gently plucked strings . . . and something else. Something that sounded at first like an exotic wind instrument, and then like a bird. One instant it dropped so low that the hallway seemed to vibrate. The next it was soaring impossibly high, skipping and flitting so fast that the echoes overlapped until it sounded like a chorus of twelve.

“That’s a voice,” Aly said in awe, as we stepped inside. “One human voice.”

The room glittered with candles in delicately carved metal wall sconces. Wisps of smoke danced up to a ceiling three stories high. Carpets crossed the polished floor, woven with battle scenes. Like the other rooms, this one was longer from side to side. On a platform in the middle sat a massive, unoccupied throne. To its right stood four bearded old men in flowing robes, one of them resting his elbows on a high table. To its left, a veiled woman was playing a flat stringed instrument nestled in her lap, her hands a blur as they hammered out a complex tune. Next to her stood another young woman, also veiled, singing with a voice so impossibly beautiful I could barely move.

“What is that instrument?” Aly asked the head guard. When he returned a blank stare, she pantomimed playing the instrument. “A zither?”

“Santur,” he said.

“Beautiful,” she remarked.

“Yeah,” I said. “Beautiful.” I couldn’t stop staring at the musician. From under her veil I could see a shock of golden red hair. Her eyes were shut and her head swayed gently as she sang along with the santur.

Aly smacked my arm. “Stop drooling.”

Startled, the singer opened her eyes, which bore down on me like headlights. I turned away, my face suddenly feeling hot. When I looked back, I could see a flicker of a smile cross her face.

She was looking at Marco.

“’Sup, dudes?” Marco said. “Nice tune. So, greetings everyone. We don’t have too much time. Also, well, to be honest, I have to tinkle. Anyway, I’m Marco, and these guys are—yeow!”

The head guard had thumped Marco on the back of the head. The guard and his pals kneeled and gestured for us to get on our knees, too.

The santur player struck up a triumphant-sounding tune. The old men bustled away from us, toward an archway in the rear. A tiny, tottering silhouette appeared there.

It was the withered old king we’d seen on the chariot. He stepped forward into the candlelight, wearing a cape of shimmering reds and golds, and a jeweled crown so big it looked like it might sink over his ears. The men took his arms as he limped toward the throne, his right foot flopping awkwardly. One of his advisers seemed younger than the others, a sour-looking dude with darting gray eyes, whose silver-and-black-streaked hair fell to his shoulders like oiled shoelaces. He took his place at the side of the throne, arms folded.

As he sat, the king cocked his head approvingly at the veiled singer. His pointy beard flicked to one side like the tail of a bird. The song abruptly stopped. Singer, santur player, slaves, and guards all bowed low, and so did we. A slave woman knelt by him, removing his right sandal. As she massaged his shriveled foot with oils, he smiled.

The guards prodded us to our feet and pushed us forward. I had to look away to keep from staring at the king’s adviser, whose eyeballs moved wildly like two trapped hornets. “That guy is creeping me out,” Aly said under her breath.

“Which one, Bug-Eye or Fish-Foot?” Marco asked.

Sitting forward, the king barked a question in a thin, high-pitched voice. As his words echoed unanswered, the guards began to mutter impatiently.

“No comprendo Babylonish,” Marco said.

“Accch,” the king said with disgust, gesturing toward the young singer. She nodded politely and stepped toward us.

Smiling at Marco, she said, “’Sup?”

“Whoa. You speak English?” Marco exclaimed.

She pointed at him curiously. “Dudes?”

“Marco, she’s just repeating words you said,” I told him. “She’s a musician. She has a good ear for sounds, I guess. I don’t think she knows what they mean.”

The king said something to the girl sharply. She bowed and turned, explaining something to him in a soft voice. He nodded and sat back.

“Daria,” the girl said, pointing to herself.

“My name is Jack,” I said. “His name is Marco, her name is Aly, his is Cass.”

“Nyme-iz-Zack . . .” As she spoke, her face puckered as if tasting mango-chili ice cream. Pointing to herself again, she said, “His nyme-iz Daria.”

“Your name is Daria,” I said. “My name is Jack. His name is Marco . . . Aly . . .” I pointed to the king. “Um, Nabu-na’id?”

“Ahhhhhh, Nabu-na’id!” the king said. As he beamed with approval, his adviser’s eyes bounced like a ball on a roulette wheel. He seemed to have some kind of vision problem, like a jangled nerve that wouldn’t let him focus his eyes. He leaned low, whispering into the king’s ear. I couldn’t understand what he was saying, but I didn’t trust his tone of mumble.

Marco grinned at Daria. “Yo, Daria, you’re a language person. Maybe you can help us. If you can get us to the Hanging Gardens—Hannnng-inng Garrr-dens—that would be pure awesome.”

“Poor . . . ossum,” she replied, her face turning slightly pink.

“She’s crushing on the Immortal One,” Cass whispered.

“No, she’s not,” I snapped.

“It’s obvious,” Cass said.

“It is not!” I said, a little louder.

“Will you curb your jealousy?” Aly hissed. “This is a good thing. This could help us. She has the king’s ear.”

I buttoned my lip, staring at Daria. I felt heat rising upward from my neck into my face and tried desperately not to let myself look embarrassed. Which was about the hardest thing to do at that moment.

Daria wasn’t looking at Marco anymore, but at the king and his strange, younger henchman. They were leaning forward, alternately listening to her words, eyeing us suspiciously, and peppering her with questions. I had no idea what they were saying, but she seemed to be calming them down.

Marco was fidgeting. “Yo! King Nabisco! Your Honor! Can I step outside for a minute? I’ll be right back—”

Daria whirled around. With a questioning look, she pointed to each of us, then made an abstract, sweeping gesture, as if indicating the great, wide world outside.

“I think she wants to know where we came from,” I said.

“America, land of the free,” Marco said.

Daria turned toward the king and bowed again. “Meccalandothafee,” she said tentatively.

The old king turned to his adviser, who shrugged. Another flurry of words followed between them and Daria. Finally the king sank back into his throne, waving his fingers in a dismissive gesture.

The guards took our arms. They shoved us back through the entryway and down a hallway.

Marco was grimacing. “Let me know if you see a door with a male silhouette on it. I really have to go.”

“Hey . . . hey—Where are you taking me?” Aly shouted.

I spun around. Two of the guards were forcing her down a side corridor, out of sight. Marco, Cass, and I all braced to run, but our three guards blocked the way. Gripping our arms tight, the pushed us onward with unintelligible grunts, their faces bored and impatient.

Marco was seething. “On the count of three,” he said, “we kick these guys and run.”

But before he could start the count, the guards veered through an open door, shoving us into a large room with rough mud-brick walls. Pale white light shone through an open window, illuminating three flat slabs of stone in the center of the room. Each was long enough for one human body, like table in a morgue.

Next to each slab was a bearded court slave, holding a machete. They were avoiding our eyes, looking closely at our necks.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

LATER, GLADIATOR

“ONE . . .” MARCO SAID.

The servants shoved us closer. They shouted instructions to the slaves, who sharpened their blades on long leather strips that hung from the sides of the slabs.

“Two . . .”

Placing their machetes on the slabs, the three wardum walked toward us. One of them carried a pot full of liquid. Each slave dipped his hand in the pot, coating it in some kind of oil. Two of them went toward Marco and Cass, the other to me. He nodded and smiled, reaching toward my head.

“Thr—” Marco began.

“Wait!” I shouted.

Fingers massaged my scalp with warm oil. The servant hummed as he worked, smiling gently. I glanced over to Cass and Marco. They looked as baffled as I felt.

In moments my bewilderment gave way to relaxation. It felt good. Incredibly good. As if my mom were alive again, shampooing my head. As I closed my eyes I saw Marco rushing off to an alcove with a rectangular hole in the floor. And I heard a sigh of great relief.

When my servant was done, he gestured toward the slab. Next to it, the machete gleamed in the light from the open window. Marco and Cass turned, as their slaves finished oiling their hair. “What is going on here?” I asked.

“It’s a makeover,” Marco said.

“Did we really look that bad?” Cass asked.

“I mean with the knives?” I said.

Now the three wardum, finished with their work, were all gesturing toward the slabs.

“Easy, Brother Jack,” Marco said. “I’m betting they’re not going to hurt us. I’ll go first.”

He lay faceup on his slab. His servant pulled him toward the top of the slab, so his hair hung over the top edge. Taking the machete, the wardum brought it down swiftly. I flinched. A lock of Marco’s hair fell to the floor.

Marco smiled, closing his eyes. “Sweet. Can I get a back rub?”

 

When they were done, our hair was trim, our feet were washed, and we had fancy new tunics and sandals. The servants gave us over cheerfully to the guards, who grunted with what seemed like admiration at our new look.

“What the heck did we do to deserve this?” said Cass, as we were escorted back into the hallway.

“Either they think we’re some kind of visiting gods,” Marco said, running his fingers through his hair, “or they’re preparing us for slaughter.”

Cass gulped. “Thanks for that cheery thought.”

The guards quickly ushered us into the hallway, where two female attendants waited patiently with Aly. She was scowling, her own hair oiled and garlanded with flowers, her tunic replaced by a flowing toga-like gown. “If you take a picture, I will kick you,” she grumbled.

“You look nice,” Marco said.

Aly raised a skeptical eyebrow. “But not as nice as Daria, I’ll bet.”

Together we were led back through the snaky corridors and out another door into the sunlight. A sweet tang hit us as we marched along a stone pathway, past colorful gardens and birds bursting with song. It was an area of the palace grounds we hadn’t seen on the way in. Trellises arched overhead, their purple blossoms tickling our faces. Simply clad wardum trudged in and out of a mud hut with bowls, shovels, and gardening equipment.

We stopped at a door, flanked by two windows—an entire two-story house was actually built into the city’s inner wall and extended behind it. The guard opened the door and ordered us inside.

Another team of wardum bowed to us in the entry room. Two of them carried trays of fruit and flagons of liquid. Two others took us on a brief tour. The first floor had a sun-filled room with a small pool, sleeping quarters, and a locker full of salt-cured meats. The second had simple bedrooms. We ended on a roof deck overlooking the palace grounds. The air was cool and sweet. As the slaves placed the fruit on a table surrounded by cushioned chairs, I stared in disbelief. “Is this where we’re staying?”

“I thought goggle-eyes was going to throw us in jail,” Marco said, “not paradise!”

As he dug in to the food with two fists, Cass, Aly, and I walked to the waist-high wall around the roof. We scanned the sculpted landscape of gardens and woods. I could see a small cattle pasture, a pig pen, a vegetable garden. “Do you see anything that looks like the Hanging Gardens?” Aly said.

“Evitagen,” Cass said, shaking his head.

Over the treetops, I spotted a distant flash of white. Grabbing a chair, I stood on it and caught a glimpse of what looked like the roof of a temple. “Maybe that’s the top of it. Looks like a ziggurat.”

“Orff onooway fannow,” Marco said through a mouthful of food.

“Either that’s really bad Backwardish, or you need to swallow,” Aly said.

“I said, ‘only one way to find out,’” Marco replied. “Let’s go see the place.”

He headed for the stairs. We all tromped down after him to the bottom floor. As we flung open the front door, two guards turned, gripping their spears. “Later, gladiator,” Marco said.

He got about two steps. The guards went shoulder to shoulder, blocking his way.

“Whoa, peace out,” Marco said, backing into the house. “Kumbaya. Nice work on the biceps. Who’s your trainer?”

“What now?” Aly said.

Marco turned. “We go to Plan B. There’s more than one way to escape.”

He strode back upstairs, followed by Cass. But Aly was looking at something over the guards’ shoulders.

At first I didn’t see anything unusual. But I did notice the birds had stopped chirping. Totally. Another sound floated through the gardens, like the trilling of an impossibly beautiful flute. The guards seemed to melt at the sound. Smiling, they turned away from us.

Daria appeared around a bend in the path. She was still wearing a head scarf but no longer a veil. Her face was the picture of bliss as she sang. Now I knew why the birds had stopped. They couldn’t compete with a sound like that.

I waved and shouted hello.

“Hello!” Daria replied, as the guards parted, gesturing for her to come inside.

“We can’t have her around while we’re trying to escape,” Aly hissed. “Why is she coming here?”

I shrugged. “She’s the language person. The only one who managed to pick up a few words of English. Plus, in case you don’t remember, she saved our butts. I don’t know what she told the king, but it set us free. I’m guessing they think we’re exotic foreigners. He probably sent her to get further info from us.”

Aly shook her head. “This is a trap, Jack. Think about the history. Babylon was always under attack from Persia. Nabu-na’id would have hated the Persians. Eventually they defeated him and took over Babylon. When they found out how he’d been ruling the city, they were appalled by what a bad king he was.”

“I could have told them that,” I said.

“And here we are, four strangers wandering into town,” Aly barreled on. “Of course they suspect we’re enemies! This girl could be a spy, Jack. The first line of interrogation. They treat us nicely, fill us with food and drink, and then—zap!—they move in for the torture.”

“Torture—Daria?” I replied. “How? She sings us into a coma?”

“I’ll stall her,” Aly said. “You go up and tell the others. Make sure she can’t see them planning an escape.”

I raced inside. Cass and Marco were at a window in the back of the house, looking down over the outer wall. When I told them about Daria’s arrival, neither of them reacted much.

When I leaned out the window and looked down, I realized why. Directly below us, tracing all three sides of the building, was a wide moat.

“Any ideas?” Cass asked.

“It would be pretty easy to swim across that,” I said.

“Not so fast,” Cass said. From a plate of food, he took a hunk of unidentifiable leathery-brown dried meat and tossed it out. The water roiled with green scales and beady black eyes. A long, crocodilian jaw snapped open and shut.

“Welcome to Paradise,” Marco said softly. “Paradise Prison.”





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CALCULATIONS

ELEVEN DAYS.

That was how long we’d been gone. Not in Babylonian time, but real time. Back-home time. In Babylon, it had been just under three hours.

Aly had done the calculation. Now she was sitting with Daria at the rooftop table, running quickly through English words. Whatever paranoid idea Aly had had about torture and spying had faded pretty fast. The two of them had become instant BFFs. Well, BFs. I’m not sure how you could define that second F—forever—in these messed-up time frames.

Cass, Marco, and I paced the floor, waiting. Marco’s mouth was full. He’d eaten nearly all the food. Now he was swigging a green fruit liquid. “How can you eat at a time like this?” I demanded.

“Stress makes me hungry,” Marco said.

Daria stared at him. “Food. Hungry. Marco eat.”

“Good, Daria!” Aly said, furiously scribbling images with a bit of coal on a piece of tree bark.

“She sounds like Torquin,” Cass said.

“She’s about a million times smarter than Torquin,” Aly replied.

And about a trillion times better looking, I thought extremely silently.

“Where’d you find the cool writing tools?” Marco asked.

“Daria brought them,” Aly said. “She really wants to learn.”

I eyed her warily. “A minute ago, you thought she was a spy.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” Aly said. “We’re bonding.”

Daria was looking intently at Marco. “Marco like meb’dala? Tasty good?”

“Aaaah!” Marco said, putting down his flagon. “Tasty good!”

Aly gave Daria an impulsive hug. “This girl is amazing! She picks things up from context. And she doesn’t forget anything.” Aly quickly drew crude stick figures behind bars in a prison cell, crying. “We—Cass, Marco, Jack, and me—are prisoners?”

“Prizz . . . ?” Daria looked closely at the drawing, then shook her head. She pointed to the food, then gestured toward the nice house. Taking the bit of coal, she drew four stick figures standing tall, smiling, with more stick figures around us on their knees with bowed heads.

“Are you saying we’re guests?” Aly said, gesturing grandly around the house and giving a happy, thumbs-up gesture. “Guests?”

“Guests . . .” Daria said. “Yest. I mean, yes.”

“If we’re guests, why the guards?” I said, still pacing.

While I spoke, Daria was drawing an enormous soldier. His teeth were gritted, his sword pointed to a shriveled little man wearing a crown. “Persia,” she said, pointing to the soldier. “You? Persia?”

Aly’s smile faltered. “No! We are not from Persia! We are from . . .” She gestured into the distance. “Never mind.”

“From Nevermind. Ah.” Daria nodded. “You are . . . ?”

She drew a stick figure surrounded by stars and mystical symbols, with lightning emerging from its fingers. “What the heck is that?” Marco asked.

“Magic,” Cass said. “I guess the king figures we’re either Persians or awesome magicians. Process of elimination.”

Marco shook his head. “We’re not magicians, Dars,” he said. “But we do have natural star power.”

Daria looked confused. She thought for a minute then struggled for words. “You . . . coming to . . . us. Now.”

“Yes, go on,” Aly said, leaning forward.

“No . . . other . . . guests . . . comed,” she said.

“Came?” Aly said. “No other guests came? No other guests have come?”

Daria pulled around the dried bark and began to draw.
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“The symbol for ten, three times . . .” Aly said. “Thirty? Thirty what?”

Daria pointed to the sun. She pulled her fists together and shivered as if freezing, then fanned herself as if swelteringly hot. Then freezing again.

“The sun . . . cold hot cold . . .” Aly said.

“I think she means a year,” I said. “The sun travels in the sky, and the weather changes from cold to hot and back, in one year.”

“Is that what you mean, Daria?” Cass asked. “No visitors—no guests—for thirty years?”

“Thirty years is two thousand seven hundred years for us,” Aly said. “That would be about the time Ancient Babylon split off from our time frame. They’ve had no visitors because the rest of the world moved on.”

“So no trade?” Cass said. “No goods or food from outside?”

Marco shrugged. “Those farms outside the city are pretty awesome.”

“So, wait,” I said. “What happens if you go to the next town over? What’s there now?”

Daria looked at me blankly.

“Guys, this is all super-interesting but can we cut to the chase?” Marco said. “Daria, can you get us to the Hanging Gardens? Hanging. Gardens?”

Daria looked helpless. Not being able to answer everyone’s questions seemed to agitate her. She looked pleadingly at Aly. “Teach. I. More. Bel-Sharu-Usur is will here be.” Her eyes began to roll wildly.

“I think she’s imitating that weird guy behind the throne,” Cass said. “He’s coming, maybe?”

“Bel-Sharu-Usur . . .” Aly murmured. “That’s the same guy as Belshazzar—like Nabonidus for Nabu-na’id. And Belshazzar was the king’s evil son!”

“Sun . . .” Daria paused, then gestured toward the eastern sky. “Go up . . . Bel-Sharu-Usur . . . come.”

“He’s coming in the morning?” I asked. “What’s he going to do?”

Daria shrugged. She glanced again toward the guards. Seeing that they were out of eyesight, she crossed her eyes and made a disgusted face. “Bel-Sharu-Usur . . . ucccch.”

“I don’t think she trusts him,” I said. “Sounds like he’s the one in charge of finding out who we are. If anyone’s spying for the king, he’d be my guess. She reports on us now, and Bel-Sharu-Usur comes to check for himself tomorrow.”

“Daria . . .” Aly said. “You’ll give him a good report?” She did a set of pantomimes—pointing to us, imitating Bel-Sharu-Usur, thumbs-up, and so on.

Daria nodded uncertainly. I could tell she still had a tiny bit of suspicion. “We have to convince her to trust us totally,” I murmured. “She doesn’t want to be burned.”

“Me . . . you . . .” Daria clasped her own two hands together. “Teach.”

Aly glanced at me gratefully. “Yes. That’s what Jack was saying. I will stick with you, Daria, for as long as it takes.”

The two girls started in, batting words around like crazy. Aly was an awesome teacher. But the sun was going down and before I knew it, I had drifted off into a dreamless sleep.

When I awoke, the sun had completely set. I felt as if I’d been asleep for hours. I could hear Marco and Cass in the other room playing some kind of game. Aly and Daria had stood from the table, laughing and chattering.

“It was great to meet you . . .” “Please enjoy food . . .” “I will give a good report, but you must be careful . . .”

I couldn’t believe it. Daria was not only beautiful and unbelievably talented, but probably the smartest person I’d ever seen. She’d picked up passable English in just a few hours.

“She’s amazing,” Aly said as she sent Daria on her way through the front door. “Her vocabulary has grown like crazy—colors, articles of clothing, names of animals and plants. By making faces, I was able to teach her the words for emotions—and she got it all!”

As I listened, I noticed she left a small, leather pouch on the table. I grabbed it and ran for the door.

Daria was already far down the pathway. I burst outside, shouting “Hey! Daria! You forgot—”

I jerked backward as if I’d run into a pole. Mainly because I had.

One of the guards stood over me, his spear still held sideways, where he had blocked my path, like a baseball player bunting for a single. He grumbled something in a language I didn’t understand. “What’s he saying?” I asked.

Aly was standing in the door, looking stunned. “I don’t know,” she said. “But at the rate we’re going, our kids will be growing up in the twenty-fourth century.”





CHAPTER SIXTEEN

THE DREAM

I HAVEN’T HAD the Dream in a long time.

But it’s back.

And it’s changed.

It does not begin as it always has, with the chase. The woods. The mad swooping of the griffins and the charge of the hose-beaked vromaski. The volcano about to erupt. The woman calling my name. The rift that opens in the ground before me. The fall into the void. The fall, where it always ends.

Not this time. This time, these things are behind me.

This time, it begins at the bottom.

I am outside my own body. I am in a nanosecond frozen in time. I feel no pain. I feel nothing. I see someone below, twisted and motionless. The person is Jack. Jack of the Dream.

But being outside it, I see that the body is not mine. Not the same face. As if, in these Dreams, I have been dwelling inside a stranger. I see small woodland creatures, fallen and motionless, strewn around the body. The earth shakes. High above, griffins cackle.

Water trickles beneath the body now. It pools around the head and hips. And the nanosecond ends.

The scene changes. I am no longer outside the body but in. Deep in. The shock of reentry is white-hot. It paralyzes every molecule, short-circuiting my senses. Sight, touch, hearing—all of them join in one huge barbaric scream of STOP.

The water fills my ear, trickles down my neck and chest. It freezes and pricks. It soothes and heals. It is taking hold of the pain, drawing it away.

Drawing out death and bringing life.

I breathe. My flattened body inflates. I see. Smell. Hear. I am aware of the soil ground into my skin, the carcasses all around, the black clouds lowering overhead. The thunder and shaking of the earth.

I blink the grit from my eyes and struggle to rise.

I have fallen into a crevice. The cracked earth is a vertical wall before me. And the wall contains a hole, a kind of door into the earth. I see dim light within.

I stand on shaking legs. I feel the snap of shattered bones knitting themselves together.

One step. Two.

With each it becomes easier.

Entering the hole, I hear music. The Song of the Heptakiklos. The sound that seems to play my soul like a guitar.

I draw near the light. It is inside a vast, round room, an underground chamber. I enter, lifted on a column of air.

At the other side I see someone hunched over. The white lambda in his hair flashes in the reflected torch fire.

I call to him and he turns. He looks like me. Beside him is an enormous satchel, full to bursting.

Behind him is the Heptakiklos.

Seven round indentations in the earth.

All empty.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

THE TEST

“I DON’T GET why he doesn’t just fall over,” Marco whispered.

Bel-Sharu-Usur walked briskly up the stairs, with Daria tagging along behind him. Behind her was a gaggle of wardum with fans made of palm fronds and sacks of food and drink. The entourage for the king’s son.

His eyes never rested in one place. He reeked of fish, and something sickly-sweet, like athletic ointment. His hair was dark at the sides and white down the middle, giving him the appearance of a drunken skunk. At the top of the stairs he looked over the city and took a deep breath, blasting us with a gust of foul air.

“Dude, what was on the breakfast menu?” Marco said. “Three-day-old roadkill?”

He gave Marco a twisted expression that could have been a smile or a sneer, then began babbling to Daria.

I eyed a large vase on a wall shelf. From this angle I could see the eyes of a bull and the hindquarters of some other beast. I’d put Daria’s pouch inside that vase for safekeeping. It contained some feathered needles, maybe for knitting. I made a mental note to give it to her at some point when Bel-Sharu-Usur wasn’t all over her.

Aly trudged out from her bedroom, looking exhausted. “What’s that smell?” she murmured.

As Bel-Sharu-Usur barked questions at Daria, the odor of his tooth decay settled over us like smog. Inches away from him, Daria nodded respectfully and (remarkably) managed not to barf. She seemed to be giving him a long report about us, as we nervously ate fruit that the house wardum laid before us on a table.

“Do you understand what she’s saying?” I whispered.

“No,” she replied. “I was teaching her English. She wasn’t teaching me Babylonian.”

Daria and Bel-Sharu-Usur went at it for a few minutes in rapid Aramaic. Finally Daria turned to us with an exasperated face and said, “He will walk us.”

“Walk us?” Aly said. “Like take us on a tour?” She walked with her fingers out over the rooftop.

“Nice!” Marco said. “Tell him we love gardens. Especially hanging ones.”

“Yes, a tour,” Daria said, looking at Bel-Sharu-Usur uneasily. “See us Babylon. He does not say, but I think he must watch you.”

“He doesn’t yet trust us?” I offered.

Daria shrugged. “We must go now. And be careful.”

We rushed out. It wasn’t until we were walking away from the house that I remembered I’d forgotten Daria’s pouch.

 

“Chicken . . . clucks,” Daria said. “Ox . . . pulls. Pig . . . oinks. Boar . . . snorts. Pine tree . . . grows tall. Sun flower . . . is round. Fence . . . has posts. Temple . . .”

As we walked through the palace grounds, Aly didn’t miss an object. And Daria repeated everything perfectly. Bel-Sharu-Usur hung with them, listening intently. It was impossible to tell what he was looking at or listening to. His strangely disabled eyes flitted all over the place, and it was miraculous he could even walk straight. Still, I could sense that he was noticing every movement, every gesture we were making.

His entourage hung behind him closely. Two wardum fanned him with gigantic palm-shaped leaves, muttering chants and making sly faces when he wasn’t looking. Two others carried buckets of water, stopping to hand him a ladle every few yards. Before us, two trumpeters blew a fanfare at each turn in the road.

All around the entourage, people took a wide berth. Gardeners, workers, wealthy people—all of them dropped into a fearful silence at the sight of Bel-Sharu-Usur.

“He makes me nervous,” Cass said softly.

At the whispered words, Bel-Sharu-Usur’s ears pricked up.

“Dude, anyone ever tell you that you look like a cross between a warthog and a popcorn machine?” Marco asked him out loud, with a broad smile. “Just sayin’. Peace out.”

Bel-Sharu-Usur looked momentarily confused. He glared at Daria, who told him something that made him smile uncertainly.

“I guess she covered for you, Marco,” Cass murmured.

“She’s hot and smart,” Marco said.

“So, you think she’s hot, too?” Aly said.

Daria turned to Marco with a smile. “Not hot. Is cool in the morning.”

I looked at the ground to avoid cracking up.

“What do you call this place, Daria?” Aly asked, gesturing around the palace grounds. “Does it have a name?”

Daria thought a moment. “In language of Sumer people, is Ká-Dingir-rá. In language of Akkad people, is Bab-Ilum. Means great gate of god.”

“Bab-Ilum!” Cass said. “Probably where they got the name Babylon. Looc os si taht.”

“Can’t get a word of Babylonic, but it worries me that I’m beginning to understand you,” Marco said.

We walked briskly past a temple whose walls were pitted, cracked, and choked with weeds. A great wood beam along the roof looked about ready to buckle. “This is—was—palace,” Daria whispered. “King Nabu-Kudurri-Usur. Two.”

“Who?” Marco said.

“Nabu-Kudurri-Usur is Aramaic for Nebuchadnezzar,” Aly said. “‘Two’ for ‘the Second.’” She turned back to Daria. “That king lived here?”

Daria nodded. “He was good. Then more kings—Amel-Marduk, Nergal-Sharu-Usur, La-Abashi-Marduk. All lived in palace. Kings supposed to live in palace. But Nabu-na’id . . . no. Lives in Etemenanki.” Her eyes darted toward Bel-Sharu-Usur uncertainly, and she dropped her voice. “Etemenanki is holy place . . . not king place.”

Aly shot me a look. I could feel Cass’s and Marco’s eyes, too. None of us had expected that statement. I knew her English wasn’t perfect, but the tone was unmistakable. Our friend Daria didn’t seem to like the king very much.

Any lingering mistrust of her was melting away fast.

Bel-Sharu-Usur was picking up the pace. We jogged after him, entering a grand tiled walkway, its bricks glazed with blindingly bright blues and golds. Inlaid into the tiles was a procession of fierce lions of smaller gold and yellow bricks, so lifelike that they seemed about to jump out. Bel-Sharu-Usur raised his wobbling eyes to a shining fortress of cobalt blue rising at the end of the processional path. It was topped with castle-like towers, the great protective city wall extending from either side. The trumpeters blew again, nearly blasting my eardrums.

“Ishtar!” barked Bel-Sharu-Usur.

“Gesundheit,” Marco said, gazing upward.

“It’s the Ishtar Gate,” Cass said. “One of the three most famous structures in Ancient Babylon, along with the Hanging Gardens and the Tower of Babel, aka Etemenanki.”

“Thank you, Mr. Geography,” Marco said.

“Not bad for someone who thinks he’s lost his memory powers,” Aly said, a smile growing across her face.

Cass shook his head dismissively. “That was easy stuff. You knew it, too, I’ll bet.”

If we weren’t in a parallel world, I’d be taking a zillion photos. Along with the sculpted lions were other elaborate animals—mostly bulls, but also a hideous-looking creature I’d never seen before. It had a long snout with two horns, the front legs of a lion, rear legs with talons like a raptor, and a tail with scorpion pincers. I ran my hands along it, and the tiles were so sharp they nearly cut my skin.

Daria winced. “Is mushushu. Good for people of Bab-Ilum. Means youth. Health. Also means . . .” Her voice dropped to a respectful whisper. “. . . Marduk.”

“What’s a Marduk?” Marco asked.

“Not what—who,” Aly said. “It was the name of the Babylonian god.” She turned to Daria. “The mushushu is, like, a symbol of the god? A representation?”

Daria thought a moment. “Representation . . . one thing meaning another. Yes.”

“Is it a real animal?” Cass asked.

“Yes,” Daria said. “Was in cage. In Ká-Dingir-rá. But escape when Nabu-na’id near. Mushushu bit foot. Bel-Sharu-Usur tried to help father, but mushushu attack face.”

“So this creature is the thing that mangled the king’s foot?” Aly asked. “And it injured Bel-Sharu-Usur in a way that caused his eyes to move funny?”

“All because they had it in a cage,” I said. “But why would they treat the mushushu like that? If it was the symbol of a great revered god—”

“King Nabu-na’id does not honor Marduk,” Daria said. “Each year we have celebration—Akitu—for new year. For Marduk. In this celebration, guards slap king, kick king to the ground.”

“Sounds like a laugh riot,” Marco said. “No offense, Dars, but that’s a pretty weird way to celebrate.”

“It is to remind king that he is a man,” Daria said. “He is not god. People love their king even more after this. But when Nabu-na’id becomes king, he does not come to Akitu. This makes Marduk angry.”

As we got closer to the gate, guards bowed to Bel-Sharu-Usur from the two turrets at the top.

As the trumpeters moved into the gate, Bel-Sharu-Usur gave a harsh command. Nodding, the two men reversed course and scampered out of sight. He bustled on through, with the rest of us following behind. We hurried out the other side of the gate and onto another tiled, walled walkway. The walkway soon emptied us into another part of the outer city. This section was less built up, a scattering of buildings among fields, leading to the outer wall in the distance.

To our right was a small field, and just beyond it a temple that was cracked and neglected like Nebuchadnezzar’s palace. At the base of the temple wall, a group of wardum knelt in worship. Bel-Sharu-Usur stormed toward them.

Immediately Daria sang a high-pitched tune of four notes. Hearing it, the wardum leaped up and scattered. Bright potted flowers and bowls of food had been placed on the warped windowsills, and Bel-Sharu-Usur quickly moved in, sweeping them to the ground.

“Whoa,” Marco said. “He ditched the trumpeters so he could sneak up on these people? What’s he got against them?”

Daria’s body shook at the sight. “This place is Esagila. A temple. King Nabu-Kudurri-Usur build Esagila to honor Marduk. But Nabu-na’id . . .” Her voice trailed off.

The crowd was growing, murmuring, looking aghast and angry at what Bel-Sharu-Usur had just done. A giant clay pot came hurtling up from its midst, directly for his head.

“Yo, Twinkle-Eyes—duck!” Marco shouted.

Bel-Sharu-Usur turned abruptly. The pot was dead on target for his face. My reflexes kicked in, and I jumped toward him. But Marco was already in the path of the missile, swatting it away.

The two tumbled to the ground. The king’s son sat up, his eyes perfectly still for the first time. His entourage of wardum gathered around, closing into a circle that faced outward, preparing to take any further attack.

But the crowd of onlookers stared at Marco with an expression of unmistakable awe.

Guards had appeared upon hearing the commotion. With a shrieking command, Bel-Sharu-Usur pointed to a thin, trembling young man dressed in tatters. The guards seized him, pulling him toward the gate despite his anguished pleas.

“That guy wasn’t the one who threw it!” Marco protested.

“It does not matter,” Daria said sadly. “Bel-Sharu-Usur will punish who he wants.”

Now the king’s son put a scaly hand on Marco’s shoulder. As he spoke, Marco’s face began turning green. “What’d I do now?”

“Bel-Sharu-Usur is thanking you,” Daria said. “You saved life. He will do good thing for you now.”

“Oh,” Marco said, fanning the air between him and Bel-Sharu-Usur. “Make him promise to buy a toothbrush. And tell him to take us to the Hanging Gardens.”

As Daria translated, Bel-Sharu-Usur took Marco by the arm and led him to the Ishtar Gate. The king’s son shouted a command up toward the turret. In response, the guard unhooked his quiver and tossed it down, along with a longbow. Marco stepped in and caught them easily. “Thanks, dude,” Marco said. “I’ll treasure it. Hang it on my mantel. But really, I’d rather see the garden.”

Bel-Sharu-Usur spoke to Daria. Her face stiffened. She seemed to be pleading with him, but he turned away, ignoring her.

“The weapon is not for you to keep, Marco,” she said. “Bel-Sharu-Usur is grateful you saved his life. He believes you are a man with great power. How do you say . . . ?”

“Superpower?” Marco replied. “Yeah, I’ve heard that.”

“Like a god,” Daria continued.

“I’ve heard that, too,” Marco said. “Also hero. But what about my request?”

“He will consider this,” Daria said. “But he believes you can help Bab-Ilum with your powers. So you must pass a test.”

“Dang . . .” Marco exhaled deeply. “Can’t we see the Garden first and do the test later?”

Daria shook her head. “In order to grant your wish, Marco, Bel-Sharu-Usur says you must take this weapon to the king’s hunting ground, and kill the mushushu.”





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

THE DARKNESS

IT WASN’T SO much the screeching noises that came from the king’s royal hunting grounds. Or the putrid smell of death. Or that we’d had to walk about a zillion miles up the river, far from the borders of Babylon. Or the fact that Bel-Sharu-Usur’s guards and wardum were all shaking with fright.

It was the darkness that gave me the willies.

We stopped at the tree line. Although the leaves rustled in the breeze and water flowed gently into the forest via dug-out streams and culverts from the Euphrates, a strange pitch-blackness hovered in the distance. A shimmering ribbon over the tree line. We’d seen it from the river, but up close it seemed to make the ground vibrate.

“There it is again,” Cass said. “That . . . thing.”

“What is that, Daria?” Aly asked.

“King’s hunting ground,” she said. “Animals inside. When mushushu escape from Ká-Dingir-rá, it went here. Now King Nabu-na’id is afraid. He will not hunt here, for the mushushu is vicious.”

“I wasn’t talking about the forest,” Cass said, pointing above the trees. “The darkness. Over the top.”

Daria looked confused. “It is Sippar, of course. You do not recognize?”

“Sippar’s a country?” Marco said. “You need to talk to them about their carbon emissions.”

“Sippar . . . was country,” Daria said, her head cocked curiously, as if she were teaching basic arithmetic to a twenty-year-old. She gestured in a wide circle. “Now is name for all . . . around us . . . You must not go near.”

“Everything around Babylon is called Sippar?” Aly scratched her head. “I think we’re missing something in translation.”

Bel-Sharu-Usur seemed to be taking an interest in this part of the conversation. He jabbered demandingly at Daria, who obediently answered. “What is he asking?” I said.

“He sees everything,” Daria said. “He is surprised you do not know Sippar. Everyone knows Sippar. Thus he wonders if you come from a place of magic.”

She looked up to the sky.

“Can we discuss this later?” Marco said, turning toward the woods.

“He’s right,” I added. “We’re on a schedule.”

“Please give Mr. Peepers a good-bye kiss from us,” Marco said, stepping toward the forest. “Next time he sees us, we’ll be with a dead moosh. And he’ll owe us a trip to the Hanging Gardens of Babylon.”

 

Marco and I heard it first.

We had gotten out ahead of Cass and Aly, and the suspicious rustling of branches drew us into a dead run. We lost the trail and ended up in a dense, dark area of thickly knotted trees. “Aly?” I called out. “Cass?”

“Ssssh,” Marco said, crouching low, his eyes darting in every direction.

The air filled with screeches. I couldn’t see the birds above us, but they were everywhere. And they seemed furious. “Yo, angry birds, chill,” Marco said.

“Maybe they sense the mushushu,” I said.

“What kind of name is mushushu anyway? Sounds like some old dance craze.” Marco stood and began moving his hips and arms awkwardly. “Come on, come on, do the mushushu . . .”

“Not funny!” I said. “What if it hears you?”

“That’s the point,” he said. “We flush it out.”

“And Aly and Cass?” I said.

“We’ll find them afterward,” Marco said.

As we moved deeper into the woods, I realized there wasn’t a moment in my life when I wished more for a cell phone.

Crack.

“What was that?” I asked.

“You stepped on a twig,” Marco replied.

“Sorry.” As I moved forward, I thought I saw a shadow skittering through the underbrush.

Marco stiffened. “That’s him,” he whispered. “Moo shoo pork.”

He put a protective hand on my arm. Slowly we inched toward the shadow. The bird noises seemed to be quieting, as if they were watching us. I tried to listen for something mushushu-like—which would be what? Hissing? Snorting? Growling? I heard none of those. But I did hear another sound, a dull roar from deeper in the woods, like a distant engine.

There are streams here, McKinley. That’s the sound of running water. Focus.

But the noise was growing louder, deeper, like radio static. Despite the clear sky, the sunlight seemed to be flickering. I glanced away from the shadow toward the noise.

Beyond the trees was the shimmering wall of black, up close. Way closer than I’d expected. It shuddered and shifted, as if someone had pulled a solid curtain behind the hunting grounds.

“It’s a lizard,” Marco was saying.

I spun around. “What?”

“The shadow? Behind the rock? It’s not Munchkin. It’s a big old—” Marco’s eyes narrowed. “Whoa. Who’s playing with the lights out there?”

The ends of his hair rose upward. The air was changing, the temperature dropping. I could hear strange noises, like voices sped up, mechanical roars, stuttering beeps, high-pitched scraping.

“Sounds like we’re near a highway,” I said.

Marco nodded. “Okay. This is freaky.”

Sippar was country. Now is name for all around . . .

Daria’s words were stuck in my head. And I began to think their meaning hadn’t been lost in translation. “Marco, we know that this place—Babylon—is traveling at the slow time, right?”

“Check,” Marco said.

“And according to Daria, they haven’t had outside visitors for thirty years,” I added.

Marco nodded. “Because everyone else sped ahead. Like us.”

“Okay, so say you’re a Babylonian and you want to go to, like, Greece,” I said. “Or Spain or Africa or Antarctica. What would happen to you if you tried? If the rest of the world sped up, then what’s out there—out where those countries are supposed to be?”

Marco fell silent, looking toward the black curtain. “I’m not sure it matters, dude.”

“No? I think we’re hearing us, Marco,” I said. “Sippar—that black thing—may actually be the line between play and fast-forward. We’re hearing the twenty-first century racing ahead.”

“You have an active imagination, Brother Jack,” Marco said.

“After the crack in time,” I barged on, “this area was isolated. It became a world by itself. With its own rules of space and time. Like Einstein’s spaceship. So that’s why they can’t travel. There is no next town. The next town is in another century.”

Marco sank into thought. “Okay, okay, say you’re right. This would be a good thing, no? Maybe we don’t have to swim through that dumb portal. We can just walk through the magic curtain!”

As he began jogging toward the darkness, I called out, “Are you crazy? Where are you going?”

“A short detour,” he shouted back. “Let’s see this thing up close!”

In a moment he was out of sight. And I did not want to be alone with a lurking wild mushushu.

I followed the sounds of his footfalls until they became impossible to hear. The eerie sound of Sippar was seeping along the ground like smoke, bouncing off trees. Its frequency was hurting my eardrums, upsetting my balance. I stumbled over a root and tumbled to the ground.

That was when I caught sight of Marco, crouching by the base of some destroyed mud-brick structure. It looked like it might have once been a wall, a fortress, a gate.

I wanted to yell at him, to tell him never, ever to run away like that again, but the words bottled up in my throat.

Marco was staring at a small plain that stretched out before us. On the horizon, maybe a hundred yards from us, the wall pulsed like a curtain. For a nanosecond I had a flashback to a time in Nantucket with my dad, where we saw the aurora borealis in the northern night sky, a huge ribbon of color waving like a rainbow flag. The blackness was a borealis with the color sucked out, a borealis with evil designs, moving, swallowing up the ground before it, uprooting trees, sweeping dust like a tornado.

Marco turned. “You ready for this, Brother Jack?”

“No!” I said. “I’m not ready. Wait. Ready for what?”

With the noise of a freight train, the blackness came hurtling toward us.





CHAPTER NINETEEN

COOPERATION

I COULDN’T FEEL my feet touch the ground. The noise washed over us, seizing our bodies like a river of sound. Marco was yelling. Pulling me away. His fingers were tight around my forearm as we raced back into the forest, but my eyes saw only inches ahead. A bat dropped lifelessly into my path. A tree groaned and fell to my right. I kept focus on the ground, until the earth cracked directly beneath me.

My ankle caught. I hit the ground, face-first. A root dug into my left cheek. I felt a wrenching pain in my back.

And then everything fell silent. Not a cheep from the birds or a babble from the brook.

“Jack?” came Marco’s voice. “Are you hurt?”

“Only when I breathe,” I said.

Marco emerged from the settling dust to my left. He helped me up, brushing off my tunic. His face was blackened, the hairs at the back of his head singed. “I think maybe if we’d just taken it at a run . . .”

“You are out of your mind,” I said. “But thank you for taking us away. And by the way, you look terrible.”

Marco smiled. “You, too.”

Slowly his eyes rose upward, focusing on something behind me. I sat up and turned.

The curtain of blackness was receding, kicking up dirt and debris. In its wake, where the forest had just been, was a field of ash with smoldering silhouettes of trees, blackened and bent like rubber. Carcasses of animals and birds lay in states of arrested flight, some burned to the bone. Wisps of smoke rose from a culvert, now cracked and empty.

“You seriously thought we could just run through that, Marco!” I said.

He shrugged. “I thought maybe. You know, us being Selects and all. I was delusional.”

The gray field’s border lay maybe thirty yards ahead of us, stark and definite. Our side of the border was dusty but untouched. Water gurgled nearby, and a lone bird let out a confused chitter overhead. “What if that thing comes back for us?”

Marco stood and pulled me to my feet. “Let’s bag this beast, give it to Ol’ Whirly, and find our Loculus. If we keep the black hole to our backs and follow the flow of the water, we’ll be going in the right direction.”

“Promise not to run off,” I said.

“Deal.”

We picked a path through the trees, keeping within earshot of the culvert. The air was clearing now, and one by one the birds started to sing again. After a half hour or so, I expected us to be reaching the edge of the preserve. But nothing seemed familiar. “How big is this place?” Marco said.

I shrugged. The forest was dank and humid. I wiped the sweat from my forehead. “I don’t know.”

As I leaned against a tree, catching my breath, Marco paced. “This is nuts. We’re never going to find this thing. I say we break off and go to the Hanging Gardens ourselves.”

“We’re supposed to cooperate with the Babylonians,” I reminded him. “Professor Bhegad’s orders.”

“To heck with P. Beg,” Marco said. “We listen to him and we’ll be dead by the end of the week. I am so over that guy. That whole lame organization.”

I couldn’t believe the words leaving his mouth. “So we just go rogue whenever we feel like it—like what you did? Be real, Marco. The KI has been at this for years. They know what they’re doing. We can’t play around with our own lives.”

“Brother Jack, no offense, but I’ve had some time to think,” Marco said, his voice weary and exasperated. “Did you ever think this whole thing just . . . smells funny? Try to imagine yourself as him—Bhegad. You’re this old professor who thinks he’s discovered Atlantis. You figure out this stuff about G7W, you set up a secret lab. You put your whole life into it, drop your teaching gig at Harvard—”

“Yale,” I corrected him.

“Whatever,” Marco said. “Now, I’ve got these special kids. I tell them they’re going to be superheroes. But I also know they’re going to die soon. So I figure out a way to keep them alive until they bring the seven Loculi back. I don’t explain how it’s done. It’s just some mystical procedure. This scares them. I’ve got them under my thumb now. I know they’ll do my bidding. Then . . . after those seven babies are returned? Bingo—thanks, guys, sayonara! Next stop, Nobel Prize.”

I nodded. “Exactly. We go home. We’re cured.”

“But what if that part—the cure—is a big lie?” Marco said. “What if there is no cure? What if it’s all a sham? It’s a perfect scheme.”

I shrugged. “So what else do we do? If we’re going to die either way, there’s no difference. At some point you have to trust somebody. The KI is our only possible hope. Otherwise there’s nothing.”

“But I’ve been thinking about that, too,” Marco said with a deep sigh. “You know as well as I do that the KI isn’t the only game in town.”

I couldn’t help laughing. “Right, Marco. Of course! I forgot. The Massa. Those crazy monks who tried to kill us. Let’s fly on over there and join up.”

Marco fell silent. In a fraction of a second, I could feel a change in the air pressure, like a fist squeezing the last bit of patience from me. “Wait. You’re not serious, right?” I snapped. “Because if you are, that is an idea so colossally ridiculous that it redefines ridiculousness.”

“Whoa, don’t assume, dude,” Marco said. “My mom always said, when you assume you make an ass of u and me—”

“Not funny,” I said. “Not remotely funny. Either you’re taking duh pills or that dust storm has affected what little was left of your brain.”

Marco’s brown eyes softened in a way I’d never seen before. “Brother Jack, I wish you wouldn’t say stuff like that to me. I’m trying to have a conversation, that’s all. You’re not even asking questions—like What do you mean by that, Marco? The way you would do to someone you respected. I’m not a goofball twenty-four-seven, dude. I wouldn’t treat you like that.”

I stopped short and took three deep breaths. I could feel Marco’s confusion and desperation. He was bigger and stronger than any of us. He could climb rocks and battle beasts, and he’d literally given his life to save us. Marco had more bravery in his fingernail than the rest of us had combined. I never thought a kid like me could bully a Marco Ramsay. I was wrong.

“Sorry,” I said, “you didn’t deserve that.”

“Sssh.”

Marco was standing stock-still. Quietly he reached around for his quiver. I saw a figure moving in the woods. A mass of brown-gray fur, a glint of tooth. A grunt echoed from behind the tree. “Don’t move, Jack.”

I nodded. I couldn’t move even if I wanted to. My knees were locked.

Marco stepped away, closer to the beast. “Peekaboo, mushushu, I see you . . .”

A bloodshot eye, about knee-high, peered from behind the tree.

“Careful!” I whispered.

“Careful is my middle name,” Marco said.

Without a sound, an impossibly long body leaped toward Marco. Its eyes glinted with a hundred dark segments, and its tongue lashed like a whip. With a high-pitched screech, it lowered its two short, powerful horns. Marco jumped, spinning in the air and bringing the bow down like a club.

He connected with the side of the beast’s head. The mushushu roared in pain, sliding into a thorny bush and uprooting it from the soil. Struggling to his feet, the beast turned toward Marco. His back was covered in matted, dirt-choked fur, his belly in scales smeared with slime. Blood dripped from his horns from what must have been an earlier kill. His back leg was tensed, its talons dug into the dry soil. He fixed Marco with red eyes, his thin red tongue whipping in and out of his mouth.

Marco lifted an arrow to eye level. The bow creaked as he pulled back . . . back . . .

With a flick of his finger, Marco released the arrow. It shot through the air with a barely audible whoosh and caught the beast directly in the shoulder. He flung his head back in agony, stumbled to the earth. “Dang, I meant to get his heart,” Marco said with disappointment, reaching back for another arrow. “These arrows must be bent. Hang on, Brother Jack. I’m trying again.”

The beast’s movements were quick and slippery. With a bloodthirsty scream, he leaped again. Marco jumped back, but the mushushu’s razor-sharp horn sliced through the side of his leg.

“Marco!” I shouted.

I raced toward him, but he staggered away on all fours, scrambling behind a tree. “Stay away, Jack!” he called out. “I’m . . . okay. Run for help!”

His leg was gashed deep, spouting blood. The smell of it seemed to excite the mushushu, and he pawed the ground hungrily.

With one hand, Marco clamped down above the wound. He was trying to stanch the bleeding, but it wasn’t working. Not by a long shot. I could actually see his face growing paler as the blood gushed out.

With a snarl, the beast lowered its horns and charged Marco head-on.





CHAPTER TWENTY

A TANGLE OF FANGS

MARCO’S ARROWS SPILLED to the ground. All I could see was a flurry of hair, a tangle of fangs, limbs, and an uprooted bush. I ran toward him, scooping an arrow out of the dirt.

The beast was enormous, his body completely obliterating Marco, a mass of ugly gray bristles and bloodstained scales. I drew the arrow back like a spear, aiming for the beast’s neck.

I threw as hard as I could. The arrow flew out of my hand and embedded itself into a tree. “Marco!” I screamed, running toward him, ready to take on the beast with my bare hands.

Marco’s face peered out from under the mass of fur. “Nice aim, Tarzan.”

The mushushu lay stock-still. I edged closer. Three tiny, green-feathered darts protruded from the beast’s back. “Are you—?”

“Alive?” Marco said, sliding out from underneath the giant body. “I think so. But not that comfy. Fortunately, it looks like Dead-Mouse-Breath lost interest and fell asleep.”

Marco’s calf was bleeding badly. I ripped a section of hem off my tunic and tied it around his leg to stanch the bleeding. As he sat against a tree, sweat poured down his forehead. “That’s a bad cut,” I said.

His eyes were flickering open and shut. “It’s just . . . a flesh wound.”

I looked around for the shooters, but the place seemed empty. “Hello?” I called out. “Anybody there? Aly? Cass? Daria?”

Marco needed care. Immediately. The makeshift tourniquet had stopped the heavy blood flow, but he’d lost a lot. And as brave as he was acting, he was fading in and out of consciousness. “Okay, Marco, I’m going to get you out of the woods,” I said gently, hooking my arm around his shoulder and struggling to stand.

From deep in the woods I heard a voice. Then two.

“Hey!” I shouted. “Over here! Help!”

I propped Marco against a tree. He gestured downward, to his stash of spilled arrows. “Take the weapon. Just in case. We don’t know who these voices belong to.”

“But—” I protested.

“Just do it, Brother Jack!” Marco said.

Carefully I crouched down, reaching for the bow.

With a sharp thwwwwip, a dart threaded the space between my fingers and embedded itself in the dirt. As I jumped backward, a face peered out from behind a tree—a woman, her dark hair cropped short and a scar running from ear to ear, circling just below her mouth as though she had a permanent eerie smile. She crept forward, holding a blowpipe in one hand. Behind her was another woman, older, with a broken-looking nose, and a man with a long black beard. They were wearing tunics of the same rough material and design as the other Babylonian wardum.

“Look, I—I don’t speak your language,” I said, “but we have nothing to steal. My friend is hurt.”

They looked at us warily. Marco craned his neck to see them and then groaned with the pain.

The woman knelt by him, looked at his leg, and shouted something to the others. As the man disappeared into the woods, she took Marco by the shoulders. Although she was an inch or so shorter than me, maybe just over five feet tall, she easily held his weight.

I lifted his legs. Together we carried him to a flat place, soft with fallen leaves. After we laid him down, she brushed sand and dirt away from the wound. “I don’t think they’re thieves,” I said to Marco.

“They’re not MDs, either . . .” Marco said with a grimace.

The man came back with two crude clay pots. One was full of a greenish-gray liquid that smelled something like rotten onions, skunk, and ammonia. The other pot contained hot water, which he poured over the wound. As Marco’s leg instinctively kicked upward, the man held it down. Quickly his partner slathered the green-gray goo over three thin strips of bark, then placed them over the wound.

“Geeeeaahhh!” Marco cried out.

The man was sitting on Marco’s leg now. Tiny tendrils of smoke rose from the wound. Marco’s head lolled to the side, and he went unconscious.

From a distance I heard a sharp, piercing whistle. Three notes. The woman answered identically. A moment later I heard a thrashing through the wood. And a cry.

“Marco!”

I spun around at the sound of Daria’s voice. She raced over to the other three. She seemed to know them, talking urgently in a flurry of words. A moment later she knelt by Marco, her eyes brimming with tears. “Is he . . . ?”

“Dead? No,” I said. “These people saved him. Who are they?”

Daria took a moment to think. “Wardum. But . . . I do not know the word.” She pointed to her head.

“Very smart,” I guessed. “Um . . . scientists? Is that what you mean?”

“Scientists,” Daria said. “Zinn, Shirath, Yassur.”

Marco’s eyes fluttered open. “Maybe . . . they can invent anesthesia for next time,” he said through gritted teeth.

Daria leaned over and gave Marco a hug. “I hear the noise. I run here. Bel-Sharu-Usur not be happy with me. I cannot stay long.”

She carefully reached toward his injured leg to lift one of the pieces of protective bark. Underneath, the mushushu’s gash had become a raised red-brown welt.

I could barely keep my jaw from dropping open. “That’s . . . unbelievable.”

“You walk soon,” Daria said. “Zinn is best . . . scientist.”

“What the—?” Marco tested his leg, bending it. “Thanks, guys.”

“Thank you so much!” I said. “But how did they find us, Daria? If they’re wardum, why are they in the king’s forest? Shouldn’t they be in the palace?”

Daria looked nervously over her shoulder. “We are . . . how do you say? Push back. Defy the evil Nabu-na’id.”

“So you guys are like rebels?” I said.

“King Nabu-na’id maked Marduk to be angry,” Daria said. “King not go to Akitu—this is great insult! Marduk caused bad things happen to Bab-Ilum. Many years ago. This one . . .” She waved her fingers frantically in the air, as if they were swarming around her face.

“An attack happened?” I said. “Bats? Birds? Insects? A plague of locusts? Bzzzzz?”

“Yes,” Daria said. “Also big water. From Tigris.”

“Flooding,” I said.

“Persians wanted to make Bab-Ilum part of Persia,” Daria said carefully. “Maked big army to defeat Nabu-na’id.”

“Made,” I corrected. “We have to teach you past tense.”

“I don’t blame the Persians,” Marco said through gritted teeth. “I mean, no offense, but your king is kind of a toad.”

“Our king is lucky man,” Daria said. “Persians no longer. All the bad things gone—after Sippar. Sippar comes all around us.” She smiled ruefully. “For King Nabu-na’id, Sippar is new god. Is Protector of Bab-Ilum.”

“Convenient,” Marco said. “Sippar nukes all your neighbors, and now Nabby doesn’t have to bother defending his kingdom anymore, like a king is supposed to.”

“But Nabu-na’id is afraid of forest, because of mushushu,” Daria said. “So we . . . Zinn, Shirath, Yassur, and more . . . we hide here. We meet. Plan.”

“But the mushushu’s dead,” I said. “So there goes your hiding place.”

Daria looked nervously behind her. “Mushushu is not dead. Sleeping.”

“Whaaat?” Marco said.

We all looked at the beast. Its back was rising and falling very slowly, the feathered darts riding with it. “Those must be tranquilizer darts,” I said.

“Anybody got a baseball bat?” Marco asked.

“We leave mushushu here,” Daria said. “We say prayer at Esagila. Ask Marduk for forgiveness. For hurting sacred mushushu. Marduk will listen.”

“Wait,” Marco said. “Remember what Ol’ Follow-the-Bouncing-Pupils promised? We could see the flower show if we nuked Mooshy!”

Daria looked at me curiously. “This is English?”

“Translation: Bel-Sharu-Usur said we could see the Hanging Gardens if we killed the mushushu,” I said.

“We think of way to see gardens later.” Daria looked again over her shoulder. Quickly she added, “Zinn says you are very brave, Marco. Very strong. And you, too, Jack.”

“I didn’t really do anything,” I said.

“You dragged me to safety,” Marco said. “Jack is the definition of awesomesauce.”

Daria nodded. “Bel-Sharu-Usur thinks you have magic. The king will want you. For soldiers.”

“No,” I said. “Absolutely not.”

“Good,” Daria said. “Because Zinn and her people work for good things. Will use magic for the best future. For fairness in Bab-Ilum . . .”

She was looking at us closely. So were the other three rebels.

“Daria,” I said, “are you asking if we’ll join you? We can’t. We have to return —”

“We’ll consider it!” Marco blurted. “Show us the Hanging Gardens, and we’ll think about it.”

 

A rebel. Somehow that label only made Daria seem even more awesome. As if that were possible.

Singer. Freedom fighter. Spy in the king’s court. Language genius. She was brilliant wrapped in amazing.

Marco was leaning on her, limping. His white lie—saying we would think of becoming rebels—had made Daria optimistic. It was unfair. You know what else? He was pretending to be more injured than he was, just so he could have his arm around her.

I knew she was nervous about seeing Bel-Sharu-Usur. I was also starting to worry about Cass and Aly. So we went as fast as we could. Daria sang to keep our spirits up, and the birds joined in. The sun seemed to brighten, too, and my spirits lifted. After the song she insisted on learning more English, so over the following few minutes here’s a list of what Marco and I taught her:

 

1. Past tense.

2. The difference between tree and three. Also two and too.

3. The basic rules of basketball, demonstrated by Marco with a large rock and an imaginary basket.

4. Two hundred twenty-nine vocabulary words, including war, layup, peace, peace out, footsteps, body odor, pathway, Cheetos, dilemma, awesomesauce, condition, and toilet.

 

I will let you guess which of those were Marco’s and which were mine.

Soon Marco was acting out the rules of basketball, bouncing around, making fake jump shots. “Marco is recovering,” I said. “He is making a recovery. This is another way of saying he is getting better.”

Daria quickly repeated those words, but her eyes were riveted on Marco. “Marco, please, I do not understand this three-point play?”

Some guys have all the luck.

“He breaks downcourt . . .” Marco darted among the trees as if they were defenders, pretending to dribble a large rock. “The girls in the stands are crying out, ‘Awesomesauce!’ He stops at the semicircle exactly twenty-five feet from the basket, and he—”

He froze with his hands in mid–jump shot. “Whoa,” he said softly, his eyes fixed on something distant. “Time out.”

We ran toward him. As we pulled up alongside, I squinted due to the brightness across the river. The air had changed, from the stink of burned wood and putrid flesh to a blast of cool, sweet air. The aroma was so intoxicating I felt light-headed.

Through slitted eyes I beheld something that took my breath away.

“Is that—?” I stammered.

Daria grinned. “Awesomesauce.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

HEROES

BREATHE, MCKINLEY.

The Hanging Gardens rose on the other side of the Euphrates. They were more like an explosion of greenery than a stately ziggurat. If color were sound, the flowers would be screaming at the sun. They thrust through every columned window, draped the shoulders of every statue, obliterating the fine carvings on the walls. Their vines waved in the breeze like the hands of ballet dancers, and water rushed through marble gullies like distant applause.

“You say—said—Hanging Gardens, yes? We say Mother’s Mountain,” Daria said. “After Amytis, wife of King Nabu-Kudurri-Usur the Second. Like mother to all wardum, so kind and gentle. But always sad. She comed—came—from the land of Medea, where are great mountains, big gardens. Nabu-Kudurri-Usur built first Mother’s Mountain for her, in Nineveh. To make her happy when she visit.”

“Wait,” I said. “The first Mother’s Mountain?”

Daria nodded. “This is second. Built many years later. But Nabu-na’id has closed it. The people may not go there now.”

I walked closer, eyeing the surroundings. Beyond the Hanging Gardens, a huge park extended as far as I could see, surrounded by a brick wall. Outside the wall were dry, rubbly roads and small houses, but inside was lush with flowering trees and greenery. “Daria, we need to go there,” I said. “As soon as we all can.”

“Why?” Daria asked.

“We know about something inside,” I replied. “Something important. It—it has something to do with Sippar. With the reason Sippar exists.”

Daria’s eyes grew distant. “So this is why Nabu-na’id guards Mother’s Mountain?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “But we need to find out.”

“What will happen if you take this . . . thing you need?” Daria asked hopefully. “Will Sippar go away?”

Marco eyed me. “Yes!” he said quickly.

Another lie. “Honestly, Daria,” I said, “we don’t know for sure—”

“Marco! Jack!”

I spun at the sound of Aly’s voice. She and Cass were racing toward us through the woods. As Marco waved to them, Daria’s friends stiffened. They reached for their blowpipes instinctively, but Daria gave them a reassuring smile.

Cass and Aly practically fell over each other to hug us. Both were drenched in sweat from the run. “We thought you died!” Aly shouted.

“That noise!” Cass said.

Daria looked back the way they came. “Bel-Sharu-Usur? The guards? Where are they?”

But Cass and Aly had spotted the Hanging Gardens. Their jaws were nearly scraping the ground. “That. Is. Utterly. Amazing,” Aly said.

“A lot of people say that when they hug me,” Marco replied. “Hey, ever seen a mushushu bite?”

Aly turned, eyeing Daria’s three friends for the first time. “No, but maybe you can introduce us?”

“I am sorry,” Daria said. “These are Zinn, Shirath, and Yassur. Wardum, like me. We are rabbles.”

“Rebels,” I clarified. “Against the king. Loyal to the legacy of Nebuchadnezzar the Second.”

A shout rang through the woods, not far behind us. Instantly Daria’s friends scattered and disappeared into the underbrush, as if they’d never been there.

“The guards,” Aly said. “They’re not too happy.”

Daria took a deep breath. “You are with us now,” she said, linking arms with Marco and me. “We face the guards together.”

 

Bel-Sharu-Usur knelt by the body of the mushushu.

I don’t know what the rebels had done to its metabolism. Daria insisted to us, in English, that it was alive. That the rebels had given it some potion to slow its metabolism. Its chest was now still. It looked deader than dead.

The king’s son stood. He swatted away the two wardum who were fanning him furiously. Muttering something to Daria, he turned toward his guards.

“He says you are heroes,” Daria said. “He thinks you will be of great use to the kingdom.”

“True on the first, epic fail on the second,” Marco said.

Cass was fidgeting with his tunic. A pair of leathery eyes peered out of one of his pockets, along with a Snickers wrapper and a pack of chewing gum. “Sssssh, it’s okay,” Cass whispered. “Leonard is spooked by the smell of the mushushu.”

“Maybe he thinks it’s a relative,” Aly said.

“I thought you got rid of that candy and gum!” I said.

“I kept a little . . .” Cass said sheepishly.

As Bel-Sharu-Usur turned, Cass quickly pushed Leonard back into his pocket. I had no idea if the king’s son saw the lizard, or if he cared. He nodded toward Marco with a gesture that seemed vaguely admiring, and then he shouted a command to his guards.

Daria’s face fell. She began pleading to Bel-Sharu-Usur, gesturing with urgency about something.

Two guards unsheathed their swords. Before we could react, they plunged them into the flank of the mushushu.

I stood helplessly, in shock. The creature oozed blood, its eyes flickering before shutting permanently. Daria raised a hand to her open mouth. Her eyes were wide with horror.

Cass let out a groan. Marco, Aly, and I averted our eyes. “Oh, man . . . why did they do that?”

“I guess . . .” I whispered, trying not to lose the morning’s breakfast, “. . . they had to be sure.”

Daria was muttering something rhythmic, maybe a prayer. I thought about putting my arm around her, but she turned away. “I—I’m sorry,” I said.

Through a mist of tears, Daria’s eyes were angry and resolute. “You will go to Mother’s Mountain, Jack,” she whispered. “I have left you the way to do it.”

“You have?” I said.

“Remember . . .” she replied, leaning close to me, “. . . when I came to see you . . .”

I saw the whoosh of metal. Daria let out a cry and fell to the ground. One of Bel-Sharu-Usur’s guards stood over her impassively.

“Hey!” Marco shouted, lunging for the goon.

The man pointed his sword to Marco, stopping him cold. Cass, Aly, and I all knelt by Daria. She wasn’t bleeding. I quickly realized he must have smacked her with the hilt.

Bel-Sharu-Usur stood over us, yammering.

“Okay, Bobblehead, I’ve had enough of this,” Marco said, turning toward him with fists clenched.

“No, Marco, you must not be so angry all the time!” Daria shouted, her face turned to the ground. “I was punished because wardum are not allowed to look upon the faces of the awilum—the nobles—without permission. Bel-Sharu-Usur believes you will become nobles. He knows he must convince Nabu-na’id first. But he believes the king will agree.”

“I don’t care what he thinks,” Marco said.

The guard was raising his sword again. Aly grabbed Marco’s arm and pulled him away. “Daria cares,” she said. “We go wherever he wants to take us. Silently. And we do not talk to Daria.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

IF ONLY . . .

THE GUEST HOUSE was restocked with juices and food, but I wasn’t hungry or thirsty. As we moved along the rooftop, the moat crocodiles followed us with their eyes. But I didn’t care about them. All I could think about was Daria.

The swoosh of metal. The agony on her face.

Why didn’t you do something?

If I’d had Marco’s speed, I could have swatted the sword aside. If I’d had Aly’s brains I might have figured out in advance that the guard would do that. I could have taken preventative measures.

“Earth to Jack,” Aly said. “Your girlfriend is going to be all right. We need you. Escape plans are in order.”

“She’s not my girlfriend,” I said.

“That’s encouraging,” Aly said under her breath.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I snapped.

“What do you mean, what’s that supposed to mean?” Aly looked at me curiously, then sighed. “Never mind, Jack. You are such a boy.”

“Will you two knock it off?” Cass said, pacing back and forth along the rooftop. “Think. What do we do now? Wait here under lock and key until Prince Sadist reports to his dad and brings us our guard uniforms?”

Marco drummed his fingers on the edge of the roof’s half-wall. “Actually it might not be so bad. As guards, we’ll have access to the Hanging Gardens.”

“Be real, Marco!” Aly said. “The king will be keeping us close. He’ll probably want to train us. He’ll want us to prove we can do magic. To earn his trust. By the time we’re let off on our own, it’ll be the twenty-second century back home!”

“Right,” Marco said. “Right. We have to do this fast. I could try to disable the guards downstairs—”

“And if they stab you to death?” Aly said. “Maybe we can think of something else.”

“We could drop three pots on their heads,” Cass suggested.

“That’s the best you can do?” Aly said. “Jack, what do you think?”

But my mind was still on Daria. “‘You will go to Mother’s Mountain,’ Daria said. She told me she left us the way to do it.”

Cass, Marco, and Aly all turned in surprise. “Really?” Cass said. “What was it, a key? A secret password?”

“I don’t know!” I said. “I don’t see anything left behind.”

“Big help!” Aly threw up her arms.

“I can focus if I eat,” Marco said, bolting toward the stairs. “I always think better on a full stomach.”

As Cass scampered after him, Aly’s shoulders slumped. We were alone now, and the room’s temperature seemed to drop a couple of degrees. “Sorry I snapped at you, Jack,” she said.

“We’re all tense,” I replied.

“I said some things I didn’t mean,” she said.

I smiled. “I heard some things I didn’t understand.”

“Yeah. Well.” She opened her mouth to continue but seemed to have second thoughts. With a tiny smile, she gestured toward the stairs. “Last one to the fruit bowl is a rotten egg.”

 

Marco slurped green juice. Cass took tiny bites out of a dried date. Aly played with a bowl of yogurt but didn’t seem too interested. I had a plate full of fresh figs but had only managed to finish half of one. Marco kept swiping the rest, one by one, which was fine with me.

The pottery on the wall was decorated with images of hunters and animals. On one of the vases, a stylized mushushu seemed to be growling at me.

I reached over to the vase and turned it around so the mushushu faced the other way. Now a less-accusing bull faced outward. It looked vaguely familiar.

I have left you the way to do it. Remember . . . when I came to see you . . .

I jumped up.

The vase. I had used it the night before. To tuck something out of sight.

“Jack?” Aly said curiously.

I reached into the mouth of the vase and pulled out the leather pouch I’d put there. Daria’s pouch. Gently I pulled it open and looked inside.

Three green feathers peeked up at me.

“These aren’t knitting needles . . .” I said.

Cass, Aly, and Marco all looked at me as if I’d just grown fins. I held out the pouch so they could see inside.

“She knew,” I said. “Somehow she figured we might need some emergency help.”

My three best friends began to smile. “May I?” Aly asked.

I handed her the pouch, and she carefully spilled out six tranquilizer darts onto the table.





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

TO THE GARDEN

WE CROUCHED AT the opening of the wardum hut. The sun was just sinking beyond the Ká-Dingir-rá, and I could hear soft, sweet singing inside. “Daria!” I hissed.

The song stopped. Daria peeked out of the hanging cloth, her eyes wide. “Jack! What are you doing here?”

“I just wanted to say thank you,” I said. “For the darts. The guards at our house are out for the count.”

She nodded. Her eyes radiated fear even in the darkness. “I see. So now you will go to Mother’s Mountain. I am glad you came here first. I will go with you—”

“No way!” I replied. “You’ll get into trouble. Just tell us the route.”

“I will show you,” Daria said.

“It’s okay, we can do it,” Cass chimed in. “I mean, you just leave the Ishtar Gate, circle around the temple, and walk to the edge of the first barley field, right? And then after about fifty-three yards you make a left after the last furrow, where there is this hut and some wood pilings. So if the hut contains some water vehicle, we take it across the river, after which we get out and walk, I don’t know, approximately an eighth of a mile to the outer gate of the gardens.”

We all stared at him, dumbfounded. “What angle do we go across the water?” Marco asked.

“Maybe sixty-three degrees, give or take,” Cass said, “depending on the current? Sorry I can’t be more exact. I should be. I saw all of this on our way back from the king’s forest. But some of it is pretty fuzzy.”

“Dude,” Marco said, “what would you be like with a little confidence?”

“Huh?” Cass said.

Aly wrapped him in a hug. “You have not lost one bit of your powers, Cass. You just have to believe in them as much as we do.”

Daria had backed away from us and returned with a sack around her shoulder and an armful of shawls. “Wear this clothing. Cover your heads. The king must not know you have gone. I will go with you to the Ishtar Gate. Pul, the child of Nitacris, is very sick. I must help her. We all help each other. My friends, Nico and Frada, will stay with the baby for now, but they have been with Nitacris all day. I will talk to the guards. They know that Pul is ill, and they are kind to wardum. I will tell them we are going to the temple of Marduk to pray for help.”

“What if they ask us questions?” Aly asked.

“I will talk for you,” Daria said. “Bab-Ilum is full of people from many places. It is not unusual for wardum to speak languages the guards do not know. I will say that I must return by myself, to sing Pul to sleep. But you will remain for proper prayers. They will understand this. But we will not stop at the temple. Together we will go to the river. You will continue. I will return.”

We left right away, walking quickly from the wardum compound and across Ká-Dingir-rá to the Ishtar Gate. There, a group of guards were playing a game that involved rolling stones against the base of the blue brick wall. They barely looked up when Daria talked to them.

We scurried through the Gate’s long, dark hallway, emerging in front of the temple. Cass and Daria led us to a path that veered around the building. We walked across a broad stretch of farmland, and before long I heard the racing waters of the Euphrates. Daria led us to a hut, where the boats had been stored. Within minutes we were carrying a flat-bottomed boat, and a wooden paddle, to the river.

As we set it in the water, Daria’s hand shook. Her face was taut with concern. “There will be guards at the entrance,” she said. “The garden is very big. Mother’s Mountain is at the center. Nabu-na’id built a wall around it. He made an inner and outer garden, like the inner and outer city of Bab-Ilum—so now only the king can enter Mother’s Mountain. This inner garden is guarded by monsters, who came to Babylon from a foreign land. They are controlled by the garden keeper, Kranag.”

“Do you know this guy?” I asked. “Can you get him to let us in?”

Daria’s face darkened. “No one knows Kranag. Some say he is an evil god fallen to earth. He came to Bab-Ilum many years ago, around the time of Sippar, with a dark man who had a strange marking on his head. They brought many fierce animals. Great red bird-lions. Small beasts with white swords for teeth. Black birds with skin like bronze. Vizzeet, who kill with their spit.”

“Massarym,” Aly whispered. “With creatures from Atlantis. That must be when he brought the Loculus here.”

“Kranag does not see,” Daria said, “yet he is master of the animals. He can talk to the creatures, control them. People say he can become an animal himself. When Nabu-na’id built the wall around Mother’s Mountain, he enslaved Kranag there. With a job to protect and defend Mother’s Mountain.”

“And all those animals—they’re in there now?” I said.

Daria looked off into the distance. “Perhaps. You must be careful.”

Aly shook her head. “Now you tell us about this stuff?”

“It’s a game changer,” Cass squeaked. “Maybe we shouldn’t rush into it.”

“Hey, it’ll be fun!” Marco declared.

“How do you define fun?” Aly said.

Daria reached out. She rested one hand on Marco’s arm, the other on mine. “I understand if you want to go back.”

I looked up toward the Hanging Gardens and took a deep breath. I thought about the griffin and the Loculus. The marauding monks. Back then, if we’d been warned about the dangers in advance, we would have chickened out. But we were forced to go, and we did.

Sometimes you just had to do it.

“We’re rebels, like you, Daria,” I replied. “We’ve survived worse than this.”

She smiled. From a sack outside her tunic, she drew out a long torch, a small bronze urn with a cork cap, a piece of flint, and a crude metal knife. Last, she gave Marco a blowpipe and set of darts. “The moon is full tonight. Let it guide you. I believe animals are in there, but I do not know how many animals. I hope they are sleeping. I hope you will find what you need quickly. Most of all, I hope you do not see Kranag. If you do, retreat. He has no mercy, no feeling.”

“Thanks, Dars,” Marco said. He gave her a hug, and she held tight. When she let go, I moved closer to hug her, too. But she turned and walked away, back toward Ká-Dingir-rá.

One by one, we climbed into the boat. Marco and I dug paddles into the water. On the other side of the river, a light moved along the wall of the Hanging Gardens—a torch held by a guard who had not yet seen us.

We moved slowly, silently. By moonlight I could only make out the outlines of my friends, inches away from me. Cass was holding his pet lizard, comforting it. I looked back toward the shore. Daria had blended in with the night’s blackness.

But I could hear her singing.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

THE TORCH AND THE VIZZEET

“THEY’RE GONE,” CASS whispered.

Stomach down on the river bank, I watched a yellow torchlight wink into blackness. We’d been there for what seemed like an hour, observing two lights, two guards standing still in a long conversation. Now they were moving in opposite directions, checking around the perimeter of the gardens.

“Move,” Marco said.

We raced up the embankment and onto the road. In the gravel, our footsteps were impossible to keep silent.

Once through the gate, the ground was covered with cedar chips, trampled to a soft firmness by foot traffic. We followed the arc of a pathway in the moonlight, which led to a thick flowering bush. As we dived behind it, we peered back toward the gate opening. My heart was beating so hard, I was afraid it could be heard clear to the Ishtar Gate.

After a few minutes, a torch passed slowly from left to right and then disappeared.

We moved farther inward. The path drew us to the inner wall, which loomed above us, smooth and impossibly high. To the left was an imposing gate, but this one was a thick wooden door, shut tight.

Another torchlight passed in front of us and stopped. A low, guttural voice barked something in our direction. I thought about running but stayed still.

Behind the guard, from over the wall, came an eerie hooting. Zoo-kulululu! Cack! Cack! Cack!

I nearly jumped back. The sound was cold and mocking. The guard muttered something under his breath.

The torchlight moved on.

We rushed to the base of the wall. The only way to do this would be up and over. Do not think of that sound, I told myself.

Wordlessly, Marco hooked his hands together to give us a lift upward. Aly climbed first, then Cass. “How are you going to do this yourself?” I whispered as I stepped up. “You were injured.”

“Watch me,” Marco said.

He boosted me upward. I grabbed the top of the wall and lifted my legs over. The others had jumped down to the inner garden, but I stayed at the top. I didn’t want to leave Marco alone.

At first I didn’t see him. But he appeared in the moonlight about twenty yards away as a flash of gray. He was rushing the wall like a sprinter, leaping, planting his sole against the wall and using the momentum to jump. His outstretched palm loomed upward toward me, and I grabbed it.

“Piece of cake!” Marco whispered, scrambling to the top. We both leaped to the ground, landing near Cass and Aly. “Now what?” Cass said.

It was a good question. All we could see were the silhouettes of trees, the curve of walkways. The air was sweet and cool, and Aly stopped to pick something off the ground. “A pomegranate,” she said. “Big one.”

Zoo-kulululu! Cack! Cack! Cack! Something enormous swooped down with an oddly metallic clacking of wings. Aly dropped the fruit, and a black bird-shape with bright eyes scooped it up with talons and flew off.

“Sorry, I promise I will not touch your fruit ever again,” Aly said.

But my eyes were on a towering structure not far from us. Its upper corner blotted out a section of the moon. “There it is,” I said.

Marco was practically shaking with excitement. “Follow me, campers. Let’s hope the crow is the worst they throw at us.”

He began walking. The Hanging Gardens blotted out the moonlit sky. I could make out long trellises and hear the lapping of water into pools like soft laughter. Along the side of the building was a winding spiral that rose toward the top of the building from a deep pool that was fed by a culvert. It looked like a water slide. “What’s that thing?” Marco whispered.

“An Archimedes screw,” Aly said. “It was in our lessons from Professor Bhegad. When someone turns it, the motion lifts water out of the well and brings it to the top. That’s how the plants are watered.”

As we moved closer, I heard rustling. There was movement in the lower levels of the Hanging Gardens. And not just the waving of vines. Shadows were slipping among the trellises.

“Sssh.” Marco took out the torch and soaked it with the oil from inside Daria’s container. He propped it against a rock and pulled the piece of flint from his pack and struck it against the steel knife. With the first spark, the torch burst into flame.

“Thank you, Daria,” Marco murmured, holding the torch aloft. “‘Be prepared.’ Motto of the US Marines.”

“The Boy Scouts,” Aly corrected him.

A chorus of screeches rang out from the Hanging Gardens. I heard a sharp hissing sound. Something small and liquid arced high in the air coming swiftly toward us.

Cass recoiled backward. “Yeeeow!”

A swirl of black mist twined upward from a blotch on his forearm. “What was that?” Marco asked.

“I don’t know, but it hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts!” Cass said, shaking his arm in pain.

Another tiny liquid missile sailed through the air, heading for Aly. Marco instinctively shoved the torch upward, like a baseball player reaching for a pitch. As the little glob made contact with the flame, it exploded high into the air. “What the—?” Marco murmured.

From all around us, the high-pitched chittering screams came closer. Marco moved the torch quickly left to right. The walls of the Hanging Gardens were black with swiftly moving shadows, long-limbed and monkeylike. As they fell to the ground, they pounded their narrow leathery chests, grinning at us with hairless, long-snouted faces. Their teeth were long and sharp, their tongues bright red. They shot yellow globs of saliva as they approached.

“Watch it!” Marco yelled. We jumped away, and the wet missiles landed in small clouds of smoke. I spun and saw Cass was on the ground, writhing in pain.

Marco charged the creatures with the torch. They screeched, backing away, spitting. The flame erupted again and again, like fireworks. Marco dodged the spit like a dancer, warding them away. Aly was on her knees, hunched over Cass. “Is he all right?” I asked.

“A severe burn,” Aly said. “He’s in pain.”

Vizzeet, who kill with their spit, Daria had said.

Marco let out a cry. Smoke rose from the left side of his face near his chin. He staggered, narrowly missing another liquid projectile. I grabbed the torch and charged toward them. They seemed wary of fire, backing away. A spit missile whizzed by my face, and the tips of hair on the side of my face went up in flames.

I dropped the torch and fell. Marco was at my side in a split second, pressing a fistful of sandy dirt into the side of my head, blotting out the fire. He dragged me into the shelter of an archway that led into the center of the building that supported the Hanging Gardens.

“Did I get it in time?” Marco asked.

I nodded, gingerly touching the side of my head. “Thanks. I’m fine.”

The ground was cool here. We stayed close to the wall, which made a kind of corridor leading into the structure, about ten feet long. Beyond us was solid blackness. Outside, about fifteen feet from the entrance, the torch lay on the ground, its flames protecting us from the vizzeet. Aly was near us, pouring water from an urn onto Cass’s wound.

I eyed the strips of healing medicine, still stuck to Marco’s calves. “Hold steady,” I said, pulling one of them off. His wound was nearly healed, and I prayed that there was still some of the magic black goo left.

Dropping to my knees, I laid the strip on Cass’s forearm, directly over the wound. “Don’t take this off!” I replied. “This will make you feel better.”

Marco was staring out from the archway. “We have to get out of here,” he said. “They hate the flame, but the torch won’t last forever.”

I peered out, too, looking to our right, where the vizzeet paced and fought, spat and argued.

My head was throbbing. It had nothing to do with the burned hair. In the midst of the shrieking, an eerie but familiar sound was washing over me. I was hearing the strange song again. The one that I’d first heard near the Heptakiklos in Mount Onyx. Near the first Loculus in Rhodes.

It was coming from the left. In the light of Marco’s flame I could see the outline of a door, farther down the wall of the Hanging Gardens. Its wood was warped and carpeted with moss. Most of the surface was covered with a great tangled mass of ivy. It looked as if it had not been opened in years.

“Do you hear that?” I asked.

“Hear what?” Marco said.

“The Song,” I said. “Coming from our left. I need to go to that door. I think the Loculus is inside.”

Marco nodded. “I’ll cover you.”

With a sudden scream, Marco burst from the entrance. He grabbed the torch from the ground and used it like a fencing sword, swiping it back and forth as he charged toward the vizzeet.

I crept up to the door. Under the ivy was an intricate carving. It was hard to catch the detail. Marco was moving the torch erratically. But as I got closer, I felt my heart pounding. The carved symbols on the door told me we had found what we were looking for.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

LAMBDA

I RAN BACK to Cass and Aly, dropping to my knees. “Cass, if you can move, we need to get to that door. I think it’s where the Loculus is hidden.”

They both leaped to their feet. Cass touched the bandage on his arm. “I feel . . . good,” he said. “What did you do to me?”

“Rebel painkiller,” I replied. “Keep it there. And remember to thank Zinn.”

“Yeaaaah!” Marco screamed.

We turned. He was staggering backward. One of the vizzeet had got him in the face. His knees buckled, and a couple of arrows fell from his quiver.

I raced up behind him and grabbed his bow and the vial of oil, which hung from his belt. Scooping one of the arrows off the ground, I poured oil over the tip, thrust it into the flame, and inserted it in the bow.

I pointed it at one of the vizzeet. With a screech, it spat at me, just missing my eye. The glob of goo landed on the ground behind me with a loud tsssss.

I drew the arrow back and released it. The flame arced through the blackness like a comet, directly toward the slavering beast.

I missed. The arrow embedded itself in a tangled thicket of vines that hung from above. Flames shot upward, licking at the feet of the retreating creatures.

The vizzeet were shrieking now, clawing one another to climb higher . . . away from the fire.

Marco stumbled toward me, holding the torch with one hand and his face with the other. “Once on the chin and once above my right eye,” he said.

“Hold still.” I pulled the other healing strip from his calf, ripped it in half, and pressed each section to a wound. “Can you see?”

“By the dawn’s early light,” Marco replied.

A sudden whoosh made us all turn. An enormous bush, on the second level of the Hanging Gardens, had burst into flames. “This whole thing’s about to go up!” Cass cried out. “We have to get out of here.”

I was about to destroy one of the Seven Wonders of the World. And if this thing went up in flames, the entire royal gardens wouldn’t be far behind. Our chance to find the Loculus would be lost.

Water.

We needed lots of it. And fast. I took Marco’s torch and held it high, lighting the second level of the Hanging Gardens. A grand stone stairway to our right, now overgrown with weeds, led directly upward. “Marco, follow me,” I said. “Cass and Aly, get yourselves to the bottom of the Archimedes screw. Find whatever makes it turn, and do it hard. Now!”

Marco and I raced to the stairs and took them two at a time. Already I could hear a deep, metallic cranking sound. Just to the other side of the banister, the Archimedes screw was slowly starting to turn.

I held the torch over the banister and saw Cass and Aly working a huge bronze crank below. Water began flowing upward. Just above our head, on the Hanging Garden’s second level, it spilled into a tilted basin that fed a clay gutter that ran through the flowers. “Take a gutter, Marco!” I said to Marco. He looked at me blankly. “Can you shake that gutter loose?”

He put two hands around one of the curved waterways and pulled. At the third pull, the thing came loose in a shower of clay dust.

Around us the flames were catching on to the ivy and some nearby bushes. “We need to break the screw!” I shouted.

Marco nodded. “Hold this,” he said, handing me the gutter.

The thing weighed about a hundred pounds. I nearly dropped it to the ground but balanced it on the stone railing. Marco was kicking the side of a trellis, knocking loose a decorative carved-bronze border from one for the supports. As the mangled hunk of metal fell to the ground, I shouted, “Give it to me—and hold this thing!”

I grabbed the bronze shard and began hitting the screw. Its sides were curved upward, cupping the water on two sides, keeping it in place as it rose. I battered the outer side until the water was spilling out. “Faster, guys!” I shouted down. “Turn it faster!”

The water began spattering outward. I took one end of the gutter and tipped it so that the high end would collect the flowing water and deliver it on the other end to the burning bushes. Marco slid in to help. We moved the gutter back and forth like a fire hose. “This is crazy!” Marco said. “We’ll never get enough water!”

“Cass and Aly—turn harder!” I called down.

“Hold tight, Jack,” Marco said, letting go of the gutter. “I’ll be right back.”

I held on as Marco ran downstairs and commandeered the crank.

The screw began gushing now, dousing the bush. The fire was already spreading downward, snaking along the ivy toward the ground. I lifted the gutter up and down, sending a shower far down the railing. Cass and Aly were behind me in a moment, with two wooden buckets they’d found among some garden tools.

They held the buckets under the gutter, collecting water. Racing down the railing, they chased the growing flames, pouring bucket after bucket until the fire was out.

It took a long time. Too long. I couldn’t imagine why no one had caught us. Drenched in sweat, Cass came to my side, resting the bucket on the ground and wiping his forehead. He glanced at me in disbelief. “That was awesome, Jack.”

“Dudes,” Marco called from below. “The vizzeet are getting restless. Come on!”

As I raced down the stairs, I looked into the distance, toward the inner wall. Where were the guards? Even this far into the royal gardens, surely they’d seen the flames. “Hurry,” I said, racing to the door. “We have to get in here!”

Marco was at my side. He held the torch to the door and smiled at the sight of the carving. “Mary had a little lambda. Amazing. Okay, hold this.”

He gave me the torch, then leaned into the metal latch handle. It wouldn’t budge. He pounded on the door. After waiting a moment, he drew back and lunged at it. His shoulder collided with a dull, pathetic-sounding thud, and he bounced back with a cry of pain.

From behind the ivy was a dull rattling sound, like knuckles rapping on wood.

I yanked aside the leaves.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

THE NUMBER SEVEN

“LOOKS LIKE THE barrel of an old-time machine gun,” Marco said.

“Or a Heptakiklos with a hat,” Cass remarked.

“A spinning roulette wheel,” Aly said.

My mind was racing. “It could be a code. Think. When we entered the maze at Mount Onyx . . . when we were stuck at the locked door in the underground cavern . . . both times we were able to get in.”

“Because of hints,” Aly said. “Poems.”

“The poems were all about numbers,” Cass pointed out. “Mostly about the number seven.”

Aly grabbed one of the cubes hanging by twine. “There are seven of these things. They look like doorbells.”

She began pulling them, but nothing happened.

“This is a carving, not a poem,” Marco said.

“Yeah, but it’s the Heptakiklos, Marco,” I said. “The Circle of Seven. Seven cubes. Whoever did this knows about the Loculi! It’s got to be in there. I hear the Song.”

I stepped back. It was impossible to think. My brain was clogged with the sound. My ears were pricked for the screeching of the vizzeet, the guards. Where were the guards?

Numbers . . . the patterns of decimals . . .

“Aly, do you remember that weird thing about fractions and decimals?” I said.

She nodded. “Put any number over seven—one-seventh, two-sevenths, five-sevenths, whatever. Turn that into a decimal, and the numbers repeat. The exact same numbers. Over and over.”

“I hate fractions,” Marco said.

“Oot em,” Cass added. (Which he pronounced oot eem—me too.)

I tried to remember the pattern. “Okay, one over seven. That’s one divided by seven. We used that pattern to open a lock.”

“Torchlight, please. Now.” Cass knelt and began scratching in the sand:
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“Dude, you remember how to do long division?” Marco said. “You never got a calculator?”

“Point one-four-two-eight-five-seven!” Cass said. “And if you keep going, you get the same numbers. They just keep repeating.”

“Okay, I’ll do them in order.” Aly immediately yanked on the first cube, then kept going. “One . . . four . . . two . . . eight . . . five . . . seven!”

“Voilà!” Marco said, pulling the handle.

Nothing happened.

In the distance I could hear voices. They were faint but clearly angry. “We’re not going to get out of this alive,” Aly said.

I shook my head. “The guards should have been here already,” I said. “I think they’re afraid. With luck, that’ll give us extra time.”

From under a nearby rock, I saw a sudden movement and jumped back. A giant lizard poked its head out, and then came waddling toward us. Leonard, who had been sitting at the bottom of Cass’s pocket, now jumped out into the soil. “Hey, get back here!” Cass shouted.

As he bent to scoop his pet off the ground, a shadow swooped down toward us.

Zoo-kulululu! Cack! Cack! Cack! Wings flapping, the giant black bird descended to the ground. It landed in the spot where Leonard had been, its talons digging into Cass’s mathematical scratching. With a screech of frustration, it jumped on the Babylonian lizard, missed, and flew away with an echoing cry.

The voices outside the wall stopped. I could hear the guards’ footsteps retreating.

“He ruined my equation,” Cass said, looking at the talon prints in the sand.

Those, my boy, are not bird prints. They’re numbers.

In my mind I saw Bhegad’s impatient face, when he was trying to cram us with info. I looked at the top of the Heptakiklos again:
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“That’s not a hat,” I said. “Those are cuneiform numbers. Bhegad tried to get us to study them. But I don’t remember—”

“Ones!” Aly blurted out. “Those shapes are number ones.”

“Okay, there are two of them,” Marco said.

“Two over seven!” I exclaimed. “Two-sevenths!”

Cass quickly wiped away his division and started again:

[image: images]

“The same digits,” Cass said. “In a different order. Like I said.”

Carefully I pulled the second cube. The eighth. The fifth. The seventh. The first. The fourth.

With a loud clonk, the handle swung down, and the door opened.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

ECHOES OF NOTHING

“HELLO?” I CALLED out.

Marco swung his torch into the room. It was nearly the size of a gymnasium, and totally empty. Bare walls, stretching out on all sides. “Nothing,” he said.

Aly leaned in. “All this for a bare room?”

I took the torch from Marco and held it to my right. “Yo! Anyone in here?”

Cass, Aly, and Marco followed close behind. The echo made our footfalls sound like an army. The Song of the Heptakiklos was pounding in my head now. “It’s deafening now,” I said. “That song. The thing has got to be near.”

“Maybe the Loculus is underground,” Aly said.

Marco stomped on the floor. The thumps echoed loudly. “It’s hard packed. We’ll need tools.”

A loud sssssshish went from left to right. “Yeow!” Aly screamed. She fell to the ground, cupping her hand over her left ear.

“What happened?” I said.

“I think I’ve been shot!” she said.

We all dropped beside her. “By what?” Cass asked.

“Let Dr. Ramsay take a look.” Marco pulled her hand away from her head. Her palm was covered with blood, but he used the edge of his tunic to wipe gently at her ear. “You’re lucky. It just grazed you.”

“What just grazed me?” Aly said. “Owww!”

I moved the torch to the left. Nothing and no one. I moved it to the right, in the direction the whooshing sound had gone. Floor and wall. I crouched, slowly standing up.

Ssshhhhhish! Ssshhhhhish! Ssshhhhhish!

I felt something whiz by my ear. My shoulder. My chin. “Get down!” Cass shouted.

His voice caromed around the room as I dropped back to the ground. “What’s going on?” Aly shouted.

I looked at the wall for a hole, some indication of an inner room, where someone could take potshots through a crack in the surface.

But I saw nothing. Whatever was shooting at us was completely invisible.

“Stay low,” I said. “The shots happen when we stand up.”

“J-Jack, we need to get out of here,” Cass said.

“Crawl,” I said.

We dragged ourselves slowly toward the door, keeping close to the dusty floor. But the song was boxing my ears, telling me where to go.

In the back . . .

“Guys, we need to head to the rear wall,” I said.

“Are you nuts?” Aly snapped. “With you and what armor?”

“Maybe we can do it if we keep low,” I said, veering off in that direction.

“Got your back,” Marco said.

I held the torch high. As Marco and I pulled ourselves like turtles across the floor, Cass and Aly looked on in silent dismay. The song grew louder. “We’re almost there,” I said to Marco.

“You mark the place,” he said. “Then we’ll get some picks and shovels.”

My nose began to twitch. I sneezed. Then Marco did, too. My eyes stung and began to tear, and I stopped to wipe them with my sleeve.

That was when I heard a low, persistent hiss . . .

“I—I can’t breathe!” Cass cried out. Behind him, Aly was coughing.

Marco collapsed to the floor, his hand over his mouth. “Gas . . .” he said.

I could see the tendrils of smoke now, but my eyes were swelling. They rose upward, collecting at the ceiling. “Stay low!” I said.

I was losing consciousness. Coughing. I put my hand over my mouth, as close to the floor as I could go without biting it. I tried to suck in something that felt like oxygen.

Now.

With my last burst of strength, I reached out to Marco and yanked him back. Toward the doorway. Toward air.

With the strength remaining in his legs, Marco pushed hard against the floor. We tumbled over each other in a tangle of limbs, bowling into Cass and Aly. Both of them were choking, holding their necks.

I was still positioned farthest into the room. I pushed the other three toward the door. My vision was clouding, and I could feel myself losing consciousness. A breeze from outside wafted in and I gulped it down as best I could.

“Breathe . . .” I said. “Almost . . . there . . .”

An image flashed through my brain, something I’d seen on a flight with Dad to Boston: an airline flight attendant with an oxygen mask, smiling placidly, tying the mask around her mouth. Secure your own mask first, before attending to children.

I was losing it. Having ridiculous hallucinations. I ignored this one, preparing to push my friends again.

And then I stopped.

I knew what that image was about. I had to get the fresh air first. Because I was the one who could. I was one who had some strength left, who had not breathed as much gas as the others. If I could revive myself, just a little, maybe I could save them.

I scrambled around the clutch of bodies, their three backs jerking up and down with racking coughs. Rising upward, I froze.

Stay down.

The bullets—or darts, or arrows, or whatever they were.

I dropped to a crouch. But nothing had been fired. Had the shooter gone away? Or run out of ammo?

Or was he lying in wait, trying to fake me out?

I crab-walked toward the door, gulping in air. Carefully I set the torch down, just outside the door. In that position, it would keep the vizzeet away and also provide light. I would need two hands for what I had to do. I could see Marco struggling to drag Cass and Aly toward the door. Good. He was reviving, too.

My body was cramped, my lungs tight. I breathed again. I had a little more strength, I could feel it. This would have to do.

I turned toward my friends, ready to pull them to safety. But the room began to shake. From above came a heavy metallic sound. The bare ceiling cracked in a couple of places. With a resounding clang, the entire floor bounced.

I fell backward. As I hit the floor I spun toward them again. I reached forward, focused on their rescue.

But my hand jammed against something hard. Metallic. Something I could feel but not see.

Gripping Cass’s tunic in one hand and Aly’s in the other, Marco lunged for the door. But his body seemed to freeze in midair and he cried out in agony, abruptly falling to the floor.

I reached forward, grabbed his arm, and pulled. I could only get a few inches before something stopped me. Dropping Marco, I felt around desperately, my hand traveling up and down what felt like metal bars—but looked like thin air.

I held one of the bars and shook. But it was useless.

Cass, Aly, and Marco were trapped in an invisible cage. And I was on the outside.





CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

INVISIBLE BARS

“JACK . . .” ALY MOANED. She flopped onto the floor, her eyes fluttering.

“Get out get out get out!” I cried, shaking the invisible bars. They were stuck solid. Not budging.

Inches from me, Cass was trying to cradle Aly’s head, but his hands were twitching. I couldn’t keep my eyes from crossing. My lungs screamed at me. I turned and tried to gulp more fresh air. When I turned back, Leonard was crawling groggily out of Cass’s tunic pocket. In the light from the torch outside the door, I could see the glint of a tiny silver shard caught in the lizard’s claw.

A gum wrapper.

It gave me an idea.

I threaded my arm through the cage’s bars and reached inside. Fumbling in the pocket of Cass’s tunic, I extracted a pack of Wrigley’s spearmint. It took all the concentration I could muster to unwrap one piece and begin to chew it. My mouth was dry, but I worked it, willing the saliva to come. I would need it.

I turned and took another breath of fresh air. Then, against all instincts, I forced myself to hold my breath and walk into the room.

Sshhhish.

This projectile grazed my tunic. I flinched, stepping aside. I was trembling, oxygen-starved.

Move.

I was also standing. But no one was firing at me.

I threw the gum wrapper to my right. Toward the direction I’d come.

Sshhhish.

The wrapper’s presence in the air had drawn a shot. There was a zone—an area where the projectiles would be activated. Outside the zone you were safe.

But the gas was still hissing. Although I couldn’t see it, I could hear it. As I stepped closer to the wall, to the sound, my eyes began to blur.

There.

I blinked. In a seam between stones, I could see a hole. A dime-sized blackness. I dropped to my knees, avoiding the direct path of the gas trail. And I reached into my mouth.

My fingers shook. I couldn’t make my thumb and index finger meet. With my tongue, I thrust the chewed gum to the edge of my teeth.

It fell to the floor.

Steady.

I could see the lump. In fact, I could see two. Three.

My vision was doubling and tripling, and I blinked hard as I reached down. I tried to grab the wet wad but missed, poking it with my index finger.

As I lifted my arm, the gum rose, too, stuck to the pad of my finger.

I fell forward—eyes focused on the hole, finger extended with a feeble burst of energy.

And I went unconscious.

 

“Jack!”

Aly’s voice stirred me from a dreamless sleep. “Whaaaa—?”

I felt as if my head had been split open with a cast-iron skillet. I sat up, rubbing my head.

“Get down, Jack—you’ll be shot at!” Cass screamed.

I ducked. I caught my breath.

To my astonishment, I realized I had breath. The tiny, poisonous stream that was closing my windpipe was gone.

Glancing at the wall, I saw the tiny clump of gum, stuck in the hole. And I no longer heard the hissing of gas.

“That was amazing, Jack,” Aly said.

“Thanks,” I replied, gathering my thoughts, “Okay, I’m thinking this room has some kind of sensor—some primitive form of electric eye, without the electricity. When we were in one area, it shot at us. In other, we tripped the gas. In each zone, a different trap. All, unfortunately, invisible.”

“And we’re in the cage district,” Cass said.

Marco knelt and began shaking the invisible bars. “We have to lift this thing,” he said. “On the count of three! One . . .”

Aly and Cass struggled to their feet. Cass was still coughing.

In the light of the torch, which was still resting on the ground outside the door, the back wall was a long wash of dull yellow. But off to the right, I saw a door opening. In a small rectangle of moonlight, I caught a quick glimpse of what seemed to be a wooden cottage just beyond the Hanging Gardens. But that was quickly blotted out by the silhouette of a cloaked man, filling the doorframe.

“Two . . .” Marco said.

A face peered out of the cloak’s hood. From here I couldn’t make out any features, just a pale white oval.

“M-M-Marco . . . ?” Cass said, staring at the apparition.

“Thrrrreeee!” Marco shouted. “That means lift!”

Snapping out of our fearful trance, we all crouched down. The bars might not be visible, but they felt as solid as iron. I quickly dug my fingers along the bottom, to where the cagelike structure met the ground. Crouching, I pulled from my side, they from theirs.

The cage was massively heavy. We raised it maybe two inches.

The apparition moved closer. One eye penetrated the gloom like a flashlight beam—no pupil of any color, just a disk of dull greenish-white. Where his other eye should have been was instead a dark socket. His legs were the shape of parentheses, and his feet dragged across the ground as if he couldn’t lift them. A cape hung loosely over his shoulders, which were thin as bamboo.

Aly, Cass, and I stared, stiff with fear.

“I think,” Aly said, “this is Kranag.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

KRANAG

“LIFT AGAIN!” MARCO shouted. “Three!”

This time we pulled at the same time. I could feel the cage rising . . . maybe six inches. Kranag was walking across the room strangely. And slowly. Zigzagging one way, then the other. He raised his hand, revealing a rusted sword. It took a moment for me to realize he was talking. His voice was like the fluttering of dry wings, all air with a few consonants.

“Keep it . . . up . . . !” Marco grunted.

Knee high . . .

“Go,” Marco said. “Go! Now!”

Aly ducked first. She slid her body under the cage, not letting her hands leave the bottom. Cass followed. As Marco slid under, the cage dropped with a loud thump. He grimaced, hopping on one foot. “Out! Out now!”

As we raced out the door and into the night, I heard a sharp clang. Instinctively I spun around. Kranag had struck the side of the invisible cage with his sword. I don’t know if he thought someone was still in there or he was frustrated. He stood rigid now, moving his head toward us.

“What’s with his eyes?” Marco asked.

“Daria told us he was blind,” Aly said.

“He doesn’t need to see,” Cass said. “His other senses do it for him.”

I grabbed the torch and held it high. The night air was surprisingly cool on my skin. The vizzeet had retreated to the second level of the Hanging Gardens, still shrieking and spitting. Their fear of fire kept them far enough away from us, but the torch wasn’t going to last forever.

“Let’s get out of here!” Aly shouted.

“I say we ambush this guy and snatch the Loculus!” Marco hissed.

I shushed them. Cass was right about Kranag. He was responding to our smallest sound. His hearing was super-sharp. As he moved toward us, he sheathed his sword with one hand. With one uncannily fast motion, his other hand disappeared into his tunic, pulled out a tiny dagger, and threw it.

The shaft spiraled toward my face.

“Down!” Marco shouted, pulling me from behind. I crashed to the ground, nearly letting go of the torch. Above us, the vizzeet cackled and jumped, slavering hungrily.

But I knew how noisy they could be.

Quickly I ran toward them, waving the flame, causing their screeches to become deafening. I gestured toward Cass, Aly, and Marco to move away from the open cavern.

Kranag pulled out another knife and paused. He moved in the direction of the footsteps and threw again. The blade passed harmlessly into the garden.

We huddled at the base of the Hanging Gardens, our ears clanging with the deathly cries of the vizzeet. Kranag stared in their direction and didn’t move. The loud shrieks were blotting out all other sounds—including our voices and footfalls.

But he was not moving. He looked like he could stand there for ages.

We had to distract him, and fast.

I looked to the left, away from the open door. If we followed the wall, we could circle around the Hanging Gardens, pass by his little cottage out back, come out on the other side. Maybe we could attack from there, where he wasn’t looking.

Right, McKinley. He’ll hear you—or the vizzeet will follow you the whole way.

But at least it would confuse him momentarily. He might follow us. Maybe we could hide in that old weed-choked cottage and ambush him.

No. There was a better way. I turned to Cass, Aly, and Marco and mouthed: Come on.

I booked it to the left. A gob of vizzeet spit hit my pinkie finger and I nearly dropped the torch. Holding back a cry of pain, I veered farther from the wall.

We made a right and raced down the long structure. I could see the protective wall, off to our left. From the other side, guards shouted. There were more voices than before. They must have gathered backup. They were too chicken—or too smart—to face the vizzeet without a big crowd.

Our next right put us at the opposite side of the Hanging Gardens from where we’d started. Kranag’s hut was illuminated in the moonlight, a shabby rectangle of wood slats with a broken roof and a door that hung off rusted hinges.

“What are we doing, Jack?” Cass asked, speaking for the first time since we’d left Kranag’s earshot.

I raced toward a dry, scraggly bush that seemed to be growing from the base of the hut’s wall. The whole structure was neglected and overgrown. Dead vines twined up through the wall’s slats, threatening to overwhelm the house. To turn it into a tiny mockery of the Hanging Gardens themselves.

As I touched the torch to the bush, it—and the wall—burst instantly into flames.

“I’m distracting him,” I said.





CHAPTER THIRTY

TRAPS!

THE AROMA OF burning wood penetrated the night air. When we ran around the Hanging Gardens and reached the door to the cavernous room, Kranag was gone. A massive black shape flapped its wings nearby, from the base of the Archimedes screw. Zoo-kulululu! Cack! Cack! Cack!

“Careful!” Aly warned.

We watched in astonishment as the bird used its beak to turn the crank. Water began spilling from the broken mechanism into a wooden bucket. When it was full, the bird grabbed the bucket’s handle and flew off in the direction of the cottage.

Marco shook his head, hard. “Am I hallucinating?”

People said he can become an animal himself . . . That was what Daria had said. “It’s him,” I said. “Kranag.”

“That bird is Kranag?” Aly whispered.

I nodded. “He’s trying to save his home.”

“The flames will roast him,” Cass said.

I felt the pang of guilt. Setting fires went against everything I had ever been taught. I reminded myself that Kranag had wanted to kill us.

Sometimes you had to make choices.

I watched Cass drop to his knees and start scribbling in the sand. “Okay, Kranag can do some amazing stuff. He knew where all the traps are in that room. To the inch! Did you see how he was walking? Wherever he went—no gas, no arrows, nothing.”

“He probably set them up himself,” Aly said. “Of course he knows where they are. He doesn’t need to see them.”

“The point is, we can’t see them,” I said. “We can’t see anything.”

“Let’s go back a step,” Aly said. “Daria says he’s guarding the Hanging Gardens. But we know different. He’s guarding the Loculus. Jack feels it. I can feel it, too—I felt it more the closer we got to the back of the chamber. Marco, you say it might be underground, but I don’t believe that.”

“Where do think it is?” I asked.

“In plain sight, but invisible,” Aly said, a smile inching across her face. “Think about that. The first Loculus gave us the power of flight. I think this one has a whole other power.”

Her words hung in the air. I could feel their meaning seep into our brains. I saw a projectile of vizzeet spit hurtle by and hit the far wall and I almost didn’t care.

If what Aly was saying was true, this Loculus could help us unbelievably. “So if we find it and make contact with it,” I said, “it may give us its power. . . .”

Aly nodded. “In the words of the Immortal One, bingo.”

“Aly, you are the bomb.” Cass dropped to his knees and started drawing in the dirt. “Okay, this is how the room is laid out.”
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We all looked at him in astonishment. “How do you know this?” Marco asked.

“Don’t you?” he asked.

“No!” we answered in unison.

“I watched Kranag’s walking pattern, that’s all,” Cass said. “The areas inside the dotted lines—those are the places he wouldn’t go. So we need to avoid them. As for that star, he definitely walked a circle around that area. As if there were something inside it. I bet it marks the place with the Loculus.”

Marco shook his head in awe. “Brother Cass, you scare me.”

Aly put an arm around Cass’s shoulder. “Remind me not to worry again when you complain about losing your powers.”

“But this was easy,” Cass said.

“To you it’s all easy,” Aly said. “Because you are good. That’s why we need you. You never lost a thing. Well, confidence, maybe.”

I gave Cass the torch. “You ready to be our leader?”

Cass blinked, then nodded. “Okay. Right. Follow me.”

He took the torch, casting a wary eye up toward the vizzeet. Stepping over the door jamb, he reached out with his free hand and waved it into the cage area. “The metal bars are still there. Follow me. Walk in my footsteps, exactly. Don’t vary left or right. Marco, narrow your shoulders.”

“Narrow my shoulders?” Marco said.

“Yeah, you know, hunch up,” Cass said. “Don’t take up so much space.”

The song of the Heptakiklos twanged into my ears. It was so close. I fought the desire to run to it across the room that taunted us with emptiness.

Aly and Marco fell in behind Cass. I brought up the rear. We walked quietly, our sandals shuffling against the hard-packed dirt. The torch flames made our shadows dance on the walls.

“EEEEEEEEE . . . ”

Outside, a vizzeet had leaped down from a ledge, landing in front of the open door. Cass swung my torch toward it, trying to scare it away.

I grabbed the torch. Marco and I lunged forward, shouting. “Yaaaaahhh!”

The vizzeet jumped back, but I felt the ground shaking below my feet. A spike broke through the soil, thrusting upward, inches from my foot. I screamed, jumping back.

Marco caught me. He held me off the ground, his arms around my chest.

“Thanks . . .” I said. “But you’re choking me . . .”

He didn’t answer. His face was rigid. I looked down. There hadn’t been only one spike. There had been four. Three of them stood alone, victimless. But one of them had pierced Marco’s foot.

“Hhhhh . . .” The only sound Marco could manage was a shocked gasp. His grip loosened and I slid downward. I positioned my feet to avoid the blades.

“He’s hurt!” Aly cried out, moving toward Marco.

“Stay put, Aly!” Cass commanded.

The floor was a bloody mess. I set down the torch, quickly ripped a section from my tunic, and wiped the blood away. Marco’s foot was intact. “It came up between your toes,” I said.

“Lucky . . . me,” Marco said with a clenched jaw. “The edges . . . are sharp.”

The spike had four serrated ridges. It had sliced clear through his sandal. Although it hadn’t impaled his foot, it had come up between his big toe and second toe and cut them pretty badly. I unfastened the buckle. Gently I pulled Marco’s toes apart, away from the blade edges, and lifted his foot out of the sandal. Then I ripped the sandal off the spike and tried to clean it as best I could. “Good as new, sort of,” I said, setting the blood-soaked sandal down and picking up the torch.

“Thanks . . .” Marco grunted, slipping his foot back in. “I may wait a few months before I try the marathon. Let’s go.”

Cass and Aly were staring at him, slack-jawed. Cass pointed off to the right. “I—I think we go this way now . . .”

“I promise not to vary an inch from the path,” Marco said.

“I promise not to move my torch away, too,” I added.

Cass went slower. Much slower. Our footsteps echoed, bouncing off the back wall as if there were another set of people there. I could hear my breaths echoing, in rhythm with the strange music.

EEEEEE! Another vizzeet screech was followed by a metallic clang.

I nearly jumped but kept my cool. The creature had tried to jump in but hit the bars of the invisible cage. It was scrambling away on all fours, chattering hysterically.

Cass soon slowed to a stop, not far from the rear wall. “We’re here,” he announced.

“Where?” Aly said.

“The spot where I drew the star.” Cass was trembling. He was moving his ankle along a curved form, tracing a rounded shape. “Okay, this is invisible, but it’s some kind of platform. I can feel it. It’s raised.”

I reached forward, about knee high. I felt a cool, tiled surface that sloped inward toward the top, like a sculpture of a volcano. I slid my hand upward until I reached a rim about three feet high. Slowly I ran my hand to the right and left. “It’s a circle,” I said. “Some kind of pit.”

As I grabbed the rim with both hands, I felt my knees weaken. My entire body shook with the vibrations of the strange music. Concentrate.

I reached downward into the invisible pit. The blackness below me turned a muddy gray. I could see floating faces. A beautiful woman with sandy hair, smiling.

Queen Qalani. She was dressed in a fine gown gathered at the waist with a sash. On her head was a ring of bejeweled gold. Her laughter was like the running of water over stones.

But her image instantly pixelated into a confetti of colors, which spread and dulled into a whitish silver that flowed from my outstretched palm downward.

It became a sphere of glowing, pulsing white.

I smiled. I began to laugh. My body felt weightless but I was still on the ground. The song and I were one now. It was the blood flowing through my veins, the snapping of electricity in my brain. For a moment I wasn’t aware of any other sound at all.

Until a piercing cry broke the spell.

“Jack!” came Aly’s voice. “Jack, where are you?”





CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

NOW YOU SEE IT

I FELT THE back of a hand brushing my arm. “Got him!” Marco said.

Fingers closed around my wrist. I was reeling back now, losing my balance.

The Loculus disappeared. All I could see was the panicked look on Marco’s face as he wrenched me away from the pit.

“Don’t let him fall backward!” Cass was shouting. “There’s a trap behind him!”

Marco held tight, lifting me upward with one arm. I came down hard on my feet and looked into three utterly astonished faces. “What happened?” I said.

“You were gone,” Aly said. “You were there one second and gone the next.”

“Just—foop!” Cass said, practically dancing with excitement. “You found it, Jack—right? You found the invisibility Loculus!”

“I guess I did,” I said.

Cass jumped, clapping his hands. From his pocket, Leonard leaped out. He hit the ground and began to run. We all stood gaping as he climbed thin air, up the wall of the pit, and then fell inside.

“Come back here, little yug!” Cass shouted. The scaly creature rolled around the bottom of the pit, looking oddly squashed, panicked by the fact that he was up against something solid that he couldn’t see.

As Cass reached down, he seemed to lose color. His outline became a trace line of gray. In a nanosecond he was gone.

And so was Leonard.

For a moment I saw and heard nothing. Then a disembodied “Gotcha!” and a spray of random color, which morphed in a fraction of a second into Cass.

He was standing before us again, grinning, with Leonard in his hand, as if nothing had happened.

“Beam me up, Scotty . . .” Aly mumbled.

Marco pumped his fist. “Epic! Let’s snatch that thing and get back home!”

I leaned back over the rim and dug my fingers down under the Loculus. It was cool, smooth to the touch. I couldn’t tell how heavy it was, because it seemed to move with my hand, as if powered from within. I didn’t know whether I was lifting it or it was lifting itself, guided by my motions. “Got it.”

I knew the others couldn’t see me. I also knew we had to get the heck out of there. But I couldn’t keep my eyes off the sphere. Its insides were a translucent swirl of colors, making patterns like an ocean.

All around us, a low rumbling noise grew. I wasn’t fully aware of it until I felt the ground shake and the Loculus itself almost fall from my hand.

“Jack?” came Aly’s voice. “Wh-what’s going on?”

I heard a cracking sound from above. A piece of the ceiling dislodged and crashed to the floor. Then another.

Was this another booby trap?

Through the thick, rocky roof I could hear the cawing of birds and screeching of vizzeet. I could see black smoke from the fire in Kranag’s hut.

I held the Loculus to my chest and stepped backward. I felt Marco’s hand on my arm. Aly’s. Cass’s. With my free arm I guided Aly’s hand to the Loculus itself. “You don’t need to do that,” she said loudly, over the sound of the rumbling. “I can see it. As long as I’m touching you, I can see it. It’s like the power passes through us.”

The torch was now guttering and weak. A chunk of stone nearly dropped on my head. It crashed to the floor and broke into pieces.

The shaking was going on everywhere, not just in this room. It wasn’t a booby trap. It was an earthquake. The last thing we needed.

“Hurry!” Marco shouted. “Move!”

“Be careful of the traps!” Cass warned.

Too late. A door swung open in the floor. My foot sank inside. I let go of the Loculus, windmilling my arms. Marco and Cass both grabbed me and pulled. “Don’t let the Loculus go!” I shouted.

Aly caught it. I was able to swing my foot upward. It landed on solid ground.

A boom, like a plane breaking the sound barrier, passed from left to right. I heard a massive crash outside, followed by the cawing of the black bird and the wild keening of the vizzeet. Through the hole in the floor came a river of fur and whisker, undulating, growing . . .

“Rats!” Cass screamed. “I hate rats!”

My hair stood on end. The slithery creatures were sliding over my toes, squeaking, chattering, their little legs pumping frantically.

I saw teeth flashing in the light. Cass was swinging the torch downward, trying to scare them away. “Getoutofhere getoutofhere getoutofhere!” he shouted.

Aly shrieked. For the first time since I’d known him, Marco was screaming. We stumbled backward. I felt myself falling and willed my body to stay upright. “Run!” Aly’s voice called out.

“No, don’t!” Cass said. “Follow me! Force yourselves!”

Squeals bounced off the walls as a badly trembling Cass walked the correct, trap-free path through a wriggling carpet of rodents. They crawled up his ankles, jumped off his knees. He screamed, brushing away a couple that had run up into his tunic. I could feel their claws dig into my skin. They were too small, too light, too low to set off the traps. But any false move on our part could be lethal.

Cass screamed, tearing rodents from his hair. But he forced one foot in front of the other, tracing a path that no ordinary person would be able to remember. I could feel the squealing in my ears, as if one of them had burrowed inside my head.

The door loomed closer. Rats were scampering up and down the invisible iron bars of the cage. When Cass neared that—our last obstacle—he jumped straight for the entrance.

I flung myself out after him, kicking the nasty creatures away. Aly and Marco landed on top of me. I let go of the torch and it flew away on the ground.

We scrambled to our feet. Standing on a ledge, directly above the door, were four vizzeet.

As I frantically scraped rodents from my tunic, the screaming creatures jumped.





CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

A WHIP OF BLACKNESS

I LEAPED AWAY, screaming. Marco ran, lifting Aly clear off the ground. Cass was on the ground, scrabbling backward.

The vizzeet landed in the sea of rats, hooting with glee. They spat fountains, nailing rats with pellets of saliva. The rodents screamed and fell, the acid searing their entire bodies, nearly cooking them on the spot. The monkeylike creatures scooped up the rats one by one, gobbling them whole.

Beneath our feet, the ground was still. The vizzeet were beating a retreat around the side of the Hanging Gardens, following the rats. A helix of black smoke rose from behind the structure and I could smell Kranag’s hut burning. “The earthquake,” I said. “It’s gone.”

“So are most of the rats,” Marco said, his face twisted with disgust. “Hallelujah.”

“I can see four of us,” Cass said. “Which means the Loculus is not here.”

“I dropped it,” Aly said, looking back into the room. “Back into the pit.”

“You what?” Marco snapped. “We have to go in there again?”

“I couldn’t hold it with rats nibbling at my toes!” Aly said.

“Okay,” Cass said, still trembling. “It’s okay. We wait a minute for the last of the rats to disperse. Then Marco goes back in and gets the Loculus—”

“Marco goes back in?” Marco sputtered.

“You’re the fearless one,” Aly said.

Marco swallowed hard. “Yeah. True. Okay. Give me a minute to regain my Marconess.”

“Never mind—I’ll do it,” Cass said. “I’m the one who knows the path best.”

Before Marco could protest, Cass was running back inside, threading his way along his own perfectly imagined path. We stood in the doorway, too wise to follow. Minutes later I could see him stopping in the back . . . leaning over . . . disappearing.

A bolt of electricity ripped the sky like a sudden cannon shot. The ground heaved again, and on the second level of the Hanging Gardens, pillars of a marble trellis cracked in two. A thick thatch of vines crashed down, spilling over the sides. At the top, a statue fell from a perch like a shot bird.

The moon disappeared into the swelling curtain of Sippar, which streaked across the sky like a spider’s web.

As I fell to the ground, the realization hit me.

It’s the Loculus.

Removing it was causing the earthquake and the tightening of Sippar. If we tried to take it, the earthquake would continue. The ground would open, torches in Babylon would tumble, buildings would collapse.

“Put it back!” I screamed.

“What?” echoed Cass’s voice from deep inside the room.

“Put it back! We are the ones causing this!” I yelled.

A whip of blackness shot across the sky like lightning, punching a hole in the side of the Hanging Gardens. Dust exploded outward and landed in a loud shower of rock.

“I’m convinced!” Cass called from inside.

I could see him materializing now. Walking the jerky path back to us. Outside the door, he looked upward. “I put it back.”

Cass, Aly, Marco, and I watched the blackness slowly recede. The sky rumbled, once, twice, and then fell silent.

I exhaled hard. “Come on, guys, we’re going.”

“Wait!” Marco said, shaking his head. “Just who elected you captain, Brother Jack?”

“The Loculus is Babylon’s energy source, Marco,” I said. “It’s what keeps the area here safe, cut off from our world in this weird time frame.”

“We can’t go back to the KI without it,” Marco said. “You know that!”

I met his glance levelly. “We can’t destroy an entire civilization. They need this Loculus, Marco. It’s the reason they’re here. Their center. The thing that’s keeping Sippar at bay.”

“How do you know the earthquakes weren’t a coincidence?” Marco said. “Taking the other Loculus didn’t destroy Greece. That one had the power of flight, this one the power of invisibility. That’s it. End of story.”

“Invisibility might be a necessary part of the time-rift mechanism, Marco,” Cass said. “It may be the ingredient that allows Babylon to actually exist in the same place as our world.”

“And if you’re wrong?” Marco shot back.

“Do we take the risk to find out?” I said. “Are you willing to be responsible for killing Daria?”

Marco shifted weight from foot to foot. He glanced back toward the chamber.

“Marco,” I continued, “we need to talk to Professor Bhegad. If anyone can figure this out, he can. That’s why the KI was set up, for problems like this. We can always come back and do this smarter.”

Now I could hear a loud clank from the inner-garden gate. Voices.

“The guards are here,” Aly said. “I guess Nabu-na’id forced them to go and face the monsters.”

“The question is, do those monsters include us?” I asked.

Marco’s eyes darted toward the guards’ voices. “Come on,” he said gruffly, heading for the garden wall. “I’ll help you guys over.”





CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

IN THE SHADOWS

THE MOON WAS giving way to the rising sun. As we rushed away, my sandals seemed to get stuck on everything—roots, vines, rocks, salamanders. We were taking a wide berth around farmland. Huts were still shuttered from last night, and we were nearing the copse of woods close to the river, where we’d first come in. My face still hurt, and my feet were battered and bruised.

We’d managed to hide out in the shadows of the garden, while the newly emboldened guards rushed through the inner wall. In the predawn darkness we’d slipped away unseen, but we knew our hours of undetected freedom were numbered.

I wondered about Daria. Had anything happened to her during the earthquake? Where exactly had the fire been? For a moment I thought about turning back. About staying here instead of returning.

And die here at age fourteen? Stop. Forget that now.

Marco was at the river edge. He was looking back toward the city. I had a hard time reading his face. “Let’s do this before I change my mind.”

“Marco, wait,” I said. “What about the first Loculus? You said you buried it here. At least we can bring that one back. One for two isn’t bad.”

“Yeah, good thinking,” Marco said. “I’ll get it. It’s right nearby. You guys go ahead before they hunt us down.”

“We’ll wait,” Aly said.

“The guards will be here in a minute!” Marco snapped. “Go! All of you. Now! I can do this in two seconds.”

Uncertainly, she and Cass clasped hands and prepared to jump.

I turned to Marco. “Are you all right?”

Marco took a deep breath. “Adjusting. I hate to lose.”

“Don’t think of it as losing,” I said. “We’ll be back.”

Marco smiled. “Glass half full, right, Brother Jack?”

“Right,” I replied.

I heard two splashes in the river. Cass and Aly were on their way. I glanced back toward Babylon and saw four figures running through the entrance gate, clutching spears.

“I see them,” Marco said. “They won’t touch me. Go ahead.”

Somehow, I knew he’d be all right. “See you on the other side,” I said, turning toward the Euphrates.

 

I gasped for breath, breaking through the surface of the river. I felt a pull from above. Over my head, a nylon fishing line waved in the breeze. The hook was attached to my shirt.

I blinked the water out of my eyes. The sun beat overhead, the river was calm. On the shore, a blond woman stood with a fishing rod, looking mortified. A small crowd had gathered around her. “I am so, so sorry!” she cried out.

I looked around for our foursome, Bhegad, Torquin, Fiddle, Nirvana. I didn’t see them among the throng of people pouring out of tents down the shore. They were all wearing the familiar white polo shirts with KI symbols. Some of their faces were vaguely familiar from the Comestibule.

I swam for the shore. Aly kept pace beside me. Marco was with us, too, just as promised. I smiled with relief, watching him grab onto Cass’s tunic and swimming him toward the shore.

But my strokes felt labored, as if I weighed three hundred pounds. I let my legs drop downward. Luckily we’d reached the shallows and I could stand.

I staggered, as if my knees had been replaced with wet clay. I struggled to stay upright, shaking water from my eyes. Cass and Marco were on their feet, too. Cass looked pale. He was handing Leonard to Marco. “Brother Cass,” Marco said. “Are you okay?”

“Marco . . .” I called out, my voice parched. “Where’s the Loculus?”

Marco shook his head disgustedly. “They came after me before I could dig. Guards. I had to book.”

I turned. People were slogging through the water toward us. Fritz, the German mechanic with a KI snake tattoo on his face. Brutus, the baker, whose muffins I had botched in the kitchen. Alana, one of Marco’s martial arts instructors.

I wanted them to go away. I felt numb. All my aches—tongue, arm, head—throbbed like crazy. My legs felt Gumby-like, and I had to blink to keep my balance.

I felt the shore spinning. The smiles of the Karai people became a collage of floating, chattering teeth. I heard Marco say something, but when I turned he wasn’t there. I looked down. Aly had dropped to her knees. Cass fell back into the water, his arms flailing. I could see people rushing over. They had tubes and needles and boxes. They seemed to be floating in midair. Blending into one another and separating.

“Treat . . .” I said, but my jaw was stuck, my tongue thick. “. . . ment.”





CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

AGAIN

MY BROTHER.

My Dream begins where it last ended, in a chamber under the broken ground. Where the water has given me life from death. Where I float on air made of song. Where I face the empty Heptakiklos and the boy who stole the Loculi.

The boy who looks like me. Who is my brother.

He looks up. He is not surprised to see me.

My eyes are locked on what is behind him. The patch of scorched earth that was once the lifeblood of our land—seven empty bowls carved from the rock, arranged in a circle. A sword in the midst of it all. It sickens me to the core.

I begin to yell. I cannot control myself. He must return what he has taken. He has caused the Dark Times. His recklessness is destroying our world. I see beside him an enormous leather pouch. It has been made from the stomach of a giant horomophorus, a creature that can look over the tops of trees. Even through its thick lining, the seven spheres are visible. Glowing. They contain immense energy.

He smiles. We are brothers, he says. We must understand one another. We can work together.

As he speaks, the dreamscape shifts in the way that dreams do, and I become him. I am now the boy who was my thieving brother. But “thieving” is the wrong word. It is the word of the fallen boy, the one who I am no longer. I know this now: What I’m doing is not theft but salvation.

I look at the agitated, bruised, soil-smeared face that is no longer mine. I look for a sign that he may understand. But whether he does or not no longer matters, because there is no more time.

I take the satchel and I run.

Behind me, my brother leaps toward the Heptakiklos. He grabs the sword in its center and pulls.

It slides out with a loud shiiiiink. The jolt of light is blinding.

The earth shakes violently. I fall, and so does he. As he turns to me, his eyes are panicked.

What has he done?

What have we done?

He rises to his feet and rushes toward me.

I open the satchel. I reach inside, searching for a sphere of nothing. A space that pushes aside the other six spheres. I see it. I touch it.

I run, as he howls in confusion and anger.

He no longer sees me.

And I know I will never see him again.





CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

LAZARUS RISES

“AH, LAZARUS RISES.”

“His name not Lazarus. Is Jack.”

Voices. I knew them.

“I am referring, dear Torquin, to the biblical story of Lazarus, who rose from the dead.”

“Jack not dead, Professor.”

“No, and Jack’s name is not actually Lazarus. It is an expression!”

The room was bright. Too bright. I cracked my eyes open as best I could. The lingering images of my dream floated away.

I focused on a Karai Institute flag hanging in the tent:

[image: images]

Both Professor Bhegad and Torquin were sitting on folding chairs. Torquin was whittling a block of wood into something shapeless.

I smiled. I never thought I’d be so happy to see old Red Beard. “Wow,” I said. “You’re okay. We thought we lost you in the river.”

Torquin scowled. “Almost drowned. Was punished.” He violently hacked off about half the block of wood, which shot across the room. “Punishing Torquin, favorite KI pastime.”

“The true punishment was what your bodies went through,” Bhegad said. “You were gone for almost five months. You did not feel the aging effects in Babylon—but upon your return, G7W kicked in. In other words, your body clocks caught up. You all went far past your scheduled treatment times. I cannot emphasize how close you came to dying, young man. These treatments are temporary, and they do lose effectiveness over time. You are lucky we expanded our camp here to full emergency capacity—under the guise of an archaeological dig, of course. I used my status as a world-renowned archaeologist to get the proper permits.”

“Thank you,” I said.

From outside, I heard shouts. I tried to sit up, but my head throbbed. The morning sun was orange on the horizon, streaming through the door from the east.

A white-shirted scientist peeked inside. “Marco’s gone, sir.”

Torquin raced out the tent flap. Bhegad, too. He had been in a wheelchair the last time we’d seen him, and now he was walking on two feet.

I heard a snuffling sound and turned to my right. Aly and Cass were both on cots, eyes closed.

They were unconscious. Marco was missing. I felt flattened. Dazed.

When I closed my eyes, it was hard to open them. So I didn’t.

 

“Jack?” This time it was Aly’s voice that woke me up. She and Cass were both sitting up on their cots, looking groggy. “Hey. Afternoon.”

“What time is it?” I asked.

“Three o’clock,” Cass said. “Time flies when you’re having fun. Professor Bhegad told us he already spoke to you. Sounds like we dodged a tellub.”

“Do you have to do that all the time?” I said, clutching the side of my achy head.

“Bullet,” Cass said. “Sorry. The good news is they found Marco.”

“He ran off,” Aly said, shaking her head in disbelief. “He recovered from his treatment before the rest of us. Just before daybreak, he slipped out for a jog. Or so he says. He was gone for hours.”

A jog?

I was having a hard time computing this. My mind was still half in dreamland. Memories of our escape were flooding in—the Loculus, Kranag, the near-collapse of the Hanging Gardens . . .

“Actually, when he told us to jump into the Euphrates before him, I thought he might surprise us and stay in Babylon,” Aly went on. “That boy hates failure.”

“Well, he left the flying Loculus there,” I said.

“He tried to get it,” Aly said. “He told Professor Bhegad he started digging it up. But when the guards came after him, he had to jump in the river without it. Bhegad was furious.”

Cass shrugged. “Imagine how bad Marco must feel. Probably went on a hundred-mile jog to clear his head.”

I lay back, eyes closed. “Are all seven missions going to be like this?” I said. “I don’t know what’s harder, finding Loculi or dealing with Marco the Unpredictable. Ever since Rhodes, he’s been acting so strange, saying such weird stuff.”

Aly raised an eyebrow. “Since Rhodes? He’s been like that since the minute I met him.”

“I think you guys are being a little harsh,” Cass said.

I took a deep breath and shut my mouth. I needed to recover more fully. Then my mind wouldn’t be so negative.

I dozed on and off for awhile, and when my eyes flipped open for good, I was alone in the tent with Professor Bhegad, and it was growing dark outside. Bhegad was picking things up, tossing them into suitcases. “Feel well enough to fly, my boy?” he asked. “We’re going home to the island.”

“Now?” I sat up slowly. “I thought you’d want us to go back to Babylon.”

“We have been discussing what happened during your journey,” Bhegad said. “And by the way, I must applaud you, Jack, for your unusual discernment at a time of moral crisis. Your decision to leave the Loculus was wise and humane.”

“Really?” I said.

“We knew this mission would be hard,” he continued, sliding a laptop into his suitcase. “While you were gone, we tried to anticipate every possible scenario. We’ve had months. Brilliant minds can achieve great things in that time—nanotech engineers, geneticists, metallurgists, biophysicists.”

I couldn’t believe we were going back to Geek Island. This whole thing was just getting worse and worse. “Funeral directors, too?” I said. “Looks like we’ll need those at the rate we’re going.”

Bhegad leaned in close. “My boy, never forget: saving your lives is the Karai Institute’s raison d’être.”

“‘Reason for being,’” grunted Torquin from the far side of the tent. “French.”

“So we will not give up on you,” Bhegad said. “And believe me, you have not seen the last of Ancient Babylon. We will send you back, by hook or by crook.”

Something about that statement made my hair stand on end. Saving lives—was that really their motivation? Marco’s words came back to me. What if there is no cure? What if it’s all a sham? After those seven babies are returned? Bingo—thanks, guys, sayonara! Next stop, Nobel Prize.

If Bhegad was so casual about the lives of the Babylonians, how did he really feel about us?

“We can’t bring the Loculus back, Professor Bhegad,” I said. “We can’t kill thousands of people. Even if they’re in some kind of weird time limbo, they’re still people.”

Professor Bhegad smiled. “Yes, and I understand one of them became a bit of a sweetie to you.”

“She did not—who told you that?” I blurted out. My face burned.

Torquin snorted. “Little bird.”

Snapping a suitcase shut, Professor Bhegad headed for the tent flap. “Torquin, commence preparations for takeoff. Wheels up in half an hour. We keep a team here, because I expect to return before long. And this time, when you go to Babylon, Jack, you’ll be going with Shelley.”

He stepped briskly outside, shouting orders to other people.

“Wait!” I called out. “Who’s Shelley?”

Torquin plopped a full suitcase at my feet. “Not a sweetie,” he said.





CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

PINEAPPLE AND GRASSHOPPER

“I HAVE BEEN dreaming of an elppaenip smoothie,” Cass said, as we burst through the dorm entrance into the bright tropical morning. He held up a small glass box, in which Leonard was lying on a bed of sand. “And a yummy reppohssarg for you?”

Sometimes, just sometimes, Backwardish just got on my nerves. “You know, Cass, maybe you can spell that stuff in your head, but it’s impossible to figure it out by hearing you say it!”

“Pineapple,” Aly said. “And grasshopper.”

“Thank you, I rest my esac,” Cass said.

“Ee-sack is not the right way to say case backward!” I said.

“You dootsrednu it,” Cass replied.

“Aghhhhh!” As I took off after him, Cass ran away, giggling.

Honestly, it felt pretty good being back in the lush lawns and air-conditioned comfort of the KI. We’d all had a day to chill, most of which was spent sleeping. We’d showered and been bandaged up. Bhegad’s intelligence committee had debriefed us on every detail of the visit. Even a team of “textile designers” had made patterns of our tunics and sandals.

Today Professor Bhegad was going to treat us to breakfast in his classroom at the House of Wenders and introduce us to Shelley.

“Maybe she’s a new Select,” Aly remarked.

“Freshly kidnapped,” Marco drawled.

“Well, it’ll be good to have another girl,” Aly said.

“I had a friend named Shelley who was a guy,” Cass said, jogging back to us. “Sheldon.”

“Guy or girl, I don’t know how one more Select is going to make a difference in Babylon,” Marco said. He kicked a stone and it rocketed across the campus lawn.

“Easy, Pistol Feet,” Aly said. She smiled at Marco, but he didn’t notice.

Cass was trilling into the glass box. “Brrrrrr . . . brrrrrr . . .”

“What are you doing?” I said.

“It’s my lizard noise,” Cass said. “It comforts Leonard. He’s very sick. Barely moved since we got back.”

“He’s homesick,” Aly said. “You never should have brought him over from the other side.”

Brought him over from the other side.

I stopped short. “Guys. Wait a minute. How did that happen? How did Leonard come over from Babylon?”

Aly, Cass, and Marco turned. “Same way we did, Brother Jack,” Marco said.

“But Torquin wasn’t able to go through the portal—because he’s not a Select, and only Selects pass through. So why Leonard?” I began pacing across the walkway. “Okay . . . okay, we have to think about this before we see Professor Bhegad. This isn’t the first weird thing that’s happened with Leonard. Remember, when he fell into the Loculus pit, he didn’t disappear—only when Cass reached down to get him! And Cass disappeared, too. Both times—with the Loculus and in the river—Leonard was able to do what a Select did. Not by being a Select, but by being in physical contact with one!”

I stopped. The realization was epic. But the others were staring at me weirdly. “Uh, we kind of knew that,” Cass said. “Marco figured it out two days ago, back when we were in the water. When I pulled Leonard out of my tunic.”

“We talked about it while you were knocked out,” Aly said, “in the tent.”

I didn’t care that they knew. I was thinking about Daria. And the wardum. And the farmers and garden strollers and herdspeople. “This could be a game changer,” I said. “We can save the Babylonians. They don’t have to die. We can bring them through before we take the Loculus.”

“All of them?” Aly added. “Evacuate an entire city one by one—and bring them two thousand years into their future? Or . . . another present, that is the future?”

“Well, it’s worth thinking about . . .” I said, but the others were looking at me as if I were drooling purple slime. I fell into step as we approached the House of Wenders, a building with columns and wide steps that looked like a museum. The morning clouds had burned away, and Mount Onyx was clear in the distance, rising over the top of the building like a black-hooded sentry.

Professor Bhegad met us in the building’s grand lobby, leaning against the statue of the giant dinosaur that had been excavated on the island. “Good morning, cross-dimensional wayfarers,” he called out. “Punctuality is a harbinger of future success.”

“Listening to him is worse than Backwardish,” Marco muttered.

“Right this way,” Bhegad said, ushering us toward the elevator in the back. “If I seem a bit distracted, it is because I have had a restless sleep worrying about the possible discovery of the first Loculus by ancient Babylonians.”

“Yo, P. Beg, I told you, no one’s going to find it,” Marco said. “I barely had my hands in the dirt when I saw the guards coming.”

“Yes, well . . .” Bhegad sighed. “I am a teacher by trade, and I trust you will take this as a teachable moment. Honestly, there was no need to bring an already-secured Loculus into a parallel world. But—tempus fugit!—I cannot dwell on this. All will be right in the fullness of time. As you know, the last few months we have been working very hard. And I think you’ll be pleased with the results.”

We entered the elevator and the door slid shut. We sank downward so fast I thought my stomach would knock me in the jaw. It was my first time riding this thing, and I couldn’t help but notice that Ground Floor was at the top. Underneath it were ten buttons—ten floors going downward. Bhegad pressed SUBBASEMENT SEVEN.

“It’s an upside-down skyscraper,” Cass said. “A groundscraper.”

The door opened into a cavernous room. The air was biting cold. All around us was the low whir and hum of an air conditioner, and the rhythmic clanking of metal. Steam and liquids blasted through clear tubes overhead. Marco nearly tripped over a short, mushroom-shaped robot that whizzed and skittered along the floor. A bat, confused and disoriented, dive-bombed us and then disappeared into the elevator.

“Given the level of emergency, we haven’t had a chance to import the best equipment,” Professor Bhegad said. “Instead, we’ve worked with what we have. Sometimes the results are better that way.”

We followed Professor Bhegad past a busy workstation. White-clad KI workers with bloodshot eyes were clacking away at keyboards. They quickly waved before heading back to their calculations. The screens glowed with rotating AutoCAD diagrams, and on each desk was a steaming mug of coffee or tea.

Just beyond them, separated by a floor-to-ceiling wall of clear Plexiglas, was a gigantic machine. It looked as if it had been cobbled out of spare parts—I spotted a Jeep fender, a small jet engine, a window frame, sewer pipes, a table top, and about a hundred patches made from the backs of iPod cases. Facing us was a black-tinted window at about eye level.

We entered through a sliding door in the Plexiglas. The machine made a scraping noise and let off a puff of black steam, which rose up into a vacuum duct overhead.

I backed away, coughing.

“Boys and girls,” Professor Bhegad said. “Meet Shelley.”





CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

THE LETHARGIC LIZARD

THE MACHINE BARKED a greeting halfway between a brack and a clonk.

“You lost me, Professor Bhegad,” Marco said.

“Wait. We’re supposed to go back to Babylon with this thing?” I said.

“Actually, this thing, as you say, is not Shelley,” Bhegad replied. “Shelley is what it makes.”

He pressed a button. A bright light went on behind the black-tinted window. We could see something in a small chamber inside the machine. I moved closer.

Floating in midair was a brownish-gold shard of metal. It was curved like a shield but jagged around the perimeter. Silver-gray wisps puffed into the chamber, clouds of tiny particles that swirled along the surface and then clung to the edges. Turning slowly, the shield seemed to be growing. Curving.

“When it’s finished, it will be a perfect sphere,” Bhegad said.

Aly’s eyes were the size of softballs. “You’re making a Loculus?”

“Not a Loculus,” Bhegad replied. “A Loculus casing. Something I have long thought about constructing. Using plans drafted long ago by Herman Wenders in his journals. People scoffed at the audacity of his schemes, but the man was a genius, far ahead of his time. The project moved to Priority One upon your return from Rhodes.”

“You never saw the Loculus,” Marco pointed out. “Neither did Bigfoot. He was in jail. How could you have analyzed the material?”

“Again, Wenders was our guide,” Bhegad said. “He had managed to find a piece of a Loculus—at least that was what he claimed. Our metallurgists have analyzed the shard, replicated it, and then treated it with a special alloy made of metal and carbon fiber, organic and inorganic polymers, and silicate derivatives. To give it flexibility and lightness.”

“Just stir and bake,” Aly said, staring into the black window, “and get instant empty Loculus shell.”

“In a manner of speaking, yes,” Bhegad said. “You see, when the Loculi were together in the Heptakiklos, they acted as conduits for the Atlantean energy, which traveled from sphere to sphere. The great Qalani had constructed ingenious skins to allow the free energy flow. We believe we have done the same thing with Shelley. If you put that sphere within a foot or so of a real Loculus, its material will promote a transfer of contents.” The Professor’s eyes were wild with excitement. “You will be able to leave the real Loculus there. When you bring Shelley back, it will contain what we need for the Heptakiklos!”

“But if this thing works,” I said, “and we steal away the energy, how will Babylon survive?”

“My research suggests that the Atlantean energy is like human blood—remove some and over time it will replicate to fill the vessel again,” Bhegad said. “All you need is a small threshold of transfer energy. We have configured Shelley to change color when that threshold is reached. After about an hour of exposure, it will become green and may be taken away. Over time, the energy will fill the entire shell.”

Marco was taking notes. That sight alone was nearly as shocking as this crazy scheme of Bhegad. “Cool, if it works,” Marco said. “A shell for the energy. Is that why you call it Shelley?”

Professor Bhegad smiled. “It is named after Mary Shelley. She wrote a little story about a scientist who created a living thing out of spare parts. Similar to what we’re doing.”

“It’s aliiiive,” Aly said.

“Pardon me?” Bhegad said.

“Frankenstein,” Aly replied.

Bhegad grinned. “Precisely.”

 

Cass set down Leonard’s glass enclosure beside the basketball court. We’d had a few hours since Bhegad’s demonstration. We’d eaten lunch, argued, and finally agreed to do recreation time. It had been more than twenty-four hours since we emerged from the Euphrates, and the lizard hadn’t perked up a bit. “I’m worried,” Cass said. “Professor Bhegad says Leonard hasn’t developed the immunities we have. Our air is full of germs that didn’t exist in Babylonian times.”

A fat dragonfly whizzed by Marco, who grabbed it in midair with quick reflexes that still astonished me. Cass took off the top screen and Marco dropped in the fly. It buzz-bombed the lethargic lizard, who looked up and then went back to sleep.

“Dang, that was almost juicy enough for me to eat,” Marco said. With a shrug, he began dribbling the basketball onto the court.

Cass sat with Aly and me on the asphalt, watching Marco shoot baskets. As usual he was making shots from a gazillion feet away. With his G7W talents pushed to max, he never missed. Even Serge, a KI computer whiz who had played on an Olympic basketball team, had never beaten Marco.

“Doesn’t that ever get boring?” Aly called out. “Making every shot?”

Marco palmed the ball. “Yup. I’ll coach you instead, Brother Cass. For free. Right now. That’ll be a challenge.”

Cass stood up. “Really? You would teach me?”

“If you leave Leonard for a minute.” Marco threw the ball directly at Cass. It hit him square in the chest and knocked him over. “First rule, you have to use your hands. It’s not soccer.”

“Not soccer,” Cass said. “Right.”

Aly took my arm and led me to the tennis court, about twenty yards away. I looked over my shoulder at Cass. He was dribbling the basketball awkwardly toward the basket. Slapping it, really. But looking incredibly happy. Marco followed, pretending to guard him. “Williams charrrrges the net . . .” Marco called out. “He shoots . . . air ball!”

“Cass looks like he’s enjoying this,” Aly said.

I nodded. “Maybe he’s mapping out the geography of the basketball court.”

“Marco is the ultimate cool brother,” Aly replied. “It must be tough for Cass. He gets so down on himself, not having a real family. You know, except us.”

“Us and Leonard,” I said. As I went to my end of the court, Aly opened a fresh canister of tennis balls. “Serve it and swerve it,” I said.

“What?” she said.

I felt a sudden tug inside. The last time I’d played tennis was with my dad. When he wasn’t overseas on business, we’d play every weekend at the Belleville Rec Center. “Habit,” I said. “It’s what my dad and I say. He’s always trying to teach me how to do spins.”

“My mom is a terrible player. She says she loses on purpose, because she likes to be the one who ends the game with perfect love. Which casts out all evil. She has a weird sense of humor.” Aly served the ball. “Do you still think of home a lot?”

I hit it back sharply. Too sharply. It sailed just past the line. “Sorry. Yeah, I guess I do. Sometimes.”

The truth was, I hadn’t been. Not consciously. Not while we were chasing a griffin in Greece and visiting Babylon. But the thoughts of home had built up in a dark corner of my brain. Every once in a while a mental light would flick on. Like when we went to Ohio. And here in the tennis court. I could see Dad hunched over at the base line, wearing his weird tennis hat with drooping white ear flaps. I could picture Mom, too, as if she’d never passed away. She was sneaking up behind him, lifting the flaps as if they were bunny ears . . .

“Wake up, Jack!”

Aly’s voice shocked me into reality. The ball whizzed past my ear, landing just inside the line. “Whoa. Can we do that one over?”

“No,” Aly said with an are-you-kidding laugh. “Fifteen-love.”

We volleyed back and forth, the rackets making a sharp mmmock! sound on contact.

Mock! “My brother, Josh, is good,” Aly said. “He gave me lessons. Maybe you’ll meet him someday.”

Mock! “Mom is the killer tennis player in our family,” I said. “Awesome serve.”

Mock! “You never talk about her,” Aly said.

Mock! “What?” I replied.

Mock! “Your mom. You always talk about your dad. Did they split?”

The ball sailed over the fence and into the jungle. I twirled my racket and watched it. “My mom died.”

Aly looked mortified. “Sorry, Jack. I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s okay,” I said. “I still think about her in the present tense, even though I was pretty little when it happened.”

Aly was over on my side of the court now. “When what happened?” she asked gently, quickly adding, “If you don’t mind my asking.”

“I don’t mind,” I said. “My mom was a really good athlete. She liked to go on these exotic trips with her geologist friends. Dad didn’t like going so much. He’d stay home with me. That was before he had all these long business trips. Anyway, Mom spent months preparing for some hike in Antarctica. She was so excited. Dad and I were following her trek in the cold, through this awesome video feed, when a snowstorm hit . . . It was really bad. We could hear yelling. Then the yelling got drowned out by the wind. Dad says I started screaming, like I knew what was about to happen. The screen turned totally white . . . and then nothing . . .”

As the memory came back, I realized why I never talked about this. It still hurt so much. When the image went black I felt like my entire body had snapped in two.

Aly put a hand on my shoulder. “Oh, Jack . . .”

“We lost the connection,” I said, looking away. “Later we found out that the team had wandered off course. They were near this huge, deep crevasse. They’d been warned not to go there, but their equipment failed. They . . . they never found her.”

“I’m sorry,” Aly said.

Her hand brushed down the side of my arm and touched my hand. I turned toward her. Her face wasn’t where I expected it to be. It was so close I could see the contours of a tear flowing down her cheek. Somehow I didn’t mind it.

“Yo!” Something hard and rubbery smacked the side of my head and I jerked away. Marco was running toward us, through the gate. “Excuse me. Didn’t mean to break up your precious moment.”

Aly scooped up the basketball and whipped it toward his face. Marco caught it easily and twirled it on the tip of his index finger. “Can you guys do this?”

I stood there, dumbfounded, not really comprehending Marco’s request. Not really comprehending anything. “No,” Aly and I both said at the same time.

Marco gave the ball another spin. “It’s amazingly easy. I’ll teach you. A clinic for G7W geeks! Hey, if Mr. Maps can improve, you can, too. . . .”

“Helllllp!” A shout from Cass made the ball spill off Marco’s finger. He whirled around. Cass wasn’t on the court.

“Brother Cass?” Marco muttered, taking off like a shot in the direction of Cass’s call.

Dropping our rackets, we followed. Together we charged into the underbrush. “Cass!” I called out.

We got about thirty feet when I saw Cass’s curly brown hair, threaded with leaves. He was stuck in a tangle of vines, thrashing his arms. “Leonard’s gone!” he cried.

Marco ripped the vines off him. “Gone? That thing could barely move.”

“Here, Leonard!” Cass shouted, looking around desperately.

We fanned out into the jungle. The bushes were thick, the trees dense. Above us, birds cawed loudly. Aly and I gave each other a look. “I say we find another one and pretend it’s Leonard,” Aly said. “A healthier one.”

“Um, we may not need to,” I said, gesturing back the way we’d come.

Through the trees was a flash of red hair. Aly and I tiptoed closer. At the edge of the jungle, not far from where we’d started, was a park bench. It had probably once been in the open, but now it was nestled in the overgrown jungle.

On the bench was a pair of massive shoulders and a hefty frame that made the bench sag in the middle. “Torquin?” I said.

He turned. In one hand was a baby bottle. In the other was Leonard. “He took one ounce,” Torquin said.

“What do you think you’re doing?” shouted Cass, barreling through the woods.

“Didn’t want to bother game,” Torquin said. “Made formula.”

Cass plopped himself down on the bench. “What kind of formula?”

“Protein. Mashed-up bugs. Some scorpion. Syrup,” Torquin said, nuzzling the bottle into Leonard’s mouth. “Good stuff. I take every morning.”

“I don’t believe this,” Marco said with a groan.

“Does he like it?” Cass asked, smiling down at Leonard.

“Yummers,” Torquin said. “I can keep? When you leave tomorrow?”

We all looked at him blankly.

“Oh. Forgot,” Torquin nodded. “Professor says Shelley will be ready tonight. Wheels up at daybreak.”





CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

BACK IN BABYLON

“YA . . . HMM-MMM-MMM . . . OHHHH . . .” The chopper was shaking as Torquin bounced along to some tune coming through a set of thick headphones.

“Will you keep it still? We’re getting air sick!” Aly shouted from the backseat, where we were sitting.

Torquin pulled one of the phones away. “Sorry. Favorite group. Wu Tang Clan.”

In the copilot seat, Marco turned toward him. “Yo, Tork, do you do karaoke?”

Torquin made a face, snapping the headphone back in place. “Japanese food gives heartburn.”

Marco was laughing. I wished I could have his attitude. Aly’s hands were gripping the rests, her knuckles practically white. Cass looked like he was about to hurl. My eye was on the window, where I could see the distant speck of our second helicopter. That one contained Professor Bhegad, Nirvana, Fiddle—and in the cargo hold, Shelley. It was descending as fast as we were, down toward the camp on the Euphrates.

Calm down, I told myself. I went over all the stuff we’d discussed at the KI:

 

1. We would not be blamed for the earthquake. No one in Babylon would have a reason to make the connection between it and us.

2. Shelley would be easy to activate. We would have to figure out how to get back into the Hanging Gardens.

3. Our biggest challenges would be the animals and the guards. And Kranag, if he was still alive. Bhegad had given us all kinds of repellents, flashing devices, pepper spray, flammable liquid.

 

Back at the KI, it had all sounded so optimistic. We’d accepted Numbers One and Two without question. Number Three had seemed like a minor inconvenience.

Now, as we drew closer, I saw everything in a clearer, more realistic light.

We were out of our minds.

“Prepare for landing,” Torquin said.

Below us, I could already see the sand being whipped up by our blades. On the banks of the Euphrates, the remaining members of the KI team were swarming out of the tents to greet us. We set down gently. As we climbed down and rushed toward the water, we ran a gauntlet of high fives, shouts of good luck, pats on the back.

Professor Bhegad rushed into the midst of it all, with a tight smile and an impatient wave of the hands. “Let us save the big party for when Shelley returns. This is Journey Number Two. May it be the last.”

“Try Journey Number Three for me,” Marco reminded him.

“Yes, well,” Professor Bhegad said, “to the river, shall we?”

A caravan of KI scientists walked with us to the water’s edge. It was all happening so fast. Aly, Cass, Marco, and I caught our breaths. My heart was thumping.

“Be careful,” Torquin said.

“Aren’t you coming with us?” I asked.

Professor Bhegad answered for him. “We thought about it. It certainly was an option, now that we know it is possible to take along a non-Select. But we decided that you already have relationships with the Babylonians, and the introduction of someone new, with no knowledge of the language or culture, might arouse suspicion.”

“In other words, you are on your own,” Torquin said. He did not look disappointed.

Nirvana presented a backpack to Marco. “Inside this is a heavy-duty, ziplocked plastic bag,” she said, “with your four slave tunics, sandals, and Shelley.”

I peeked inside. Shelley had been folded up into a curved trapezoid.

“Go directly to the Hanging Gardens and deploy Shelley immediately,” Bhegad instructed us. “It has been designed so that even a Torquin can activate it.”

“Simple tap,” Torquin said, poking Professor Bhegad so hard that he stumbled away.

“Perhaps with not so much . . . verve.” Bhegad removed his glasses, wiping them on his shirt. “As for the method of approaching the Loculus, I will leave that to you. So if everything is ready . . . Godspeed, my children.”

Cass turned to Torquin. “Take good care of Leonard,” he said.

“Like he was my own son, but a lizard,” Torquin said. He put one of his fleshy hands on my shoulder, another on Cass’s. “Have fun. Chisel us a postcard.”

He snorted and wheezed in his Torquinian version of a laugh, and I knew he’d been practicing the joke all day.

I turned toward the Euphrates. Aly squeezed my hand briefly. I checked my pocket and felt the outline of a small hand mirror. It was a present I’d made my mom in second grade, lacquered on the back with a photo of her, Dad, and me playing in the snow. Since my conversation with Aly on the tennis court, I’d decided I wanted it with me at all times. Seeing the photo gave me hope and strength.

We ran until the water was too deep. I closed my eyes and jumped.

 

“Haaaa!” Marco yelled, tumbling out of the river on the Ancient Babylon side. He reached in and pulled Cass ashore. “Getting better at figuring where to come out!”

Cass was gasping for breath. “I don’t know . . . how many more times . . . I will be able to do this.”

Aly and I swam to the bank. The trip through the portal had been smooth. Much quicker than the last time. Marco was right. We were getting good at this.

I sat on a rock to catch my breath. It was dark but the moon was bright, and it took me a moment to remember that even though we’d been gone four days, only a little more than an hour had passed in Ancient Babylon.

Marco was running around, collecting rocks the size of his biceps. He pushed each one into the sand until the rocks formed a large lambda shape. “I know Brother Cass can memorize this stuff, but ordinary Immortals like me need a marker.” Marco paused to look proudly at his handiwork, then began pulling the uniforms out of his pack. “Okay, campers, remember the drill. We find Daria and tell her how important this mission is. How we are trying to help the rebels by preserving Babylon. We talk her into going to the royal gardens with us. We wear some kind of disguise. We’re her cousins who don’t speak Aramaic. If Crag-face is gone, we’re in. If he’s not, we get him with the darts and then go for the Loculus. Easy-peasy, lemon-squeezy.”

“That is such a dumb expression,” Aly said.

Cass, Marco, and I walked off behind a dense thicket to change into the tunics. I folded my clothes up and put them in a pile. At the last minute, I fished out the mirror and took a long look at the photo. Carved into the wood below it was my happy birthday message. Dad had inscribed the back of the photo, and over time his message had started to bleed through.

[image: images]

Martin, Anne, and Jack—Happy McKinleys!

Marco was looking off into the bushes. “So. Guys. You get a head start. I’ll follow. I—I think I just ate too much for lunch.”

“You have got to be kidding,” Aly said. “Again? What’s with you?”

“What do you mean, again?” Marco asked.

“This happened at the palace,” Aly said. “The time shift affects your digestive system and no one else’s.”

“I’m human, all right?” Marco said. “Just go. Now. Trust me, you guys won’t want to be downwind of me for about a hundred yards.”

“Good point,” Cass said.

We bolted. Marco was Marco.

It was a short trek out of the wooded area and onto the side of a large field of grain. The moon had sunk toward the horizon, and the sky had a predawn glow. I caught the comfy whiff of a wood-burning fireplace, which reminded me of home—until I realized it may have been the lingering scent of Kranag’s destroyed cottage.

Even in the dim moonlight I could see signs of the earthquake damage we’d caused—gullies running through the field, cracked earth, a wooden hut caved in on one side. People were running in and out of the city via the moat bridge, under the watchful eye of the tower guards.

We fell in with the crowd and snuck through the gate. I’m not sure if the tower guards saw our faces or not, but there was more than enough chaos to keep them busy.

The streets of the outer city were still damp. Some roofs had been blown off, and carts lay broken and abandoned. In and out of alleyways, people chased animals that had run loose during the storm. We trudged for about a half hour before we reached the higher gate—the one to the inner city and Etemenanki, the Tower of Babel. The air had the silvery glow of early morning now, and I was starting to worry about Marco. “Should we wait here for Superman?” I asked.

“He probably took a shortcut,” Cass said. “I bet he’s at the cottage already.”

Aly nodded. “Any reason to gloat.”

The rising sun showed a market in chaos, with people passing buckets of water. The souk stand where the guards had eaten lamb earlier was a smoldering pile of charred wood. I hoped desperately that no one had been hurt. I felt guilty. We’d caused this.

The burning smell hurt my eyes as we walked up the sloped street toward Etemenanki. I thought we might be stopped at the entrance to Ká-Dingir-rá, the palace grounds. But to our relief, the guards nodded politely as we entered. Aly led the way, charging up the street. Cass and I nearly collided with three wardum children who ran out of an alleyway chasing some kind of bird that looked like a chicken.

Aly stopped short at the corner to the road that led to our guest house. She held up a finger and mouthed, “Wait!”

We came up beside her carefully. Up the road, a clutch of soldiers had gathered out front of the guest house, with Daria in their midst. Marco was nowhere to be seen.

Daria caught a glimpse of us and shook her head in a way that meant stay away. We backed down the road, out of sight of the house. Quickly I led us into the alley where the little kids had emerged. “I don’t like this,” Cass said. “Those guards were mad. We’re fugitives. We caused mass destruction!”

“They don’t know we did it,” Aly reminded him.

“Right, but they know we escaped,” Cass said.

I spotted a blur coming around the street corner. Daria’s face peered out of a shawl. She waved. She ran to us, her features taut with concern. “Where is Marco?” she asked.

“He went to the bathroom,” Cass said.

“He is taking bath?” Daria asked.

“Long story,” Aly said.

Daria nodded. “But you—why are you here? I left you at Mother’s Mountain. Were you caught in the earthquake?”

I glanced at Aly. “Sort of,” I said. “We ran away.”

“It is bad here,” Daria said. “Bab-Ilum needs much fixing. King wants all guards to help. He sent his men to get your house guards. They do not remember the darts that put them to sleep. But they are angry you left. Did you get what you needed?”

“No,” I replied. “We have to go back.”

“Go back?” Daria said. “This is not possible.”

“We have no choice,” I said.

“Please, get it another place!” Daria pleaded. “Did the guards at the garden see you? If they know your faces, they will be cruel. They will not let it happen twice.”

“Daria, I don’t know how to say this,” I said. “I know this is hard to believe. But we’re sick, and we will die unless we get something from that garden. Something we can’t get anywhere else.”

Daria’s eyes softened. “You are sick?” she asked. “Marco, too?”

“We do not have long to live,” I said. “Unless we accomplish our task.”

Daria looked away. “Yes, well . . .” she said softly. “The Garden is full of wonders. I, too, have a friend who was once dying. I . . . I stole something from a tree . . . a fruit . . .”

“So you understand,” I said. “You’ll help us?”

Daria tightened her shawl. She glanced toward the guest house, her face showing a mixture of fear and uncertainty. “Stay here. Do not let the guards at the house see you. I will return.”

As she ran off, Aly and Cass sank to the ground, exhaling with relief.

I looked back the way we’d come. I could see through the gate and down a long, sloped path to the city plaza.

Marco was nowhere in sight.





CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

HIS JACKNESS

“GOOD EVENING FROM WBAB news,” Cass whispered. “We have reports of a small stink bomb near the Euphrates that nuked all wildlife within a hundred-yard radius.”

“Har . . . har . . . har,” Marco drawled, rowing us slowly across the river toward the Hanging Gardens. The sun was now above the horizon, giving us a hint of the sweltering day to come.

“The river reversed course, and the leaves shriveled and fell from trees,” Cass continued. “The soil was declared a toxic waste site—”

Marco flipped up the oar and splashed Cass with water. “Whoops.”

“Will you two grow up?” Aly hissed.

Cass was trying not to giggle. “Sorry, I just never saw anyone take so much time to—”

“I got lost, all right?” Marco said. “I wasn’t born with a GPS inside me.”

“There must not be much of anything left inside you now,” Cass said.

But Marco didn’t answer back. He was looking intently at the shore. The boat made a gentle shhhh as it scraped against the sandy bottom. Cass’s smile vanished as he stared up the slope toward the Hanging Gardens. I jumped out in the shallows and pulled us onto the sandy soil.

Daria stood slowly, glancing nervously at us. “I must convince them you are here to help with the earthquake damage. Hide your faces.”

She had brought us shawls, and we each pulled them over our heads. Daria scurried up the hill. The gate looked abandoned, but immediately a guard appeared. His face was sweaty, his arms dirty. He’d obviously been working on repairs.

We watched quietly as she spoken to him in a language that didn’t sound Aramaic. “How does she pick up so many languages?” Aly whispered. “She’s a genius.”

“Like you with tech,” Cass said. “Not to mention me with directions, and Marco with sports, and Jack with . . . his awesome Jackness.”

I ignored the comment. I didn’t want to think about how lame my Jackness really was. At the moment I was too scared to start feeling sorry for myself.

“You still have Shelley?” Aly asked.

“Locked and loaded,” Marco replied, patting his shoulder bag.

That’s when I noticed Marco’s tunic was on wrong. “You put that on backward,” I said.

“Huh?” Marco answered.

“Wait, you actually removed your tunic?” Aly asked. “You couldn’t keep it on while you—?”

“Aly, please . . . TMI!” Cass whispered.

The guard was raising his voice at Daria. He gestured angrily toward the Hanging Gardens. I could see that the upper level had been badly damaged by the quake. Its beautiful stone-columned crown was now rubble. Maybe half of the trellises on all levels were still intact. But Daria was talking calmly, nodding. I could see a tear running down the side of her face.

As she turned and walked toward us, she began singing softly. Beautifully.

The guard’s body seemed to sag as he listened.

“She’s a good actress, too,” Marco said.

“I think the word is manipulative,” Aly said.

“But it’s for a good cause,” I pointed out.

Looking exasperated, the guard came stomping toward us. Daria looked levelly at him, then let out a whistle—the three-note rebel signal.

The guard paused as he reached us. He peered curiously at our faces, then reached out and pulled off my hood.

His impassive face grew angry-looking. He muttered something I couldn’t understand, then pulled off Cass and Aly’s hoods.

As he reached toward Marco, Marco grabbed the guard’s hand. “Say ‘please.’”

The guard’s eyes grew wide. He shouted back to the other guards.

“He recognizes you,” Daria called out. “He saw you, when you left during the earthquake. He is angry that you sneaked in, even more angry that you ran away without helping. And Marco—”

“Sorry,” Marco said. “That guy bugged me.”

At the gate, two guards with long spears stood tensely.

“What do we do now?” Aly said.

“My favorite thing,” Marco said, crouching into what looked like a football stance. “Charge!”

I couldn’t believe it. He was running up to the gate, shouting wildly. He was also unhooking his pack—the pack that contained the emergency weapons Professor Bhegad had given us.

One of the guards chuckled. Both of them raised their spears and threw. The shafts bulleted toward Marco. He let go of the pack. But instead of falling to the ground, he stood, chest out.

“Duck!” I shouted.

I flinched as the spears converged toward Marco’s torso. At the last moment his right hand lashed out. Then his left. He turned, stumbling backward from the impact. I was sure they’d skewered him.

Dropping to one knee, Marco straightened his back and lifted both arms over his head.

He’d snatched the two spears in midair. “Two outs,” he announced.

Aly gasped. “That boy is going to give me a heart attack.”

The guards’ mouths hung open in astonishment. I was too focused on them to notice Daria’s guard, who had unsheathed a sword and was rushing Marco from behind.

“Marco!” Daria cried out.

Marco turned quickly. Too quickly. The spears he was holding clacked against each other behind his back. They were pointed in the wrong direction. He dropped one and struggled to turn the other around.

The guard was on him in an instant. He raised his sword and swooped it in a sidearm swing—directly to Marco’s neck.

“No-o-o-o!” Aly screamed.

I dived. I wasn’t going to make it. A scream ripped from my throat, and my eyes averted instinctively away from the horror. But not before I saw something black hurtling from the left toward the guard. A sharp clank. A spark.

In mid-stroke, the sword flew from the guard’s hand. It clattered harmlessly to the ground, far from Marco. The man shouted out in shock. He turned toward where the missile had come, the grove of trees by the river.

I saw a flash of green. Then another. Then two more, heading up toward the gate.

The guards all fell to their knees, clutching their necks.

Footsteps crunched over the rocky soil. Zinn emerged from the undergrowth, followed by Shirath, Yassur, and a small group of lean, strong-looking wardum. “Whoa,” Marco said. “Thanks, guys.”

They nodded toward Marco, but their eyes were on Daria. Zinn seemed full of questions. Daria spoke to them quickly. Her voice became tight, as if she were arguing. Finally she turned to us. “They do not understand what you are doing. It is dangerous to try to go to Mother’s Mountain. If you are on the side of the rebels, why do you do this alone?”

I took a deep breath. “Zinn has a point, Daria,” I said. It didn’t make sense to hide the truth anymore. “Okay, there is something inside Mother’s Mountain. It’s called a Loculus and it was stolen from a place called Atlantis. Its magic cut you off from the rest of the world and created Sippar. But what was stolen must be returned, Daria. Its absence has caused many people to die young. We will be next, if we don’t succeed.”

“We tried to remove the Loculus,” Cass added. “But that’s what caused the earthquake. Now we have a new plan. An empty Loculus of our own. We need to get it near yours, to connect the two. We will take some of what’s inside. Just enough. That’s what we really need. So the Loculus will stay. It will fill with more energy, the way a person makes more blood after they’re injured. And Babylon will continue to exist.”

Daria contemplated what we’d said. She turned toward the rebels and explained. They listened impassively, skeptically. Zinn especially seemed to have a lot to say.

Finally Daria turned to us and asked, “Zinn would like to know if Sippar is in your world.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head toward her and toward the rebels. They murmured among each other, and Yassur blurted something out.

“They want to know,” Daria said, “if we help you, will you allow us to see your world?”

“I can’t promise that—” I began.

“Yes!” Marco chimed in. “Yes, we can. Get us in there, guys. Daria, tell them to help us. And we’ll do whatever you want.”

Cass, Aly, and I gave him a baffled look, but his eyes were intent on Daria. He smiled as she turned to the others and explained once again.

“How could you say that?” Aly hissed.

Marco shrugged. “How could I not?”





CHAPTER FORTY

MISSILES OF SPIT

I STOOD AND followed the others at the entrance gate. Zinn and the rebels ran inside. “Wait here,” Daria said. “Zinn must be sure there are no more guards.”

“Arrr . . . !” came a guttural cry deep in the garden. Then a sharp whistle.

“All clear,” Daria said.

We sprinted over the lazy, winding paths. Daria led us to the inner wall, just inside which I could see a giant tree bowed with plump fruit. “When we are inside, Marco, take one of the pomegranates,” Daria said. “They are magic and will heal you when you’re sick.”

Marco boosted us all up and over. He climbed last, snatching a pomegranate off the tree as we began to run.

The screaming of the vizzeet hit us like a fist of sound when we emerged into the plaza of the Hanging Gardens. They spilled from among the fallen columns and the cracked-open walls, arms flailing, teeth gnashing. Missiles of spit hurtled toward us like poison rain.

“Yeeeeah!” cried Yassur, dropping to the ground, his hand clutching his eye.

Zinn and Shirath fell to their knees. With quick, sure movements, they picked darts from pouches and began blowing them into the horde. A vizzeet hurtled backward with a keening scream. It knocked over another three, who panicked and began clawing the first. “They do not like confusion!” Daria shouted, her shawl pulled protectively over her head. “Very nervous!”

“We noticed!” I said.

The darts flew fast, tinting the air with green. As vizzeet fell upon vizzeet, Daria and I crawled over to Yassur. Daria pulled a leather pouch from the sash around his waist, held his head back, and began dripping a clear potion from the pouch into his eye. I grabbed Yassur’s blowpipe, loaded it, and put it to my mouth.

The first three shots landed in the dust, but the fourth caught one of the mangy beasts in the shoulder. There were dozens of them now, as if the quake had knocked a whole new tribe of them out of their hiding place. Marco was on his knees beside me, pulling from his tunic pocket a set of matches, a balloon, a string, and a small flask.

“What are you doing?” Aly demanded.

“Kerosene from the KI!” he shouted, first wetting the string and then filling the balloon. He tied the end of the balloon tight and flung it toward the vizzeet. As it landed, just in front of them, he lit a match.

The flame shot along the soaked string. As the balloon exploded, the vizzeet retreated like a tide, rolling in the dirt, tumbling over each other. “Move!” Marco shouted.

We ran around the building. The carved oak doorway was shut fast. Marco reached the cubes first. “What’s the combo again?”

I reached around him and pulled: two . . . eight . . . five . . . seven . . . one . . . four.

The door opened into blackness. We stood at the threshold, willing our eyes to adjust, glancing at the empty chamber that was not empty.

Shirath and Daria raced toward us. Zinn was right behind them, helping Yassur. Marco turned, holding out his arms. “There are traps,” he said. “You cannot see them. We have to follow Cass. Narrow your shoulders.”

Cass took a deep breath. He stood before the opening, his eyes scanning the floor.

From the back of the chamber I heard a soft click. The back door slowly opened. Kranag.

But the skeletal old man was nowhere to be seen. In his place was a flash of yellow eyes. A low-slung body walking on all fours. A sleek, scaly neck.

“Hello, Mooshy . . .” Marco picked up the spear he had taken from the guards. He reared back with his arm.

“No!” Daria shouted. “One has been killed already. You must not kill this one!”

Its feet blindingly quick and sure, the mushushu ran the jagged pathway around the traps and leaped toward me with its jaw wide.

Marco thrust the spear. Daria screamed.

The point caught the mushushu in its flank and passed right through. With a croaking cry, the beast fell to the ground at my feet. I caught a rush of stinking, warm breath.

Daria, Shirath, and Yassur knelt before the beast. The mushushu convulsed on the ground, its mouth wide open but emitting only a soft hiss.

Its face began to change before my eyes. Below the skin, bones seemed to liquefy, shifting position. The lizard snout contracted, the buggy eyes sank inward. As the face became more human, the body was wriggling into a different shape, too.

“No . . .” Daria said, her face twisted into an expression of such shock that it almost made her unrecognizable.

People said he could become an animal himself . . . Daria’s words echoed in my head.

The mushushu was gone. Transformed.

We were staring into the face of Kranag.





CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

FALLING BACK

DARIA AND I knelt by Kranag. His mouth moved without sound, his papery-white face seeming to shrivel as we watched.

“Let’s go!” Marco said.

He was looking nervously to our left. I could hear the approach of distant footsteps. Shirath, Zinn, and Yassur were lifting Kranag’s body, taking it away from the front of the door.

In a moment I saw why.

Vizzeet began screaming, leaping down from the upper levels of the Hanging Gardens. Black birds swooped down out of nowhere. In a swarm, they descended on the lifeless body of the man who had controlled them.

I turned away. This was a party I did not want to see.

“That is disgusting,” Cass said.

“Forget that!” Marco urged. “Get us back to the Loculus, dude.”

Cass nodded. He turned and led the way into the chamber, zigging and zagging around the invisible traps. As we made our way to the back, Marco was sweating.

We were as careful as could be this time. This time, nothing shot at us and no gas tried to choke us. We felt our way around the cage and the spikes, which still jutted invisibly up from the ground.

“Okay, now,” Cass finally said as we safely reached the rear wall.

Marco unhooked his pack and pulled out Shelley. Setting the trapezoid quickly on the ground, he gave it a sharp slap.

With a clunk, Shelley fell over onto the dirt. “It’s not working,” Marco said in disbelief. “Bhegad said all we had to do was tap it!”

From the pit, the eerie music washed over me. I could feel all my senses sharpening, my vision focusing. I lifted the metal contraption. It was heavier than I expected, but I held it over my head.

Then I dropped it.

It landed hard on the ground. With a loud clang, it popped to full size, bounced up off the stone floor. It hit me square in the nose. Like a rubber ball, only metal and magical.

As I cried out in pain, Marco caught it in midair.

I took it from him and held it high. It was dull and bronze and strangely translucent. As I brought it toward the pit, I could see through to the other side of it. Holding it steady, I leaned in to find the invisible Loculus.

The music intensified. I knew I was disappearing, even though everything around me seemed pretty much the same. I could tell by the looks on my friends’ faces.

And by Daria’s gasp. “Where is he?”

“Disappeared,” Marco said. “But still here.”

Daria reached toward me but she stumbled on the invisible lip of the pit. Losing her balance, she fell forward, her hand smacking against the surface of the Loculus. Instinctively I grabbed her arm. Screaming, she lurched away.

We both stumbled back into the room. Marco thrust his arm to keep us from falling back into a potential trap.

Cass and Aly were staring, dumbfounded. “Daria disappeared,” Cass said.

“I know,” I replied. “I touched her.”

“Did you touch her right at the beginning?” Aly asked. “The moment she fell in? Because she vanished the moment she stumbled, Jack.”

“She . . . she touched the Loculus,” I said. “Are you telling me she vanished on contact? All by herself?”

Daria stared at me, then back at the now-invisible pit. “What is this thing, Jack? I—I can no longer see it.”

“Try to find it, Daria,” Cass said intensely. “Show us what you mean.”

Daria reached back toward the area and instantly dissolved to nothingness. “It is here!”

My mind was racing. “Daria,” I said, “when you told me the story of Kranag’s life, you said he came from a strange land. With some other people. A man with a strange mark. What did that look like? Do you know?”

“Nitacris spoke of it,” Daria said tentatively, stepping forward and materializing again. “Two lines of gray. Coming to a point at the top. On the back of his head.”

“Do you have it, Daria?” I asked.

“Why do you ask?” she said.

“Because we have it,” I replied. “All four of us. We are covering it up with dye.”

Daria looked at the floor. Slowly she lifted her arm and brought it around to the back of her head.

Then, for the first time since we’d met her, she removed the head scarf.

“I don’t believe this . . .” Aly whispered.

On the back of Daria’s head, amid the shock of red hair, was a white lambda.

Daria was one of us.





CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

THE MARK

“THAT INSANE LANGUAGE skill,” Marco said. “It makes sense now. Daria’s got G7W.”

“She’s also got a pedigree,” I said. “Because G7W comes from the royal family of Atlantis. Which means King Uhla’ar and Queen Qalani.”

Aly nodded. “Who had only two sons . . .”

“Daria,” I said. “Your parents . . . what do you know about them?”

“Nothing,” she said quietly. “I was a foundling. For my first years I lived on the streets, until I was taken into slavery. Nabu-na’id and Bel-Sharu-Usur often remind what a great kindness this was.”

“It’s got to be a lie,” Aly said. “She has to be Massarym’s daughter. It’s the only way she could have the mark.”

“Or Karai’s daughter,” Cass offered. “Or the daughter of Queen Qalani’s sister. Or King Uhla’ar’s cousin. Or the brother’s fifth cousin twice removed. Royal families can have a lot of people, Aly.”

Outside the cavernous room, Zinn and the others were shouting. I could see them sinking to their knees, blowpipes to their lips. Someone was coming.

“Forget the explanation,” Marco said. “Let’s go!”

I picked up Shelley. “How close do we need to get?”

But Shelley seemed to be giving me the answer. It began to pulse on its own, lifting upward, out of my palm and into the air. The Song of the Heptakiklos twanged through my body now. Marco, Cass, Aly, and Daria were cringing. They felt it, too.

I could no longer see the pit’s smoothly curved bottom. It was covered with a gaseous plasma of light, ebbing and swelling like a living cell. Before my eyes the contours of the Loculus began to form into a translucent sphere, a bright storm cloud of visible energy.

On the shining metallic rim of the pit, a red tile flared like the flash of a camera. Then the next one did, too, and the next and the next, until the light was circling the rim in a spinning pattern that zapped Shelley with electric jolts like lizards’ tongues. Inside, the ball of gas swelled steadily to fill the shape of the Loculus.

Shelley’s hinged metallic surface was becoming smooth. It changed colors, its dull brown growing silvery, until the two shapes were mirror images. When they were nearly touching, a shadowy bruise grew on the Loculus and another on Shelley—two blue-back shadows facing each other.

The plasma boiled violently as they came closer. It gathered below the bruise, pushing at it, then finally breaking through. The boom rocked the chamber, knocking us off our feet. The Atlantean energy blasted out of the black circle and into Shelley’s, with a force so strong I thought the contraption would vaporize.

“It’s working!” Cass said.

I could no longer see Zinn and the others outside. But I could hear yelling and a clash of metal. “What’s happening out there?”

“Must be more guards,” Aly said.

The Loculus was heating up, vibrating like crazy. I heard a bloodcurdling scream outside. A rebel slid across the pathway just outside the door, bloodied and screaming. “How many guards are there?” Cass asked.

Marco was staring at Shelley. “How long before this thing turns green?” he asked.

“An hour,” I replied.

Aly looked nervously at the door. “We won’t have that long!”

“No,” Marco said. “It’s not supposed to happen this way. The timing is all wrong.”

“What’s not supposed to happen?” I asked. “Timing of what?”

“Come on, Shelley babe, turn green,” Marco said, shaking it roughly. “Turn green!”

“Leave it alone, Marco!” Cass shouted.

I grabbed Marco’s arm. I was afraid he’d break the mechanical Loculus. “What has gotten into you? Let it do its work!”

Dropping his hands, Marco stepped back. He glanced over his shoulder toward the commotion outside. Behind him, Shelley was starting to make noises. To vibrate jerkily.

“Okay, guys,” he said, “you know who brought this Loculus here, right? I mean, the legend is pretty clear. . . .”

“Duh, Massarym, the evil brother of Karai,” Aly said. “This is no time for a history lesson, Marco—”

“And what did he do?” Marco demanded.

“Stole the Loculi and hid them in the Seven Wonders!” I shouted.

“He did it because Karai wanted to destroy them!” Marco said. “Karai was mad at his mom, Qalani, for doing what she did. And he had a point. Isolating the Atlantean energy into seven parts was bad. It upset the energy balance. But Karai was too dumb to realize that destroying the Loculi would nuke Atlantis.”

“Marco, Atlantis was nuked anyway!” I said.

“Why are we talking about this now?” Aly demanded.

“Don’t you see?” Marco said. “Karai was wrong. If he’d just left the Loculi alone, he and Massarym could have done something. Repaired them. Adjusted the energy. Whatever. The smartest minds in the history of the world lived in Atlantis. But Massarym couldn’t convince his bro, so he had to take the Loculi—”

A shadow moved into the light. At the doorway, across the width of the cavern, stood a tall man in a simple brown robe, his face shrouded by a hood, his feet in simple leather sandals.

I had seen a similar outfit before—many of them—on a hillside full of monks on the island of Rhodes in Greece. Monks who were protectors of the relics of the Colossus of Rhodes. Who called themselves Massarene, after the Atlantean prince they worshipped. Who, under the leadership of a guy named Dimitrios, had tried to kill us.

Cass and Aly backed away slowly as the man put his hand on either side of his hood and pulled it down. In the darkness, his salt-and-pepper hair looked mostly black.

It can’t be. I stared at him, blinking.

“Brother Dimitrios?” Aly said.

“Well, well,” the man replied in a heavily accented voice, “what a pleasure to be sharing such a rousing adventure with old friends.”

“What are you doing here?” I demanded. “How can you possibly be here?”

As two other hooded figures moved into the torchlight, Brother Dimitrios said, “I would be rude if I did not introduce my colleagues, Brothers Stavros and Yiorgos. We are here to collect something we have sought for a long time.”

Were they Select? Impossible! They were way too old.

He doesn’t see the traps—the projectiles, the gas . . .

“Come and get us,” I said with a smile.

Brother Dimitrios threw back his head and laughed. “Nice try, my boy. We know what’s in here. You see, we have been briefed by one of the best. An expert at both access and intelligence. A young man with his heart and mind finally in the right place.”

“You found another Select?” Cass asked.

“I didn’t need to.” Brother Dimitrios looked into the chamber and smiled. “Good work, Marco.”





CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

THE BETRAYAL

“MARCO . . . ?” CASS SAID, his face bone-white.

Marco looked away.

I tried not to see that. I tried to tell myself that he was looking at the Loculus. That he would run safely through the booby-trapped room, lunge at Brother Dimitrios, and punch him in the face for his brazen lie. But he said nothing. No denial at all. Which meant he had betrayed us. The idea clanged around inside my head. It was impossible.

Daria looked utterly baffled. “Marco, who is this man? Is this your father?”

“No, it’s a thief, playing a mind game!” Aly said. “Don’t listen to him. He thinks we’re dumb, gullible kids.”

“Am I playing games, Brother Marco?” Dimitrios called from the door.

Marco looked away. “You’re early,” he mumbled.

“Beg pardon?” Dimitrios asked.

Sweat was pouring down Marco’s face. “Remember what we said, dude? By the river? After I brought you here? My peeps were going to put Shelley in place and take the Loculus. I was supposed to have time to talk to them. About . . . the truth and all. Then I would signal you.”

“Ah, my apologies,” Brother Dimitrios said. “But circumstances have changed. The Babylonian guards are—were—more forceful than we’d anticipated. So if you don’t mind, the Loculus, please.”

My brain wasn’t accepting Marco’s words. He couldn’t be saying them. It sounded like a cruel joke. Like some evil ventriloquist was using him to pull a prank on us.

“I don’t believe this . . .” Aly murmured, her eyes hollow. “Marco, you brought them here. You’ve gone over to the Dark Side.”

“You can’t have the Loculus,” I said. “Absolutely not. We need to wait for Shelley to work. If you remove the Loculus too early, all bets are off for Babylon. This place will be sucked up into oblivion. Wiped off the face of the earth. Tell him, Marco!”

Daria stared at her. “Oblivion? What does it mean?”

“It is the place where Babylon is headed, unfortunately,” Brother Dimitrios said. “Where it should have gone, centuries ago, in the proper passage of time. This city exists outside of nature. You’ve had several free millennia, happy and content, while millions of deaths have occurred in the rest of the world.” He looked at each of us, one by one. “And as for Shelley, based on the writings of an nineteenth-century crackpot? I hate to disappoint you, but it is a comic-book contraption, nothing more. It cannot possibly work.”

Marco was looking guilty and confused, his eyes darting toward the back of the chamber. We all stood speechless, our brains racing to provide some sort of meaning to all of this. “You brainwashed him,” Cass said.

“It wasn’t brainwashing, Brother Cass,” Marco said. “I mean, think about it from his point of view. We total his monastery. We destroy the thing the monks had been guarding for years, right? Then we fly away, in full sight. So he tracks us to the hotel. And when I leave with the Loculus, he’s there. On the beach.”

“So what you told us was a lie!” Cass said.

“I left some things out, that’s all,” Marco said, “because you guys weren’t ready to hear it. Look, at least Brother D didn’t kidnap me, dude. Bhegad did that. Brother D didn’t take me from my home and stick me on a deserted island. The Karai Institute did that. Dimitrios? He just talked to me. About Massarym. About the snow job Bhegad has given us. About what the KI is really up to. He said, hey, go home if you want. He wasn’t going to force me to do anything—even after all the bad things we did to the monastery. But hearing the truth really knocked me out. I knew I couldn’t go home. Not yet. Because now we have a new job to do.”

“But . . . the tracker . . .” Aly said.

“We have ways of controlling those signals,” Brother Dimitrios said. “They are blocked by trace amounts of iridium. A patch, placed anywhere on the body, will do the trick.”

“Yes . . . iridium . . .” Aly’s face was wan. “So you listened to him, Marco, there in Rhodes. You came to Iraq and went looking for the Loculus. You figured out that only Select could pass through the portal. But then, after our discovery, with Leonard, you saw your opportunity to bring these guys through.”

“The morning after your treatment,” I cut in, “you went for a jog. The KI couldn’t find you.”

Marco nodded. “I used that iridium patch. Brother Dimitrios was camped about five kilometers north of the KI camp.”

“So while Cass, Aly, and I were recovering from our treatments, you had a secret meeting with these guys and told them we’d found the Loculus,” I barreled on. “And the extra good news that you could transport them to Ancient Babylon.”

Aly’s eyes were burning. “You used us, Marco. You lied. When you told us to go on ahead, because you had to relieve yourself—”

“You were bringing these guys over!” Cass blurted out.

Brother Dimitrios chuckled. “This is the excuse you gave them?”

“Okay, it was lame,” Marco said. “Hey, it was hard work, guys. I had to move fast. Don’t look at me like I’m a serial killer, okay? I can explain everything—”

“And we will, on the way,” Brother Dimitrios interrupted.

“On the way where?” Aly demanded.

Marco opened his mouth to answer, but nothing came out. Brother Dimitrios was glaring at him. Brother Yiorgos handed him a sturdy metal box. He flipped open the lid. It was empty inside, and just big enough to hold a Loculus. “Bring it to me. It’s time.”

Marco turned, lunging toward the invisible orb.

I don’t remember if I cried out. Or what exactly I did. I only remember a few things about the next few moments. Shock. The weight of Marco’s invisible body against mine as he rushed to the door with the Loculus.

He knocked me off my feet. I hit the ground next to Shelley, which had not turned green. Nowhere near.

“Watch it!” Aly screamed, as a shower of bronze knives dropped from the ceiling. I rolled away as they clattered to the ground.

Marco had managed to run straight through, his reflexes quicker than gravity.

“Follow me!” Cass said.

“Wait,” I said, looking down at the wheezing bronze sphere known as Shelley. It looked pathetic to me now. A comic-book contraption.

Maybe not. Picking it up, I dropped it into the pit. As it clanked sadly to the bottom I turned to go. “Okay, Cass, get us out before the place blows.”

He led us back out through the booby-trapped room. We were all so numb with shock we barely paid attention to where we put our feet. It was a wonder we didn’t get nailed by a new trap. Or maybe by now we’d sprung them all.

A moment later we were outside. We stared into the faces of several more Masserene monks, at least a half-dozen of them. But Marco and Brothers Dimitrios, Stavros, and Yiorgos were nowhere to be seen. “Where did they go?” I demanded.

The ground shook. An Archimedes screw toppled to the ground in a shower of dust and water. Vizzeet were scattering to the winds, leaving behind the rags and bones that were once Kranag. Black clouds roiled angrily in the sky, lit by flashes of greenish lightning.

The monks stood stock-still. From all sides, the rebels were advancing. Most of them held blowpipes to their lips. Zinn was screaming at Daria, and Daria shouted back to them.

“What are they saying?” I asked.

“They think these men are your people,” Daria said. “I explained they are the enemy. Oh, yes—one other thing.”

“What was that?” I asked.

“I told them to fire away.” Daria pulled me forward with all her strength. I held tight, racing through the garden grounds. Behind us, I could hear the groans of Massarene monks as they fell to the ground. Lightning flared, and a massive ripple ran through the ground, as if a giant beast had passed just underneath our feet.

We scaled the inner wall, dropping to the other side. As we landed, I heard the crack of gunfire.

“No!” Aly cried out. “We have to go back! They’re killing the rebels!”

But the wall itself was crumbling now. We had to run away to avoid being crushed.

I looked back through the opening and saw the Hanging Gardens of Babylon collapse into a cloud of black dust.





CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

YOU HAVE TO LEAVE

WE RAN ACROSS the furrows of grain. A farmer screamed as a team of oxen dropped into the earth, out of sight. We fell to the ground, barely missing the crack that grew across the soil like a grotesque opening zipper.

“Stop here!” Marco’s voice cried out.

He materialized at the edge of the farm, not twenty yards in front of us. “Go through the city and directly to the river!” he shouted. “I’ll take the old guys and come back for you!”

He grabbed a satchel from Brother Stavros’s shoulder and pulled out a glowing Loculus. A visible one. The one we’d taken from Rhodes. Marco must have dug it up when he was bringing the Massa in.

When he was betraying us.

He knelt again and vanished. I saw the satchel bulge and realized he was storing the invisibility Loculus. As he materialized once more, the three Massarene gathered around him and put their hands on the flight Loculus. Together they rose high above the farmland. The men let out frightened shouts, scissoring their legs like little kids. In another circumstance, it might have looked funny. But not now. Not when we’d been betrayed by one of our own.

Not when we were destroying an entire civilization.

“He . . . he is truly a magician . . .” Daria said, looking up at Marco in awe. “Will he be safe?”

“Don’t worry about him!” I said. “Let’s go!”

Daria and I ran together across the field, with Cass and Aly close behind us. Daria looked bewildered but determined. How little she knew.

The Ishtar Gate was looming closer. One of the moat walls had cracked, and a crocodile was climbing out onto the rubble. It eyed Cass and Aly as they took a wide berth around it. The turrets of the gate were empty. One of them had partially collapsed. As we sprinted through the gate’s long passageway, we had to shield our heads from falling pieces of brick. We burst out the other side into utter chaos. The stately paths of Ká-Dingir-rá were now choked with fallen trees. Boars, fowl, and cattle ran wild, followed by guards with bows and arrows. I saw mothers scooping up children and running into houses with broken doors, teams of wardum carrying the injured away from harm.

“Daria,” I shouted as we ran, “you have to leave this city! It’s not safe any longer.”

“This is my home, Jack!” she replied. “And besides, I can’t—Sippar will stop me.”

“The mark on your head—we have it, too,” I said. “It gives us special powers. We can take you through Sippar. To safety!”

We were approaching Etemenanki now, the turnoff to the wardum houses. I felt Daria let go. “I must help Nitacris and Pul!” she shouted.

“You can bring them with you!” I said, following after her. “And your other friends—Frada, Nico. If they hold on to you and don’t let go, they can come, too!”

She stopped. “Go, Jack. You must think of yourself. We will follow if we can.”

“You have to come now,” I insisted. “Later may be too late!”

She shook her head. “I cannot leave them, Jack. As you can never leave Aly and Cass.”

It hurt to hear her leave out Marco’s name. And it hurt more to know I could not change her mind.

“You promise you’ll follow later?” I asked.

I felt Cass pulling me from behind. “What are you doing, Jack? Run!”

“Go out the nearest gate,” I shouted to Daria. “Keep going until the trees begin, then head for the river. Look for the rocks arranged like a lambda—the shape on the back of your head. When you dive in, head for a glowing circle and swim through to the other side! Anyone who is touching you can come through with you. Will you remember that?”

A loud boom knocked us to our knees. The top of Etemenanki tilted to one side. A crack ran from the top level downward, slowly widening, spewing dried-mud dust. I could see courtiers racing out of the building.

“Jack! Cass!” Aly’s voice cried out.

“You must leave, Jack—now!” Daria shouted.

“Promise me you’ll remember what I just said!” I shouted.

“I will,” Daria replied. “Yes. Now go!”

Now Aly was pulling me, too. I shook her and Cass loose. Daria was running back to her quarters. For a moment I thought of running after her.

“Jack, they’ll be all right!” Aly said. “I don’t believe Brother Dimitrios. Either Shelley will work, or Daria will come through the portal.”

“How can you be sure?” I said.

She drew me closer. “You and I have a lot to do still. If the Massa gets ahold of the Loculi, there will be more deaths. Us, for example. I will not lose you, Jack. I refuse.”

I looked over my shoulder. Daria had disappeared around the corner. “Okay,” I said. “Let’s book.”

We raced through the city streets. By now they were a catalog of damage and destruction—roofs blown off houses, milk cans strewn about, injured animals screaming. I saw an old woman sitting against the side of a house, cradling a man in her arms. I had no idea if he was dead or alive.

When we arrived at the river edge, Brother Dimitrios and the Massarene were already there. They seemed fewer in number, thanks to the actions of the rebels. But as far as I was concerned, one Massa was too many.

The Loculi had been packed in two satchels. The Massa had them now. We had lost, and we would have to deal with it.

“I’m going to bring these guys through, two by two,” Marco said. “It’ll take a few trips. Or you guys can help me.”

Aly, Cass, and I stood on the riverbank with our arms folded.

“I will stay for last,” Brother Dimitrios said, giving us a stern glance. “To make sure all goes as planned.”

With a shrug, Marco held out his arms. Brothers Yiorgos and Stavros held on tight. Together they ran into the water.

 

I don’t remember much of the trip, except that I burst through to the other side near one of the monks Marco had apparently just pulled through. He was gasping with panicked high-pitched squeals, like a little kid. “Okay . . . I’m okay . . .” he kept saying.

I could see Cass, Aly, and Marco bobbing on the river, not far away. I trod water, catching my breath. Testing my body for symptoms of sickness. What if we were to collapse right now, the way we had last time we came back from Babylon? Where was the KI?

I looked downstream, to where I knew the compound would be. All I saw were piles of blackened canvas and debris.

On the riverbank, Brother Stavros had sidled over to keep an eye on me. “What did you do to the KI compound?” I demanded.

“We had to take action,” Brother Yiorgos shouted.

“Action?” My stomach sank. The water temperature seemed to drop twenty degrees. I scanned the shore but saw no signs of life. “Are they alive?”

“Never mind,” Yiorgos said. “Come to shore.”

Professor Bhegad . . . Torquin . . . Fiddle . . . Nirvana. What had happened to them? Had they escaped? Been taken prisoner?

I didn’t want to imagine the worst. I never thought I’d feel so much for the people who’d captured me in the first place. But compared to the Massa, the KI seemed like a bunch of happy aunts and uncles.

We were near a stretch of riverbank, barren but for a dusty, new-model van. “I would advise you to swim with us,” Brother Dimitrios called out. “The vehicle is very comfortable on the inside. And quiet. We will have much to discuss.”

Yiorgos was swimming toward me, looking suspicious, as if I were going to swim away—to what? No one was there to rescue us now. “I’m coming,” I grumbled.

Marco was already near the shore, holding tight to Cass. Aly wasn’t far behind. I swam hard against the current. Each time my face lifted out of the water, I noticed the empty, peaceful opposite shore. It was hard to imagine that right now, in a dimension we could not see, a ziggurat was falling in super slow motion. The earth was opening up, fires were spreading, and an entire city was on a crash course with destruction.

After Sippar busted up, what would happen to Babylon? Would it be pulled apart like taffy, exploded like a bomb—or just vanish into space? We knew that time had split almost three millennia ago. But how did time de-rift?

And where was Daria?

I glanced backward. If she took an hour to reach the shore in Babylon, she would show up a week and a half from now. I’d be long gone. She would emerge into a world beyond her most bizarre imaginings.

If she came.

“Brother Jack!” Marco shouted. He and the others were walking in waist-deep water now. As I let my body drop and my feet touch the sand, I could see three more Massarene on the shore. They looked almost laughable in their brown robes and sandals, carrying rifles in hand. But no one was smiling.

“If we run away, what will you do?” I said. “Shoot us? How will you explain that?”

“Dear boy,” Brother Dimitrios said, “you do not want to find the answer to that, and neither do we.”

“Give these guys a chance, Brother Jack,” Marco urged. “You might be surprised.”

Cass was staring at the remains of the camp downstream. Tears inched down his cheeks. “Brother Jack . . .” he said, practically spitting the words. “What do you know about brotherhood, Marco?”

Aly put her arm around his shoulder. The two of them turned to the van. I was in no hurry. My face felt funny, my chest as if it had expanded a whole other size. I looked back over the water, scanning the surface against all logic for another face. Hoping to hear another voice, accented with Aramaic, calling my name.

But I saw nothing.

Someday, I knew, I would have to forget. But I would never forgive.





CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

AN EXPLANATION OF SORTS

TRAITOR.

Two-faced liar.

Monster.

The words tumbled through my brain each time I looked at the back of Marco’s head. He was in the front seat of the helicopter, sitting between Brother Dimitrios and Stavros, who was the pilot. A sack and a box rested on the ground between Marco’s feet, each containing a Loculus. To my right, in the backseat, were Yiorgos, Cass, and Aly. We were flying at breakneck speed. Stavros was a better pilot than Torquin, but not by much.

I was numb. I fiddled with the bracelet Brother Dimitrios had slapped on my wrist, secured with an electronic key. We all had them, bands that contained iridium alloy. The KI—whoever was left of them—would not be able to track us. I didn’t really care anymore. All I could think about was the look on Daria’s face the last time I saw her. The concern for the sick little boy, Pul. Like nothing else mattered. Like her world was not going to vanish after two thousand seven hundred years.

Marco was talking. Explaining. But his words drifted through the noisy chopper as if they were in some alien language. Now he was looking at us, expecting an answer. “Brother Cass?” he said. “Aly? Jack?”

Cass shook his head. “Didn’t hear it, don’t want to hear it.”

“We trusted you,” Aly added. “We risked our lives with you, and you were working for the enemy.”

Brother Dimitrios turned to us. “I’m afraid we took you from the enemy, children,” he said, shaking his head ruefully. “Crazy old Radamanthus and his pointy-headed Karai groupies . . . they have infiltrated your mind, haven’t they?”

“Did you tell them about the KI, Marco?” Cass snapped. “Did you give up their secrets? You sold them out, too?”

“We still don’t know their location,” Brother Yiorgos said. “We can block the tracker signals—that’s easy—but decrypting them is beyond our capabilities. Marco couldn’t figure the KI location. But he said you might be able to.”

“He was wrong,” Cass said.

“I knew Bhegad, long ago,” Brother Dimitrios said. “He was my professor at Yale. Not a good teacher, I’m afraid. He disappeared in mid-semester, leaving behind an odd note. He was going away to a secret think tank to determine the fate of the world! Genetic and historic consequences! Most scholars deemed it flat-out loony. It seems that while studying the works of Herman Wenders, Professor Bhegad came across the diary of Wenders’s son, Burt. A deluded boy, feverish and about to die, who believed his father had found a secret island, the remnant of Atlantis. Legend has it that Wenders and his people set up a permanent base there, which only they could locate. It became the home of a secret Karai cult. The Dark Side.” He chuckled. “Until now, I believed it to be a fiction. I thought old Radamanthus was dead.”

“If they’re the Dark Side, what are you?” Aly grumbled.

“Tell me, what did Bhegad say?” Brother Dimitrios went on, ignoring Aly. “That you will die unless the seven Loculi are returned to the Circle of Seven? Hmm?”

He knew about the Heptakiklos, too! “Did Bhegad leave that info in his note at Yale, or did a little bird tell you?” I asked bitterly.

Marco’s face blanched.

“Before you were captured,” Brother Dimitrios said, “back in your hometown, you’d begun experiencing tremors— fainting spells caused by your genetic flaw. Then Bhegad whisked you away to this secret hideout. He keeps you alive, correct? He’s devised some . . . procedure. Something that keeps you healthy temporarily. But alas, the cure comes only after all seven Loculi are returned. Am I right so far?”

His eyes bore into mine. All I could do was nod.

“And he’s told you a story about a fair, golden-haired prince named Karai,” Brother Dimitrios continued. “His mother, Queen Qalani, played god by isolating the sacred energy source into seven parts. This upset the balance, creating havoc in the land. So the good prince Karai sought to destroy the seven Loculi. But his evil brother Massarym—a dark young man, of course, because dark is the color of villains, yes?—stole them away, causing the entire continent to implode. Something like that, was it? And you believed this?”

“Think about it, dudes,” Marco pleaded. “Think about how we felt when Bhegad told this story. Each of us tried to escape—and then we all tried together. But they were on to us. They brought us back and wore us down. So yeah, of course we came around—but not because we trusted him. For survival. Because we really didn’t have a choice.”

Cass and Aly were looking at the floor. None of us had a good response.

“Perhaps Prince Karai wasn’t such a saint after all,” Brother Dimitrios said. “Perhaps he was a foolish young man with a temper. Imagine if the saintly Karai had succeeded. He would have destroyed the Loculi, and the continent would have vaporized in an instant. Massarym took the Loculi away—for their protection.”

“Marco already gave us this line,” Aly said. “There’s one problem with it. Atlantis was destroyed!”

“Destroyed?” Brother Dimitrios snapped. “Really? You saw the Heptakiklos, no? Marco took the waters there. He came back from death. You know very well that a part of Atlantis remains today. It was not vaporized. The Karai Institute colonized it. Our rightful home!”

“Massarym saved Atlantis from totally being eighty-sixed,” Marco said. “Because he took the Loculi away. He hid them away for the future. For a time when people would know how to use them. Like now.”

“Bhegad has lied to you,” Brother Dimitrios said. “To him, people are a means to an end, that’s all. Like this supposed cure? If he were concerned about a cure, he’d set out to make one. Like our scientists did.”

“You have a cure?” I asked skeptically. “You’ve only known us since we kicked your butts in Rhodes!”

“No, we don’t have a cure,” Brother Dimitrios said simply. “I will not lie to you. I will always be direct. But we are working on one, and we’re very hopeful. And we may indeed have just learned about you in Rhodos, but you must remember that the Massa have been around for a long while. Although we had not met any Select personally before you, we have always known about G7W.”

Marco nodded. “These guys are the real deal.”

“I don’t care if they’re Santa Claus and his elves,” Aly snapped. “You broke our trust, Marco.”

“We were family,” Cass said softly. “We were all we had. And now we have nothing.”

He was on the verge of tears. Aly was looking out the window in a cloud of funk.

But I was sifting through Brother Dimitrios’s words in my brain. I had to admit, against all of my emotions, they made some tiny bit of sense.

I sat back in the chair, my head spinning. Was I being brainwashed?

Sleep on it, Jack. A problem that seems unsolvable always looks different in the light of a new day.

Dad’s words. I don’t have a clue how old I was when he said them. But they were stuck in my brain like a sticky note with superglue.

I glanced out the window. We were flying across the Arabian Peninsula, with the sun at our backs. Underneath us, the desert gave way to a great forked waterway. “There’s the Red Sea,” Yiorgos said. “We will stop soon to refuel.”

“It’s the ruins of Petra, to be accurate,” Cass muttered. “Passing due west from Jordan to Israel . . . Yotvata . . . An-Nakhl . . . So I guess you’re putting us on course for Egypt.”

“Very impressive,” Brother Dimitrios said. “Egypt is correct. The Karai are not the only ones with a secret headquarters. Theirs, apparently, is where the search for the Loculus ends. Ours is where it begins.”

“And ours is actually in one of the oldest of the Seven Wonders,” Yiorgos said proudly. “The oldest.”

“The only one that still exists,” Brother Dimitrios added.

Cass, Aly, and I shared a look.

We were heading for Giza, for the site of the Great Pyramid.





CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

HEADQUARTERS

THE GRAY JUNKER of a Toyota pulled to a stop. We had reached a small parking lot at the end of an access road that led from the highway. A sign at the turnoff read CAIRO: 14 KM. Behind us was an old minivan full of Egyptian Massarene. The security detail.

“Home sweet headquarters,” Brother Dimitrios said with a smile. “I think you’ll like Giza.”

Aly, scrunched into the backseat between me and Cass, was drenched with sweat. Some of it was probably mine. Egypt was even hotter than Iraq. Out my window was a cemetery of modest tombstones that stretched to the horizon, disappearing into the desert. We had just passed a village of modern, squarish buildings.

Could we escape there? I sized up the distance. It would be a long run.

Brother Yiorgos opened the passenger door and I stepped out. I’d been so focused on escape I hadn’t seen what was on the other side of the car.

The Valley of the Pyramids was nothing like the photos we’d seen in school. The stone structures were mountainous, higher than the Hanging Gardens. Their simple, no-nonsense lines made them somehow more powerful. They looked as if they’d heaved up from the sand by some violent force of nature. It made sense that this was the location of the only remaining Wonder. The pyramids seemed indestructible.

Three main ones towered over the desert landscape, their surfaces seeming to vibrate in the sun’s heat. Smaller versions dotted the landscape, along with acres of rubble and ruins. In the distance, three tour buses were pulling into a parking lot, and throngs of camera-toting tourists made their way toward the Big Three. The Sphinx, to the right, sat quietly looking away, content to ignore it all.

“Monuments, like skyscrapers—all built for the pharaohs’ corpses!” Brother Dimitrios said, getting out of the car. “Imagine! They make you into a mummy. They load you into an ornate chamber inside the pyramid, filled with treasures. There you stay forever, your spirit properly pampered. Because part of that spirit, the ka, was thought to remain behind in the real world. And it needed to be comfortable.”

“Kind of like a one ka garage,” Marco said with a grin.

“That is so not funny,” Aly muttered.

Brother Dimitrios began walking across the cemetery, gesturing for us to follow. “Only the Great Pyramid, the one farthest north, is considered to be one of the Seven Wonders. Naturally it’s the largest of the three, built for the pharaoh Khufu.”

“If it’s a Wonder, it has a Loculus,” I said. “Have you found it?”

“Alas, no,” Brother Dimitrios said, flashing a smile. “But now we have a team of experts. You.”

He stopped by a small wooden building, a hut with a rusted lock. Yiorgos began fumbling with keys. As we waited, Stavros’s cell phone beeped and he turned away, taking the call. Behind us, several Massarene goons in black jackets were leaning against their minivan, smoking and looking extremely bored.

For the first time since we met the Massarene, we were alone and out of earshot. Aly leaned in to Cass and me. “I say we run,” she said, looking toward the village. “We can do it.”

“Aly, no,” Cass said.

“They’re distracted,” Aly said. “They can’t shoot us because they need us. They don’t want to draw attention. The worst that can happen is they chase us. And we’re faster than they are.”

“This is not only impossible, but insane,” Cass said. “I can’t believe you’re even thinking about it!”

“They won’t be, either,” Aly said. “That’s exactly why it will work.”

I sneaked a glance toward the village. Getting there would mean sprinting up the access road, across the main highway, and over an area about the length of three or four football fields. In full view of everyone. Aly was edging away from us, her eyes on the distant road. A loud guffaw erupted from the Massarene. Some dumb joke.

Aly was sweating. Her eyes were red. “I don’t trust them,” she said. “I don’t trust any of them. Especially Marco. Marco is the enemy.”

Cass gave me an uncomfortable look. Our friend was losing it. “Aly,” I said, “you need some sleep. A problem that seems unsolvable always looks different in the light of a new—”

Aly lunged toward me and Cass and wrapped us both in a quick hug. “I love you guys!”

Before we could react, she bolted across the field, heading toward the main road. Her footfalls made small clouds in the dusty soil. Cass and I stood locked in astonishment.

“Get her!” Brother Dimitrios cried out.

Marco spun around from the wooden hut. “Is this a joke?”

He took off at a sprint. It was effortless for him. He was like a cheetah to Aly’s pony.

At the road, the goons jumped into the car. It sputtered, wheezed, and finally coughed to life. Its tires spun, squealing on the blacktop.

Do something. Fast.

The car was to our right. It veered off the road, making a beeline for Aly, coming diagonally across the field. If Marco didn’t get her, the goons would.

I ran forward, into the car’s path, screaming at the top of my lungs. Waving my arms.

Marco looked back over his shoulder at the commotion. The driver honked, swerving to avoid me. I matched every move, staying in his path. “Jack, watch out!” Marco cried.

The goons were leaning on the horn now. I heard the squeal of the brake pads. I planted my feet, staring into the grille as it came closer. I saw my reflection in the chrome and shut my eyes hard.

The impact came from the left side. Marco knocked me off my feet, wrapping me in his arms. We flew into the air, thumped to the ground, and rolled. I saw the car spinning out of control, its two right wheels lifting off the ground. Brother Dimitrios, Yiorgos, and Stavros ran for cover as the rear bumper plowed into the small wooden hut with a dull boom.

The car came to a stop, impaled in the wall. For a moment nothing happened. Then a welling up of voices from inside the hut. People were flowing out now, examining the wrecked car, crowding around Brother Dimitrios and his two men. I heard his voice shouting “Get her!” People were thronging toward us from the road—Massarene goons, tourists, townspeople.

Marco sprinted away into the crowd, after Aly. But he didn’t get far. I could see him stop cold, surrounded by people. I stood, looking into the distance.

Cass ran up beside me. “She did it,” he said. “She really did it!”

I looked around. Marco was gone. Brother Dimitrios and his henchmen were lost in the crowd. “Let’s go,” I said.

We took off, into the chaos. Cass nearly barreled into a thin teen with a backpack. I swerved around a family of five with five cell-phone cameras. As I broke away, a tall man in a white outfit smiled placidly at me.

I barely saw the wooden stick before it made contact with the top of my head.





CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

RESURRECTION

I FIGHT THE Dream this time.

I don’t want it. I need to wake up.

But it overtakes me with a swirl of gray-black, acrid smoke. I am running as fast as I can. I hear the screech of the griffin, the snarl of the vromaski. I know the end is near.

Who am I this time?

Which brother?

My stride is long, my legs thick. My arms are full. I am carrying papers. No, not paper. Long sheets of tree bark, ripped from the trunk, neatly stacked.

I plunge down a steep hill. My feet slip and I fall, head over heels. I land hard on my back against a bush. Its branches stab me in the neck, and I cry out.

Panting, I sit up. I have no time for delay. The thin sheets of bark are strewn about. Seven of them. Each one contains a sketch, made from charcoal. Two are of statues, a fierce warrior straddling a harbor and a Greek god. The other six: A magnificent tower beaming light into the sea. A tapered structure overflowing with flowers. A powerfully simple pyramid. A tribute to a goddess of the harvest. A tomb for the dead.

Seven Atlantean ideals, represented in statuary: Strength. Wisdom. Light. Beauty. Clarity. Rejuvenation. Respect.

They will stand forever, I think. We will die, but they will remind us. They will contain the seeds of hope. Of resurrection.

I gather them up and continue. I hear a sharp crack. The earth shakes. I know this feeling well. I know what happens now. The ground opens. But the crack is not beneath my feet. It’s much farther below. At the bottom of the hill. Someone is falling into it.

This is how I know I am Massarym. For I am seeing Karai from above. And I scream at the sight of my brother disappearing.

A face appears before me. A woman I know.

She is floating.

As I look into her eyes, the forest dissolves. The trees fade to a wash of light green, the sounds mute, and nothing matters at all.

I call her name over and over and over.





CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

FRAGMENTS

“I DON’T THINK so.”

I blinked upward into Cass’s face. His hair was haloed by a fluorescent ceiling light. I was in a glaringly bright room with puke-green walls and a tiled floor. My arm was attached to an IV stand, and by the wall was a wheeled table with beeping medical machines. “Huh?” I said.

“You called me Mom. I said, ‘I don’t think so.’”

“Sorry,” I said. “The Dream.”

The fragments of images dispersed like fireflies at daybreak.

Cass smiled. He looked like a little kid with a guilty secret. “She made it,” he said. “Aly. She disappeared into the crowd.”

“Really?” I sat up and immediately regretted it. My head throbbed, and I shot my hand up to feel a bump that was swollen and hard as a handball. “Ow. That’s amazing!”

“Yup, their knickers are totally in a twist over it,” Cass replied. “Sorry. That’s a Marco expression. But there’s some hope. Maybe the KI will find her.”

I sighed. “Not with that iridium band around her wrist.”

“Oh,” Cass said. “Right.”

The door opened. Brother Dimitrios entered, wearing scrubs. “Welcome, Jack! So sorry about André; he got a little overeager with his stick. We will be sure to set him straight. So good to see you up and about.”

“Wish I could say the same,” I grumbled.

“I bring good news,” he went on. “I know you must be concerned about your friend Aly’s well-being. But not to worry. Naturally we know where she’s gone, so I’m figuring a half hour . . . an hour, tops.”

“You’re lying,” Cass piped up, then immediately burst into giggles. “I can’t believe I just said that. Me, to a figure of authority. Ha! But it’s true. I can tell. Your mouth—it’s really . . . thgit!”

Brother Dimitrios’s smile fell. Now I was laughing, too.

Our lives these days were all about traps. Trapped on the island, trapped into going to Greece, to Ohio, to Iraq. Trapped inside some dank underground evil headquarters. Aly had broken the spell. Even if it was for an hour, a few minutes—she had done it. She was free.

“Well, it seems we’re in a giddy mood,” Brother Dimitrios said. “This is good. You must think we’re monsters. We’re not. And we’re not liars. You’ll see. There is much to do, much to show you. Including a surprise or two. Come.”

An orderly rolled a wheelchair into the room. Before I could say a thing, he lifted me into it and began rolling me down a hallway, following Brother Dimitrios and Cass.

We headed up a steep incline. The walls were painted with colorful murals depicting the building of the pyramids and the luxurious courts of the pharaohs. My good mood was slipping fast. It was bad enough to have been stolen away to a tropical island. I was just getting used to that. Now what? What were we supposed to do here? The place was clammy and cold and depressing. “Where are we?” I asked. “What happened to Marco?”

“I thought you’d never ask,” Brother Dimitrios said. “This is an as-yet unexcavated pyramid. At first our archaeologists thought it would be an early one, a simple mound. These preceded the bench-shaped mastabas, which were in turn followed by the so-called step pyramids that looked something like layer cakes. But we have found this discovery to be easily the equal of the wondrous pyramids in this valley—all built to comfortably house the bodies of pharaohs and the queens, who would bless the land forever. And now it houses us!”

“Guess the blessing ran out,” I murmured.

As we turned into another corridor, Brother Dimitrios had to duck under an uneven ceiling. “These particular pathways are original, thus a bit cramped. The pyramids seem rock solid from the outside, but they’re built with many inner corridors. All the original paths are at an incline. The pharaoh could travel up or down—up toward the sun god, Ra, or down to the ruler of the dead, Osiris.” He smiled. “Imagine, if you will, chambers stuffed with gold and jewelry—all designed to pamper the pharaoh!”

“Thanks for the history lesson,” I said with a yawn. “But if you expect us to be super-excited about hanging with dead pharaohs or with you, sorry. And if you expect us to be brainwashed like Marco, sorry twice.”

“You never told us where Marco is,” Cass said.

“You’re right, I didn’t,” Brother Dimitrios replied with a half-smile.

At the top of the incline was a big rotunda. We paused there. It was an impressive place with a polished tile floor. To the left and right were frosted glass doors leading to inner rooms. Straight ahead, at the opposite end of the rotunda, another pathway continued onward. The circular walls were painted with detailed scenes—a baby facing down a fierce griffin, a dark young hunter catching a vromaski with his bare hands, an old man surrounded by admirers on his deathbed. All from the life of Massarym, I figured.

But my eye was drawn to a portrait of a dark, bearded man sitting on a stone block, his fist on his chin as if in deep thought. Around him were images of the Seven Wonders, arranged like the Heptakiklos.

At his feet were seven sheets, each with a crude sketch of one of the Seven Wonders.

The breath caught in my throat. I’d seen those plans in a dream—a dream in which I was Massarym, and I had created them myself.

The orderlies wheeled us to the left, and Brother Dimitrios paused at a frosted glass door.

“Security clearance!” he announced.

A voice, odd and mechanical-sounding, boomed out from unseen speakers. “It’s good to . . . see you . . . welcome!” it said in weird, jerky tones that crackled like a bad phone connection. “. . . to have you here . . . Jack and Cass.”

Cass and I nodded. What were we supposed to do, thank him? Or her? Or it?

With a whoosh, the door opened into a room much vaster than I’d expected—an underground space the size of a supermarket. Greenish-white stalactite-like formations hung from a ceiling that was maybe twenty feet high. The floor was covered with mats, dividing the room roughly into four sections. In one of them to our left, two soldiers, a man and woman, were slashing at each other with swords.

To the right, deep into the room, four Massa spun and kicked furiously, their limbs churning the air—yet no one seemed to be touching the other. Like a choreographed game of chicken.

The third area, directly to our right, contained an iron cage. In it, a heavily scarred man faced off with a strange, cougarlike black beast. As it roared and charged, the man sprang upward into a flip, kicking his legs out against the bars and landing on the beast’s back. In his left hand he held a dagger. I had to look away.

“This is where we train!” Brother Dimitrios had to shout to be heard over the din. “In the great, ancient tradition of the Massa. Because our followers are not Select, they must work extra hard. And they relish new challenges. Behold.”

Brother Dimitrios clapped three times.

A sequence of movement began. First, the empty mat sank downward into the floor, like a stage effect, leaving a rectangular hole. Second, a wall of vertical iron bars lowered directly in front of us with a solid thump. It stretched left and right, from wall to wall, as if to separate and protect us from the room. Third, a door in the beast’s cage opened.

The entire room stopped and fell silent—swordspeople, kick boxers, animal fighter. Even the beast stood watching, its eyes yellow and fierce.

Slowly, something began to rise up from within the big rectangular hole. The beast bared its teeth and snarled. The fighters drew back their swords and the kickboxers tensed.

Shoulders . . . back . . . a lone figure, facing away from us, stood in the center of the rising mat. He was dressed in a brocaded uniform, his hair slicked to his skull, a lambda shape showing through.

He turned and smiled. His teeth gleamed, his eyes glowed. Energy poured off him with an intensity I could almost see.

“This place, Brother Jack,” he said, “is the bomb.”

“Massa,” Brother Dimitrios said, “you may attack Marco.”





CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

THE BEAST-TAMER

RRRAAAAAAAGGHH! THE BEAST leaped out of its cage at Marco. Its teeth glistened, its claws retracted. The sword fighters retreated to the wall.

Marco bent his knees. He sprang from the mat, flipping twice in the air. At the top of the leap, his hand whipped upward and knocked loose three or four stalactites.

They crashed to the floor, breaking into jagged pieces. Marco landed squarely among them. “Here, kitty kitty . . .” he said, scooping a spearlike fragment from the ground.

If he was afraid, he didn’t show it. My heart had stopped. Cass had gripped my arm so hard his fingers were raising welts.

G7W. It was changing Marco by the day. He was no longer an impossibly amazing basketball player and swimmer. His reflexes, his strength, his confidence—it was all something more than human.

The beast leaped again, and Marco swung. The stalactite pierced the side of the creature and it yowled in pain. As it crumpled to the corner, the two sword fighters attacked.

As the first one struck, Marco lurched back, holding out the bloodstained stalactite. The sword split it with a dull crack. But Marco was directly in the path of the second fighter, who thrust her sword directly at his chest.

“Stop!” Cass yelled. I flinched and turned away.

When I looked back, Marco had arched backward at an angle that should have been impossible. His body was parallel to the floor. His assailant was flying clear over Marco’s head, on a collision path with the giant black beast.

Staggering to its feet, the creature opened its mouth.

With astonishing speed, Marco snapped upright and hurled a piece of broken limestone toward the beast. The shard lodged in its mouth, jamming it wide open. As the beast howled in pain, the swordsman bounced off its muzzle and fell to the ground.

“You’re welcome,” Marco said to his erstwhile attacker.

With a thud, one of the kickers connected squarely with Marco’s jaw. He hadn’t seen that coming. Marco stumbled backward, flailing his arms.

“No!” I cried out.

With an outstretched palm, Marco caromed off the wall behind him, jumping high. He hurtled toward the kickers, knocking two of them out cold.

The others whirled toward him like ninjas on steroids, their feet slashing the air like knives. Marco reached his left hand into the air. “Hip!” he said. Then the right hand. “Hop.”

I gasped. He had two of them by the ankle. He threw them down to the mat, and they slid headfirst into the blood-spattered cage.

The beast-tamer was still huddled inside. All three hundred pounds of him stared at Marco in fearful silence.

“Amazing . . .” Brother Dimitrios muttered. “Absolutely breathtaking.”

Marco stood there, looking around at the chaos. I watched him shake his head as if waking from a dream. “Dang,” he said, “did I do that?”

 

I rolled my wheelchair back. The wall of vertical bars was raised up to the ceiling. Brother Dimitrios was congratulating Marco. Yiorgos commandeered a group of people to mop the floor. A team of burly guys in masks and armor tasered the beast and led it away.

“Extraordinary!” Dimitrios said. “What strength! What promise!”

Marco glanced my way with an amazed grin. He cocked his head and let out a animal-like roar. “Woooooo-hoooo! I want to do this again!”

“In due time, my boy,” Brother Dimitrios said with a proud smile. “We will have great uses for all of your powers.”

Marco was dancing around the room, shadow-boxing, kicking his legs. To him it was all about G7W. Our cool powers. The Massa were letting him loose with it. Turning his genetic skill into a killing game.

To him, this was more than fun. It was an addiction.

What did they have in store for the rest of us?

I stood from the wheelchair. I didn’t need it. My head still hurt but I could walk. Cheers rang out from the battle room, which was now full of guards, medical people, animal wranglers. It was Marco Day at the Massa Headquarters. Everyone wanted a piece of the celebrity.

Behind us, the rotunda was empty. Totally empty. No one was minding the store. I quickly scanned the circular room and noticed a corridor to the left that appeared to be empty.

I edged backward. I pictured Aly disappearing into the crowd. She had managed to escape by bucking the odds. By showing courage. She had run when it seemed like a crazy thing to do.

Cass was backing up with me. I could tell we were on the same wavelength. “Ready?” I whispered.

“Ready,” Cass said.

“Now!”

We turned and ran. As we sped into the corridor, I noticed a tiny marble-sized contraption on the ceiling. It began blinking red and white. “Hurry!” I called out.

I fought against the pain in my head. One foot in front of the other. The path inclined upward and forked. I chose left.

With a loud thump, a metal gate dropped from the ceiling, blocking my path.

Cass and I whirled around and bolted down the other pathway. We followed it as it curved sharply to the right, ending in a steep flight of stone stairs.

We took them two at a time. At the top, I stopped short.

Before us was a small chamber, lit with candles. In the center was a long wooden sarcophagus, lying on a stone altar. Inside was a tightly wrapped mummy.

“It’s a dead end!” Cass said.

“There’s got to be a way out,” I said, creeping closer to the coffin. These guys were supposed to have free passage to visit the gods.”

“Maybe there’s a secret passageway,” Cass said.

I noticed something glint from inside the mummy’s eye slits. I leaned closer. The slits flashed red.

Sensors.

“Go!” I said, pushing Cass toward the door. “Just go!”

Below us, the floor shuddered. Hard. We fell to our knees and struggled to stand. But we were sinking fast. The entire room, mummy and all, was dropping downward into darkness.





CHAPTER FIFTY

A KILLING COMPANY

“HELLO, JACK.”

My eyes blinked open. I had no idea where I was. The voice had come at me from all sides. The same kind of scrambled voice we’d heard earlier. I was lying on a sofa in a darkened room, with pillows on the floor and a flat-screen TV showing scenic vistas with soothing music. “You guys really get a kick out of knocking kids unconscious, huh?” I said.

“It is the last thing we want to do,” the voice said. “We aim to keep you safe. Pampered, even. Brother Dimitrios asked that you be put into this relaxation room. We have several. Are you comfortable?”

I stood up and looked around for a window, a two-way mirror, a curtain like the one in The Wizard of Oz. “No, I’m not,” I said. “As a matter of fact, I’m creeped out beyond belief. Especially by you. Who are you? Where are you? Why are you disguising your voice?”

“That’s a lot of questions,” the voice replied. “I’ll start with the last one. I have to disguise my voice. My identity must remain a secret to all but the top echelons. A security precaution. I am known as Nancy Emelink Margana, but I confess, that’s not real, either. I may not even be female.”

“So you’re the boss?” I said. “The one Brother Devious reports to?”

“I wouldn’t be so harsh with Dimitrios,” the voice replied. “He cares deeply about your well-being, and he is a crackerjack manager.”

“Crackerjack?” The sound of that term grated against me. The only other person I knew who ever used that expression was my mom. Hearing it from the Massa CEO, or whoever this was, felt like a slap in the face. “Maybe you want to brush up on your slang.”

The voice made a strange noise that I took to be a laugh. “Old-fashioned, I suppose. I’m sorry. If you do not like it here, I will arrange for you to be taken to your room. Cass is there already. At any rate, I thought I would personally welcome you from the executive board of the Massa organization. You can be assured that I will be there to help you find the correct path. That’s a promise.”

I flopped down onto the cushions and stared blankly at the bland images on TV. The Massa organization. She made this sound like some Wall Street company. Which, somehow, didn’t surprise me. “Thanks a bunch,” I muttered.

 

“I’m really, really, really sorry,” Marco said, inhaling a pint of Ben & Jerry’s Chunky Monkey ice cream by the spoonful. “I know you think I’m this total Arnold Benedict.”

The lounge had a full kitchen, a fridge stocked with food, and two giant flat-screen TVs. There were four windowless bedrooms off the lounge, one for each of us. They were actually going to keep all four of us together. Tinker, Tailor, Sailor, Traitor. They’d made us wear these bright yellow jumpsuits that would make us stand out a hundred yards away.

“Benedict Arnold,” Cass mumbled. “A world-class turncoat.”

“Right, that guy,” Marco said. “Hey, I know exactly how you feel. I felt the same way when Brother Dimitrios first found me. I was ready to floor him.”

“For about fifteen seconds, before he changed your mind,” Cass remarked.

“You’ll come around,” Marco insisted. “You’ll see.”

“Why did they put you in here with us?” I blurted out. “You’re not one of us. You’re Massa. You should be with them. They’re a company, did you know that? A killing company. And it looks like they’re training you well.”

“That was crazy, right?” he said. “I couldn’t believe myself. It’s almost like I left my body. Like I was standing outside it and watching all those moves. What did you guys think? Was that awesome or what?”

I wheeled around on him. “Are you kidding us? You think all is forgiven, that it’s okay for us to sit here and worship you?”

“Jack,” Marco said, leaning forward, “cool stuff is going to happen to you, too. And you, Cass. And Aly, when she gets back. These guys are not like the KI. They don’t just do lame exercises—you know, testing us in the garage, in the kitchen, on the mountain. These guys challenge you. That’s the only way to strengthen your G7W abilities. Aly will be hacking things you never imagined possible. Cass, you’ll be mapping routes all over the world. Jack, you . . . um . . .”

I hated hearing the pause in his voice. The old question in everyone’s mind—What’s Jack good for? “I don’t like it,” I said. “It smells bad. Like they’re trying to brainwash us.”

“The food is great, you have to admit,” Cass said, pulling another carton of ice cream from the fridge. “Look, they have Chubby Hubby, too, my favorite. And I liked the relaxation room. And the lady with the scrambled voice.”

“Nancy,” I said. “Morgana. Or whatever her fake name was. Or his. They’re just trying to bend our minds. Soften us up.”

Marco exhaled deeply. He threw his empty ice cream carton across the room and sank a perfect shot into the trash can. Cass offered him the Chubby Hubby, but Marco just set it down on the counter. “I owe you guys. If I were you, I’d be mad at me. But I’m mad, too. At the KI. They’ve been on that island forever. What have they done there? They didn’t know about the vromaski, which almost killed me. Or the maze, which almost killed Cass. They didn’t know enough to warn Jack about the griffin—which almost killed all of us! Then when things get really bad, they send us halfway around the world with some bearded goon who can’t keep himself out of jail.”

“And then the Massarene tried to kill us in Greece!” I reminded him.

“That’s because they didn’t know who we were, Brother Jack,” Marco said. “They saw us destroying everything they believed in. They didn’t know we were Select.”

“We all have the lambda,” I said. “It’s pretty obvious.”

Marco nodded. “They thought we painted it on, the way they do. They figured we were trying to fake them out, to blend in. When we tried to steal the Colossus, of course they went ballistic. Then Brother Dimitrios saw us flying—and everything changed. He knew we were the real deal. He’s smart, guys. We stay with the KI, we die. Their leadership is bad and they have nineteenth-century ideas. They’re like the hard-core nerds in school who make jokes you can’t understand and ignore you when you try to talk to them.”

“I’m like that,” Cass piped up.

“Yeah, but you’re cool, Brother Cass,” Marco said, giving his head a good-natured push. “You’re a real person with feelings. I trust you. That’s the thing—I trust these guys, too. They’re going to take care of us, support us. We will find those Loculi twice as fast.”

“And then what?” I said.

“They’re close to finding the island,” Marco said. “They almost did. A few weeks ago, there were a series of brooches in the KI firewall.”

“Breaches,” Cass said. “Brooches are things you wear on a blouse. I think they were able to break through when Aly had to disable the firewall briefly. That was because we needed info from the outside. Info about you, Marco.”

“Cool,” Marco said. “So now when the Massa do locate the island, we’ll be able to bring the Loculi back where they belong.”

“How is that any different than what Bhegad wants?” I said.

“Bhegad wants to nuke the Loculi,” Marco said.

“That’s not what he said,” I pointed out.

“It’s the Karai Institute, Brother Jack,” Marco said. “Their mission is to do what Karai wanted—which was to destroy the Loculi! Massarym was the one who hid them in the Seven Wonders, so that someday they would be returned permanently. And when that happens, the energy will flow again. Not only will we be cured, but the continent will rise.”

“Uh, rise?” Cass repeated. “As in, come up from the bottom of the sea, where it’s been for eons?”

Marco smiled. “Can you picture it? A new land mass, dudes. A place with that awesome energy flow. A hangout for the best minds, the best athletes, the best everyone—all picking up that Atlantean vibe. Imagine what they’ll do. End all wars, solve the fuel crisis, make the best movies and songs. And we’ll all be at the top level. Cass can be Transportation Commissioner, Aly can be Chief Tech Guy. Jack can be something cool, too, because Brother Dimitrios will be choosing. Maybe the chief of staff.”

“And what about you?” I asked.

I figured he’d say Chief Food Taster or Sports Czar or Babe Magnet. The whole thing was loony.

But Marco was grinning at me as if he’d just wandered into an ice cream store on a hot August afternoon. “Brother Dimitrios has big plans for the Immortal One. He says I have leadership ability.”

“Let me guess,” I said. “Head court jester.”

Marco shook his head. “In the new world, you can keep calling me Marco. But to everyone else, I’ll be His Highness King Marco the First.”

The words hung in the air. I looked at Cass. He looked at me.

“You’re joking,” I said.

“Hey, in the old days, thirteen-year-old kings were pretty common,” Marco shot back. “Read your history. Also, Atlantis can only be run by descendants of the royal family if it’s expected to survive, right? So you learn on the job. And you surround yourself with wise advisers, like Brother Dimitrios. And loyal staff. You attract the best minds from all over the world. The coolest artists and athletes. It will be the most awesome country ever!”

He was beaming. He was also crazy. “Marco, we’re friends—or we used to be friends, before you betrayed us all,” I said. “So I have to be honest with you. That’s the most unbelievably ridiculous thing anyone has ever said. Sorry.”

Marco’s smile faded. For a moment he just stared down at the table.

Then he looked up, and I flinched from the flat, hard look in his eyes.

“You think I’m ridiculous?” he said, his voice as cold and deadly as his expression. “Fine. I’ll do it without you. Go tell Brother Dimitrios. Tell him you want nothing to do with any of this. You’d rather back away from the opportunity of a lifetime. Your loss.”

“Marco . . .” Cass pleaded.

Marco stalked into his bedroom. “I’ll celebrate my fourteenth birthday without any of you. Because I’ll be alive.”





CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

THE PHONE

I DIDN’T FALL asleep until three.

King Marco?

He was serious. And he had gone off to a sound sleep. Me, I didn’t think I would ever sleep again. But I did, because an alarm woke me up out of a restless dream.

I looked at the clock on the table: 5:13.

Two hours.

I slapped the snooze button, but the alarm kept chiming. I sat up and shook myself awake. The noise was coming from the bed. I could feel the vibrations. I kicked back the sheets. Nothing. I lifted my pillow.

A smart phone glowed bright blue, beeping, with a screen that announced WAKE UP! in happy yellow letters.

I swiped at the off button. The place fell quiet, except for the mechanical whir of the lounge refrigerator and the whoosh of the air-conditioning ducts. I held the phone and stared at it. It wasn’t the same make as mine. Besides, I didn’t have a phone anymore. Hadn’t had one since the moment I got to the KI.

The alarm app had vanished. In its place was some kind of map. A tiny blue dot pulsed inside a small yellow box. I pinched to zoom out. The box was part of a larger circle.

Dot, box, circle—the phone, this room, the lounge. Outside the lounge was a network of parallel lines leading in different directions—hallways. At the top of the screen, an arrow pointed diagonally to the right. It was labeled “N” for north.

I pushed open the door of my room, stepped warily into the lounge and the hall. No one was there.

But someone had been here. While I was asleep. Someone had put the phone under my pillow, knowing I’d find it and see the map.

Who? And why?

Keeping my eye on the screen, I walked. I moved back from the hallway into the lounge. The place smelled like banana peels and orange rinds, and Marco’s uneaten container of Chubby Hubby still stood on the counter.

The blue dot moved into the circle as I walked. I slid my fingers around the screen, examining the maze of pathways. The plan of the Massa hideout revealed itself. The paths ranged much farther afield than I thought. The place was huge, dozens of rooms, a crisscrossing maze of corridors. The map was flat, but if I pressed a button labeled “3D,” it tilted to reveal a three-dimensional cross-section of paths on many different levels.

I sneaked into Cass’s room and put my hand over his mouth. His eyes popped open in fear, but I quickly put my finger to my lips in a shushing gesture. I flashed the phone’s screen to him, and he bolted up out of bed. “Where did you get this?” he whispered.

“Under my pillow,” I said. “And I don’t think it was the Tooth Fairy. Somebody here is on our side. Follow me.”

“Wait,” Cass said. “Find out who this is.”

I tried to access mail, photos, browser, settings. All of them were locked. “Just the alarm and map are public,” I said. “No. Wait . . .”

I’d hit the contacts button. It was showing a list. All the names were in number code.
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“Got it,” Cass said.

“Got what?” I asked.

“The numbers,” Cass said. “Committed to memory.”

“Doesn’t do us much good,” I said. “They look pretty random to me.”

Cass scratched his head. “This is where we need Aly.”

He was right. This was going to be impossible. “We have to channel our own inner Aly,” I said lamely.

“I don’t have the brain for this,” Cass said, staring at it intently and shifting from foot to foot, as if that would help. “Memorize, yes. Analyze, not so much.”

“It’s an internal code,” I said.

“Duh,” Cass replied. “So?”

“So maybe it’s not that hard,” I replied.

“How does that make sense?” Cass asked.

I was thinking about something my dad and I talked about, when I was studying American history in school. “Back in World War II,” I said, “the English stole a code machine from the Germans. If they could figure out how it worked, they could break all the enemy secret codes. They got everything except one part. Every German machine operator had to set each machine by keying in ten letters at the top. If the Brits could figure out those ten letters, they could crack the whole thing.”

“Ten letters, twenty-six letters in the alphabet—that’s like guessing the winning lottery numbers,” Cass said.

“Worse,” I said. “But that’s when someone realized that it was German soldiers who had to pick the letters, not cryptologists. They weren’t going to pick anything too sophisticated, or they’d forget it. Well, the English realized Heil Hitler was ten letters—and it turns out almost all the soldiers had used that!”

“Really?” Cass said. “You think there are Nazis here? I hate Nazis.”

“The point is, everyone in this place has to read internal code,” I said. “The leaders and the goons. So think simple. That’s what Aly does. She starts with the obvious, then works from there.”

Cass and I stared at the numbers on the screen. “They look like email addresses,” he said.

“And the last part of each address is the same,” I added. “After the dot.”

“Either com, net, or org,” Cass said.

I nodded. “The first number after the dot is a three. The third letter of the alphabet is c. So I’m thinking that’s a com.”

I grabbed a pencil and paper from a desk drawer and quickly wrote down a key:
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“Com is three, fifteen, thirteen!” Cass blurted out.

“Give me a minute . . .” I said, trying to match all the numbers to letters. “Aly could probably do this in her head. I mean, you don’t know for sure about these double-digit letters. Like a one next to a seven. That could be the first and seventh letters, AG. Or it could mean the seventeenth letter, P. Hang on . . .”
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“Baaron . . . Baddison . . . Salicia . . . Sanna?” Cass said.

“I’m thinking the B stands for Brother and the S for Sister—like Brother Aaron and Sister Alicia,” I said. “Monkish names.”

“Sounds like the way Marco normally speaks,” Cass said. “He’s made for this place.”

“The person who left this wanted us to see it—but why?” I exited out of the app and kept tapping other ones. Each was password-protected. “Great. Can’t open any of these.”

“Any other great insights from World War Two?” Cass asked.

Finally I tapped an app marked RS. It opened to reveal an image that made us both jump back:
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“Whoa,” Cass said. “Big Brother is watching.”

“I guess someone was trying to take a picture but pressed the button that turns the camera backward,” I said, flipping back to the maps app. “Let’s use this and see where it leads us.”

Cass took the phone, examining the map. “Where do we go if we do escape?”

“We try to find Aly, if she’s nearby,” I said. “We hack off the iridium arm bands, and hope that the KI finds us before the Massa.”

Cass’s expression darkened. “You mean, if the KI still exists. . . .”

“We can’t think about what happened at the Euphrates camp,” I said. “But you heard Brother Dimitrios. He still doesn’t know the location of the island. Whatever his people did to the camp, the KI will be fired up. And the geeks will be trying to find us.”

“So best-case scenario, we leave this prison and go to a nicer one,” Cass said glumly. “I guess I can live with that.”

I took a deep breath. “It’s all we’ve got. Think about what Dimitrios did, Cass. He knew what would happen when we took the Loculus. He didn’t care about all those people. About Daria. She gave her life for us. At least Professor Bhegad tried to do something. Shelley didn’t work, but he spent time and money to create that thing. Both organizations have lied to us. But for all its weirdness, only one cares enough not to kill innocent people. And that’s the one I plan to stick with.”

Cass’s eyes wandered out to the common area. “Okay,” he said softly. “I’ll go wake Marco.”

“What?” I grabbed his arm. “No, Cass. Not Marco. He’ll rat us out.”

“He won’t,” Cass said. “Seriously. He brought us here. He knows we’re a family. He wants us to stay together.”

“Cass, I’m sorry, but you are in a fantasy world—” I said.

Cass jerked his arm away. His face was beet red. “Fantasy? Is that what you’d say if I told you, weeks ago, you’d be trying to find the Seven Wonders? Real is real. We break up and we die. Nothing is more important than staying together, Jack—nothing!”

From inside Marco’s room, I heard a sudden snort. I leaned in to look. He was fast asleep on his back, snoring.

“Cass, listen to me,” I hissed. “When this is over, we will go back to different places. Yeah, maybe when we’re old we can move to the same town. But maybe not. Because you make new families when you’re old. Real families. This is about survival, Cass. If we tell Marco, we’re giving up. Betraying Aly. Deciding to stay here and become the kind of zombie that they’re making Marco into. If that’s your definition of family, you can have it. But give me a chance to escape on my own.”

Cass’s eyes burned into mine. The sides of his mouth curled downward and for a moment I thought he was going to spit, or scream.

Instead, his eyes rose to a small, spherical camera wedged into a corner of the ceiling.

He grabbed the container of Chubby Hubby ice cream that had been sitting out all night. Taking off the top, he heaved the container toward the glass.

A lump of brownish goop flew through the air, saturating the camera. “Promise me that if we get out, we’ll come back for him,” Cass said.

“Promise,” I replied.

Without looking at me, he headed for the door. I grabbed the first things I could get my hands on and threw them into a plastic bag: a knife, a flashlight, a canister of pepper, a bottle of vegetable oil, and another tub of ice cream from the freezer.

I glanced back into Marco’s room one last time. His back rose and fell.

Silently, I slipped out after Cass.





CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

HACK ATTACK

“I DON’T LIKE this,” Cass whispered. “It’s too quiet.”

“We’re in an enclosed stairwell,” I said. “Stairwells are quiet.”

I jammed the kitchen knife into a small, square metal door on the wall, about eye level. The lock wouldn’t give, but the door bent outward enough for me to peer under it with the flashlight. “Circuit breakers,” I said.

Cass nodded. “Aly might be able to hack into their system,” he said, “but you’re MacGruber.”

I slipped the knife into the box, said a prayer, and began sliding it right to left. The angle was bad, the torque was weak, but I managed to flip most of the switches from on to off. “Either I just shut off some lights,” I said, “or I disabled the washing machines.”

We pushed open the door from the stairwell to the hallway. It was pitch dark. “Hallelujah,” I said. “The security cameras won’t pick us up. I think we’ll be okay if we stick to the light of the phone.”

Cass eyed the map app, staring down the long hallway. “At least I know the dimensions of this hallway. I memorized them. The map is showing a lot of closets in this area of the compound. Small rooms. Mostly supplies, I’m guessing. We’re far away from the main corridors—the control rooms and all. That’s also where the exits are. I’m thinking we can wind around back, where it looks like there’s a delivery exit.”

Cass led the way. We felt our way through darkened hallways, zigging right and then left twice. The reach of the circuit breakers ended there. We were entering an area lit by fluorescent lights above. I looked around for overhead cameras and saw nothing here. “We go right next, and we’ll be close,” Cass said.

But as we neared the next hallway, I heard footsteps.

We plastered ourselves against the wall. At the end of the corridor, where it came to a T, voices were talking in Arabic.

My back was against a door. At eye level was a sign labeled in several languages. The third line read SUPPLIES in English. Under it was a simple keypad with numbers from one to nine.

In these bright yellow uniforms, there was no hiding. We looked like two giant bananas. Cass turned to me, his eyes wide with fear. Run, he mouthed.

But I was thinking about the workers who had to get in and out of this supply closet. And about the German soldiers who had to code the secret-message machines.

I turned toward the door. I thought fast.

Massa.

That equaled 13-1-19-19-1.

I pressed each digit. Nothing happened.

Cass was pulling me away. Simplicity, I thought. Something easily remembered. A number they would all know.

On a hunch, I keyed in five digits.

Click.

The door opened. We hustled inside and pulled it shut behind us.

I willed my heart not to fly out of my chest. We listened for the guards. Their conversation was growing more animated. But they were staying put. They hadn’t heard a thing.

Cass flicked on an overhead light. “How did you do that?” he whispered.

“Smart guessing,” I whispered back. “Remember the code for ‘com’—three-one-five-one-three? It’s a number palindrome, the same back and forward. Easy to recall. Something they probably all see on their cell phones. So I tried it.”

“I don’t believe this,” Cass said. “I can’t wait to tell Aly.”

I glanced around. The shelves contained all kinds of caustic liquids. I jammed small bottles of bleach and ammonia into my bag.

Cass was eagerly taking down a pile of neatly folded uniforms from the top shelf. Massa uniforms. Brown and institutional. They looked exactly like the things Brother Dimitrios and his goons were wearing here.

Cass’s eyes were saying exactly what I was thinking. We would be much less noticeable wearing these.

We each took one that seemed about the right size and changed into them. Another shelf was stocked with matching baseball-type caps, each embroidered with a lambda.

Perfect. With these outfits, especially with the hat brims pulled low, we could pass for employees. Well, from a distance. A long distance, where no one would notice that we were thirteen.

“I have another route,” Cass whispered, staring at the phone. “Left at the intersection, then right at the fork. There’s a big room we have to go through. On the other side of that room, we’re pretty close to the exit.”

Slowly, silently, we opened the door and stepped out. We stepped quickly down the hallway, passing a lounge arrangement like the one we’d just been sleeping in. Then an intersection.

“What fork?” I said. “This is a four-way!”

Cass was fingering the screen like crazy. “Sorry. There are all these levels. They overlap. Maybe the fork is on the level above us. Or—or below . . .”

“Pick one!” I said.

“Straight,” Cass shot back.

We headed down a long passageway toward a big, domed room. Some kind of control center. No door, just an archway. We could hear humming, beeps, shouts, an occasional burst of something in English—but even that was gibberish. Sector Five atmospheric control . . . waste systems redirecting to path 17B . . . clearing air traffic . . .

A man burst through the opening, tapping furiously on a tablet. He was heading right for us. If he looked up, we were toast. Two kids who happen to exactly match the descriptions of the recently captured Select.

I pulled Cass toward me, pretending to show him something on the phone. We hunched over the screen, our backs to the guy.

The guy rushed past us without even looking up.

“We are so close,” Cass whispered. “But this room—it’s huge. Like some kind of command center.”

“Keep your head down,” I said. “Pretend you have something important to do. Don’t run. Walk like a grown-up. When we get to the other side—”

“Wait,” Cass said. “You want us to walk straight through there? We can’t do that!”

“They don’t know we’re missing yet,” I said. “This is the last place they’d expect to see us.”

“But—”

“Think about Aly,” I insisted. “She did the exact thing no one expected. It takes guts. Which is what we need right now.”

Cass looked into the room and swallowed hard. “I hope you’re right.”

We barged inside, keeping our heads down. The place was crawling with people. Most of them looked like they’d just awakened. From the walls, enormous monitors glared down at us like the schedule boards from airports. They showed hallways and rooms, lounges and storage spaces, satellite maps, cross-sections of pyramids. An enormous Jumbotron-type screen loomed over everything, tiled with all the different views of the compound, inside and out. This place was their security center.

I scanned the room quickly. Best to stick to the shadows as much as possible. I pulled Cass to the wall, where the traffic was lightest. We made our way around, hugging the wall as close as we could. I could see an archway at the other end. It led into another corridor that looked no different from the one we came from. I let Cass lead. Cass knew the route.

He was picking up the pace. As long as no one was looking for us, we would be fine. We were just about to reach the archway.

Boooweep! Booooweep! Booooweep!

The sound was more like a whack to the head than an alarm. It shrieked through the room, pounding our ears, blotting out all other sound. Cass jumped nearly three feet. Startled workers turned from their screens to look up at a huge Jumbotron-type screen. It blared two words in bright red letters against a white background:

SECURITY BREACH!

Under it were photos of Cass and me.





CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

THE EXIT AT THE END OF THE HALL

“GO!” I SHOUTED. “Just go!”

We bolted through the archway, out of the room and into a wide, modern corridor. Workers were hurrying curiously toward the control room. Some of them were checking their phones.

We ducked into a restroom and hid in two adjoining stalls. A guy raced out from the stall next to ours, muttering under his breath. We waited until the footfalls died down, then sneaked out.

“Second left!” Cass said, eyes on the phone. “Looks like there’s an exit at the end of the hallway there.”

“I’ll scope it out first!” I sprinted ahead to the second corner. Before making the turn I stopped, back against the wall, and peered around.

Cass was right. The corridor just around the corner from us ended in a doorway, about fifty feet away. But standing in front of it were Brothers Dimitrios and Yiorgos. They were yelling in Egyptian at two hapless-looking guards.

I sprang back. “We’re busted.”

“What are they saying?” Cass whispered.

“How should I know?” I replied.

It wasn’t until then that I realized my head was buzzing. And not just because of the chase.

It was the Song of the Heptakiklos. Near us. Very near.

“Do you—?” Cass said.

I nodded. Cass peeked at our phone. Then he looked across the hall at a door on the wall across from us. A door like a bank vault, thick and ornately carved.

“Jack?” he whispered. “How much room do you have in that sack?”

He held out the phone to show me our GPS location. The room opposite us, behind the vault door, showed as a rectangle.

In that rectangle were two glowing white circles. “This person who owns the phone,” I said, “is definitely trying to tell us something.”

We walked closer. “Where’s the handle?” Cass hissed. “Vault doors are supposed to have big old-timey handles, like in the movies.”

“Ssh,” I said.

Dimitrios was still talking. I focused on a smooth black panel, where a doorknob might once have been. It glowed black and red. “It’s a reader,” I said.

“Fingerprint, like at the KI?” Cass said, his face tense. “Or maybe a retinal scan.”

“RS” was the name of the app—it meant Retinal Scan.

“Cass, you are a genius!” I said.

I snatched the phone from him, and he flinched. Both of our hands were way too sweaty. The phone slipped out, clattering to the floor.

Dimitrios’s voice stopped. We froze.

I scooped up the phone, fumbling with the controls. I pressed the control button to get the app grid. I swiped too hard, scrolling past three screens.

“Who’s there?”

Dimitrios.

I scrolled back until I found the one I was looking for. RS.

I pressed. The eye filled the screen. I could see myself reflected in it. My chest contracted.

There was something about this eye, something that seemed familiar.

Do it. Now!

“Jack, they’re coming!” Cass shouted.

I turned the phone and held the eye up to the black sensor.

Beep.





CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

DEAFENING SILENCE

THE DOOR CLICKED open. We pushed it hard and slipped inside. The thing weighed a ton.

“Stavros? Is that you—finally?” Dimitrios’s impatient voice bellowed.

Click.

The door made an oddly delicate sound as it shut.

We held our breath. A different voice shouted from the right, the direction we had just come from. “Nowhere, Brother Dimitrios! Vanished from their rooms. Both of them. But they can’t go far.”

Brother Yiorgos.

Now the voices met, directly in front of us. “The trackers?” Dimitrios demanded. “If they escape—”

“They’re wearing the bracelets,” Yiorgos said. “The KI will not be able to find them if they escape. Which they will not do.”

Dimitrios made a sound of disgust. “I want every exit out of this place sealed,” he said.

I could hear his footsteps thumping away from us. We stood still in the ensuing silence, not daring to move. The room was pitch black. A string, connected to an overhead lightbulb, tickled the top of my head. My chest felt like a rabid hamster had been let loose inside.

I knew a Loculus was in here. Maybe both Loculi. The Song was deafening. I stared at the sliver of light under the door. It flickered as guards raced past. Now random shouts were echoing loud and fast. Voices I didn’t recognize. Languages I didn’t know.

When this wave of sounds was gone, I reached upward and pulled the string. The bulb clicked on, flooding the room with greenish-white light.

The rear side of the door was a slab of metal, undecorated. At the spot opposite the sensor was a thick iron latch, which had opened when we’d used the retina.

I turned into the room. It was empty, save for an old, sturdy-looking wall safe with a rusted panel:
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“Try the pattern!” I said.

Cass started with 142857, then went on to 428571 and 285714. “They’re not working!” he said.

“Stop,” I said, staring at the panel.

Simplify.

The number keys looked old. Some of them were faded. If people had been opening this safe for years, their fingers would wear off the numbers.

The wear and tear showed a pattern.

I lifted my finger toward the one. Then I tapped out a pattern that resembled the shape of a seven—left to right across the top, then diagonally down to the left-hand corner.

1, 2, 3, 5, and 7.

With a dull click, the door swung open.

Inside, embedded in the wall, was a deep rectangular hole that contained two wooden boxes. “Eureka,” I whispered.

Cass opened one, to see a familiar glow—the flying Loculus. As he reached inside, it levitated to meet his fingers. “Good to see this again . . .”

I opened the other box, which seemed to contain nothing. As I thrust my hand inside, my knuckles hit something solid. I grinned. “Two for two.”

Attached to the wall, to the right of the safe, was a table containing a couple of sturdy sacks—big ones, which had obviously been used to carry the boxed Loculi here.

I placed the flying Loculus, in its box, inside one sack.

The other Loculus I would need to have in hand. Quietly I sidled to the doorway and put my ear against it. Silence.

Looking at Cass, I mouthed Let’s go.

As we turned back to the Loculus, the door beeped. I looked over my shoulder.

The inner latch was turning downward, slowly. I reached up, pulling the lightbulb string. The light went out.

And the door began to swing open.





CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

PUSH HARDER

THE LIGHT BLINKED on. A man with thick stubble looked straight at me. He muttered something extremely nasty-sounding in another language.

Then he looked away.

Behind him, a woman wearing a Massa cap peered inside. Her eyes circled the closet.

My back was jammed against the wall, my palm firmly on the Loculus. I held my breath. Cass was clutching my arm so tightly I wanted to scream. I wanted to remind him that invisibility depended on contact, not grip strength.

The two began to argue. The woman reached up and shut the light. Slowly the door swung back.

We waited for the click. Even then, neither of us dared take a breath for a few seconds. Until the footfalls had faded into the distance.

“That was close,” Cass said. “I owe you, Jack.”

“Stay alive,” I replied. “That will be the best payback. Now let’s get out of here. Hang on to my arm.”

I held on to the invisibility Loculus, and Cass took the flying one. No one would be able to see us. I carefully thrust the handle down, pushed the door open, and stepped into the hallway.

It felt great. Too great. You have no idea what your body feels like when you’re invisible. Solid but weightless. It’s the opposite of being underwater. There you have to adjust to the resistance. You push harder. Every motion is exaggerated. With invisibility, it’s the opposite. You feel like your arm will fling off with every swing, your feet will slip and thrust you into the air. You have to pull back. It makes you want to giggle.

And I could hardly imagine a less giggle-worthy moment.

I turned left. At the corner I peered around to see the exit. At the end of the long hallway, in front of the exit door where we’d seen Dimitrios minutes before, three burly men stood guard.

Cass’s grip tightened on my arm. We lifted off the floor, only a few inches, to avoid having to make footsteps. I sucked in a lungful of the dry desert air that blew in through the open door. It felt liberating.

Unfortunately the ceiling was too low for us to fly over the guards’ heads. So we hovered, waiting.

The sound of a truck stopped the men’s conversation. Through the door I could see uniformed men piling out, rifles and ammo belts across their chests. We shrank against the walls as the small militia ran inside, shouting.

I shivered. Cass stared wide-mouthed.

The soldiers were fitted out for war. They were here to find us.

As the guys spread out to the different hallways, the three guards turned back toward the open door. They were looking outside again, shoulder to shoulder.

What do we do now? Cass mouthed.

With my free hand, I reached for the pouch on my belt and mouthed back, Call MacGruber.

By now, the container of ice cream was melted and gooey. I tossed it, and it landed about three feet behind us with a dull thud. It was totally visible, totally a mess. For good measure, I threw the bottle of vegetable oil after it.

The guards turned. Their faces scrunched in bewilderment, and they began walking toward it curiously. Leaving the door. Heading directly in front of us.

We backed away, flattening ourselves even more.

One of the guards bumped against my shoulder. Solid. I nearly dropped the Loculus.

He staggered back with a gasp. In his eyes I could see two and two coming together reluctantly. These guys must have been taught about us. About what we had found.

The man called sharply to the others. All three reached into holsters, pulling out pistols.

Two of them walked slowly toward us, their eyes unfocused but intent. The third moved to the door, blocking escape.

The guard closest to us grinned. “We know you are there. Exactly where, you cannot get away. I will be proud to be the one to bring you in. So. You have to the count of three to appear, or I will shoot. One . . .”

I looked at Cass. My fingers were sweaty and slippery on the Loculus. I wedged it under my arm.

The guard poked me with his rifle butt and laughed. “Three!”





CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

MUSTACHES EVERYWHERE

I HEARD THE click of a safety catch. I wrapped my fingers around the pepper container, screwing off the top—and I tossed the contents.

Moving fast, I wriggled out of the gun’s way. And I tossed the contents.

“Yeeeeeaaaa-CHOO!”

The guards and his ally sprang back. The other guard, the one at the door, faltered, just in time for me to throw another fistful of pepper.

“Let’s go!” I shouted.

We tore out of the building to a chorus of sneezing, and a new vocabulary of very bad words.

We kept to the outer wall, staying in the shadows. Not far away, we sped by the soldiers’ truck. As I passed, I noticed a set of keys flung into the cup compartment. “Have you ever tried driving?” I asked.

“Yup,” Cass piped up. “On the farm.”

We jumped in. Cass put the truck in gear, and we lurched away in a cloud of foul odor.

 

The streets of Nazlet el-Samman were a relief. They smelled of cinnamon and frying meat. We had ditched the truck just off the highway, far away from here, and jogged the rest of the way.

“Police?” I asked whoever would listen. “Do you know where the police are?”

“How about a girl, about our age?” Cass said. “Really smart?”

We looked around desperately for cops and for Aly, but it was hard to see. The street was packed shoulder to shoulder. On the one hand, this might help shield us from the Massa, but on the other hand, we could barely move. I had to grab Cass’s arm to keep from being separated. Every hat looked like a Massa lambda cap to me. Every person looked like a Massa. I saw at least seven men who were dead ringers for Brother Dimitrios. Mustaches were everywhere.

It was getting close to lunchtime and vendors stirred up food in great big pots. A kid in a striped T-shirt raced in and out of slow-moving tourists. “Hahahaha!” he cackled, easily evading a pursuer who must have been his younger brother. A girl walked purposefully by us, pulling two goats on tethers. Voices rang out loudly in all kinds of languages: “Over here . . . ella tho . . . kommen sie hier bitte . . . bienvenue . . . the best!”

“Jack, I’m starving,” Cass said.

“No,” I said. “Just no. We have to get out of here.”

“This is fast food,” he said. “We can eat and run.”

“No!”

We wound our way past tables full of plastic pyramids in Day-Glo colors; arrays of T-shirts that said MY PARENTS TOOK ME TO EGYPT AND ALL I GOT WAS THIS DUMB T-SHIRT; and an artist with a beret who was painting a portrait of a patiently smiling grandfather on a canvas labeled PYRAMID OF GEEZER.

I pulled Cass into a narrow side street. Even in full sunlight, the alley was dark. An angry-looking chicken stood in a doorway, scolded us, and then lost interest and went back in.

“What do we do now?” Cass asked.

“I say we get away from this place,” I said. “The farther the better. They’ll come after us. They’ll see the truck and cover the whole area. We can stay invisible but that’s not going to help us in the long run. We’ll keep an eye out for a hardware store so we can wrench these iridium bracelets off, and hope the KI picks us up.”

“What about calling home?” Cass asked.

I thought about Aly’s disastrous phone conversation with her mom in Rhodes. But I knew the sound of Dad’s voice would be pretty amazing. It was tempting. “I’ll think about it.”

Cass gazed back into the street. “It’s easier to think on a full stomach.”

I rubbed my forehead. It ached. And not the weird, G7W kind of pain that meant I needed a treatment. It was pure hunger.

I looked left and right. The alley was empty. No one watching. Quickly I placed the invisibility Loculus in the empty box, closed it, and put that into the empty sack. “Keep your eyes open,” I said.

We walked out the alleyway and into the bustling street. In the shadows of the nearest building, a skinny cat and two skinnier kittens eyed us warily. I stepped on an errant chunk of pita bread and kicked it toward them. As they pounced, a fat guy with a thick mustache grinned at us from behind a long, hissing grill. “Bueno! Bon! Primo! Ausgezeichnet! Oraio! The best!”

He held out a chunk of shish-kebab meat on a toothpick, which Cass scarfed right down. “Ohhhhh, he’s right,” Cass said with a blissful smile. “It’s amazing. I’ll have a full one, sir.”

I pointed to a delicious-looking hunk of meat, roasting on a stick. “Whatever that is.”

“Ahmed! Shish-kebab, shwarma!” the guy called out. His partner, a tall guy with a darker mustache and chiseled arms, doled out Cass’s dishes first. Then he cut five slices of the shwarma meat and laid them on a fluffy piece of pita bread with onions, peppers, and steaming rice.

I could barely control my drool before biting in. “Ah, hungry boys!” the man said. “American dollars? Only six!” He smiled. “Okay, for you—only two-fifty!”

Money.

In the preparation for the time-rift, I hadn’t thought to bring any. “Um . . . Cass?”

“I left home without my American Express card,” Cass said.

I peered up at the food vendor. He was tending to another customer, a fat guy with an Indiana Jones hat, plaid shorts, white socks and sandals, and a family of four.

Invisibility could come in very handy. I swung my bag around and pulled open the box.

“Hahahahaha!” With a piercing laugh, the kid in the striped T-shirt sped past. He knocked my arm hard. The box toppled onto the street.

“The Loculus!” Cass cried.

I dove for the box, scooping it up off the pavement. I felt inside, praying the Loculus was still there.

Nothing. I could hear the music. I knew it was around somewhere. But I couldn’t see it. “It’s gone,” I said.

Cass was on his knees, feeling around for it. I dropped down to join him. People screamed in surprise as we pushed them away.

“Hey!” the shish-kebab guy shouted.

I turned. Ahmed, his partner, was catapulting over the counter. “You thief!” he said. “You pay!”

Tourists were turning to stare. A gray-haired guy with an ice-cream cone snapped a photo. A little girl began to cry.

“Stop them!” Ahmed shouted.

No time to think. I sprinted into the crowd. I knocked over a basket, upsetting a snake charmer who tried to smack me with his oboe. As people gathered around to look, I tripped over a pair of baby goats who were lapping water from a puddle. They bahhed angrily as I tumbled onto the stones. I landed in front of a trio of break-dancers in flowing white garb. “Excuse me,” I said, ducking into an alleyway.

My back to a dark wall, I caught my breath. I looked around frantically for Cass.

Where was Cass?

I stepped back toward the street. “Cass!” I called out. “Cass, where are you?”

“You!” I spun around at the sound of the gruff voice.

Ahmed was approaching from behind, his fists clenched.

I ran back into the crowd. Ahmed’s partner was waiting, a grin on his face and his arms wide.

The two baby goats stared up from the puddle and scolded me. I knelt down, scooped up one of them, and flung it toward the man.

He looked startled. Instinctively he caught it. I swerved around his stand and into the thick of the crowd. I ducked low, threading my way through the people, hoping against hope I’d run into Cass.

I ducked under an archway that led into a courtyard. Sprinting across to the other side, I came into a wider, less touristy street, with boxy buildings, a bus stop, and a gas station. “Cass?” I called out.

A car screeched to a halt at the curb. The driver called out, “Taxi? Taxi?”

“No!” I said.

The cab door opened hard, as if kicked. I backed away, nearly falling to the pavement. I saw a mass of white fabric, a huge pair of sunglasses, and a beard. A red beard.

A beefy hand clapped the back of my neck and shoved me into the backseat, headfirst.





CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

THE CHILLING

“HAVE ONE. NEED the other.”

I unfolded my twisted body from the floor of the taxi. I knew the voice. “Torquin?”

My captor pulled a white hood from his bush of red curly hair. “Better if you sit,” he said.

I stared at him in numb disbelief. “How—?”

To my left, another voice chimed in. “He’s here because I got a hardware store guy to cut off my iridium bracelet.”

I spun around. I’d been so stunned to see Torquin, I hadn’t noticed who was sitting with me in the backseat. Aly grinned. “You can hug me. It’s okay.”

I threw my arms around her, squeezing her hard. “I was worried about you!”

“You were?” Aly said.

“Yes!” I exclaimed, pulling away. “Look, we can talk more later. Listen, Aly. Marco is lost to us. He’s with the Massa and I don’t think he’s coming back. Cass is somewhere back there, on the main drag. We got separated. Let me run back and see if I can find him.”

“Massa coming,” Torquin said, reaching for the door. “Can’t let you go. Torquin find him.”

In the distance I could hear sirens. I turned to see a police car screech to a halt beside a public bus. Out of the car walked a man in a police uniform, along with Brother Dimitrios.

“Drive!” Torquin said.

I sank out of sight. The taxi driver put the car in gear. “Englees?” he said. “Where we go?”

Before anyone could answer, the door next to me flew open. I felt something smack against me, and I fell against Aly.

As the door shut again, Cass materialized out of thin air on the seat next to me. “All present and accounted for,” he said, dropping two sacks onto the floor of the taxi. “Including Loculi.”

Aly screamed. She reached across me toward Cass, and I felt myself scrunched up into a big hug sandwich. “Are you okay?” she said.

“The shish-kebab gave me gas,” Cass said. “Otherwise, I’m gnileef doog.”

“Airport,” Torquin snapped.

I could see the driver’s eyes in the rearview mirror, like two white lanterns, as he slammed on the gas pedal.

 

“Well, well, the mad bomber returns!” Fiddle called out as we stepped from the jet onto the KI tarmac.

A woman with a shaved head ran toward us and wrapped me in a hug. It took me a moment to realize it was Nirvana. “Long time,” she said. “Longer than you know.”

Professor Bhegad was walking toward the ladder with only the slightest limp. His tweed coat looked a little more ragged, his hair grayer and more sparse. “Where are the Loculi?” he called out.

I stepped down the ladder, pulling the bags around to my front. “They’re in here, Professor,” I said.

He snatched them away with a big grin. “Marvelous! Marvelous!”

“Uh, we’re fine, too,” Aly said. “Thanks for asking.”

Professor Bhegad set down the bags, then turned sheepishly toward us. He thrust his hand toward mine and I shook it. “Well, Jack, you don’t look a week older. Which makes perfect sense. Aly . . . Cass . . . so good to have you all back.”

“We—we lost Marco,” I said softly. “He’s with the Massa.”

Bhegad’s shoulders slumped. “Yes, well, I was afraid of this. We will deal with it. But let’s not dwell on the negative now. We have you, we have the Loculi. Only five to go.” He leaned down, investigating the contents of the bags. Then he pulled open the top box, the one with the invisible Loculus. “This second one has nothing in it. . . .”

“Its power is invisibility,” I said.

“Extraordinary . . .” he said, peering closer. “The boxes appear to be lined with iridium . . . it shields the Loculi from transmitting powers. How would they know that?”

“They know a lot,” Aly said.

Bhegad nodded. “And they will know more, now that they have Marco. We will have to act fast.” He wiped his brow and smiled wearily. “But first, a little celebration at the Comestibule. Everyone has missed you. Come. Your rooms are waiting. Take a shower, settle in, freeze up . . .”

“The term is chill out, Professor,” Nirvana said.

“Ah, well, impossible to keep up with the hep lingo,” Bhegad said, walking briskly toward campus. “Dinner begins at seven. A Seven Wonders theme meal. Colossal beef stew, pyramid flan, hanging garden salad, and such. So, my children, we will see you after your chilling.”

I glanced and Aly and Cass.

I wanted so badly to feel good about being back.

I almost did.

 

“What the heck is pyramid flan?” Cass asked, plopping down on my bed. His hair was still wet from the shower, his KI clothes crisp and bright white.

Aly walked in behind him. “Flan is like custard. My mom always orders it at restaurants.”

I was still getting dressed and hadn’t yet pulled up my pants. “Will you please?”

“I won’t look,” Aly said, turning away.

I zipped up and belted. From my dresser I grabbed the cell phone, which I had transferred out of my Massa custodial outfit.

Cass was staring at it. “Wait. You still have the phone?”

I nodded. I wondered if it still worked. Pressing the button at the bottom, I saw a warning flash on the screen: LOW BATTERY.

I pressed okay and the giant eye stared up out of the screen. “Who the heck is that?” Aly asked.

“The reason we got out,” I said.

“We had a helper,” Cass added. “A elom. Or, I guess technically, an elom.”

“Wait. There’s a mole inside the Massa?” Aly asked.

My brain was kicking in now. Going back over our capture. The rescue had been thrilling, and I hadn’t wanted to think about the bad stuff. Marco. Daria.

Even thinking about them now gave me a sudden pang in the chest.

But the eye seemed to be staring into me, as if it were alive. As if it knew me. “Yeah,” I said. “A mole.”

“Do you know who she is?” Aly asked.

“No,” I said. “How do you know it’s a she?”

“The lashes,” Aly replied. “They have mascara on them. Looks like there’s some eyeliner underneath, too.”

I thumbed away from it and brought up the contacts app. “There’s a name at the top of this list,” I said. “Probably hers. I mean, they’re her contacts. It’s in code like the rest of the names.”

We stared at the number: 19141325 61361291411.

I grabbed a pencil, then found the sheet where I’d written the number-substitution code.
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Then, slowly, I matched the numbers to letters:
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“Sister Nancy . . .” I said. “Nancy Emelink. The person whose voice we heard in that room with all the pillows. The boss of the Massa.”

“That was a woman?” Cass asked.

“And she told you her name?” Aly added.

“She didn’t tell me,” Cass said.

I thought back to that day. To what the woman had said. The words were so strange. “There was another name, though. Morgana . . . Margana? It’s not here in these numbers, but she mentioned it to me.”

“Huh,” Cass said, his head cocked. “Which, by the way, is ‘huh’ backward. But here’s the weird thing. Margana? Did she really say that? Because that’s anagram spelled backward!”

An anagram.

The person—the weird voice—had added the word to the end of her name. Why?

I wrote out the name NANCY EMELINK in big, block letters. Immediately Aly went to work. I could see her writing AMY CLENKINEN, LYNN MCANIKEE, and a bunch of others.

But I could not bring myself to pick up a pencil. The letters seemed to be dancing on the paper, rearranging themselves in my own mind.

I felt a sharp sting of cold at the base of my spine, running up to my neck.

“Stop,” I said.

Aly looked up. “Say what?”

“I said, stop!”

I grabbed the pencil from her. My hand shook as I separated out the letters that I was seeing.
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“What?” Aly said. “Is this some kind of joke?”

Cass peered over my shoulder. “There are some letters left,” he said. “N, A, N, E . . .”

They danced around in my head, too. And as they did, I felt the blood draining from my body to my toes. “Give me the phone,” I said, my voice dry and parched.

“Jack . . . ?” Aly said.

“Just give it to me!” As she handed it to me, I tapped the screen. The big eye was still staring up at me. The iris that got us into the secret room. The reason we were here, safe and sound.

I put my thumb and index finger on the screen and pinched in. A forehead and nose appeared. I pinched again—the eye zoomed downward and became part of an entire person. A woman in a uniform. She was standing in a group, with Brother Dimitrios, Yiorgos, and Stavros.

She was smiling. I knew the smile.

It can’t be.

I pinched outward again, slowly, enlarging the woman until only she filled the screen.
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Welcome to have you back.

The head of the Massa had said that. She had used those very words. It hadn’t been easy to understand, and I’d been so angry I hadn’t really listened closely.

It was a phrase I’d heard only one person use.

My fingers slackened. The phone slipped out, falling to the floor. I tried to move my mouth to talk, but I couldn’t. The eye had belonged to the person in the photo. A person who couldn’t have been there. Someone who died many years ago.

“It’s Anne—the letters spell Anne McKinley . . .” I said.

I couldn’t bring myself to continue. But Cass and Aly were staring at me in total bafflement. The words needed to be said aloud. I swallowed hard.

“The head of the Massa,” I said, “is my mom.”
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CHAPTER ONE

THE VALLEY OF KINGS

FOR A DEAD person, my mom looked amazing.

She had a few more gray hairs and wrinkles, which happens after six years, I guess. But her eyes and smile were exactly the same. Even in a cell phone image, those are the things you notice first.

“Jack?” said Aly Black, who was sitting next to me in the backseat of a rented car. “Are you okay?”

“Fine,” I said. Which, honestly, was the biggest lie of my life. “I mean, for someone who’s just discovered his mother faked her own death six years ago.”

From the other side of the car, Cass Williams slid his Coke-bottle glasses down his nose and gave me a pitying glance. Like the rest of us, he was in disguise. “Maybe she wasn’t faking,” he said. “Maybe she survived. And had amnesia. Till now.”

“Survived a fall into a crevasse in Antarctica?” I said.

I shut the phone. I had been looking at that photo nonstop since we escaped the Massa headquarters near the pyramids in Giza. I showed it to everyone back in the Karai Institute, including Professor Bhegad, but I couldn’t stay there. Not while she was here. Now we were returning to Egypt on a search to find her.

The car zipped down the Cairo–Alexandria highway in total silence. I wanted to be happy that Mom was alive. I wanted not to care that she had actually been off with a cult. But I wasn’t and I did. Life had changed for me at age seven into a Before and After. Before was great. After was Dad on business trips all the time, me at home with one lame babysitter after the other, kids talking behind my back. I can count on one finger the number of times I went to a parent-teacher conference with an actual parent.

So I wasn’t woo-hooing the fact that Mom had been hangin’ in a pyramid all this time with the Kings of Nasty. The people who stole our friend Marco and brainwashed him. The people who destroyed an entire civilization. The Slimeballs Whose Names Should Not Be Mentioned but I’ll Do It Anyway. The Massa.

I turned back to the window, where the hot, gray-tan buildings of Giza raced by.

“Almost there,” Torquin grunted. As he took the exit off the ring road, the right tires lifted off the ground and the left tires screeched. Aly and Cass slid into my side, and I nearly dropped the phone. “Ohhhh . . .” groaned Cass.

“Um, Torquin?” Aly called out. “That left pedal? It’s a brake.”

Torquin was nodding his head, pleased with the maneuver. “Very smooth suspension. Very expensive car.”

“Very nauseated passenger,” Cass mumbled.

Torquin was the only person who could make a Lincoln Town Car feel like a ride with the Flintstones. He is also the only person I know who is over seven feet tall and who never wears shoes.

“Are you okay, Cass?” Aly asked. “Are you going to barf?”

“Don’t say that,” Cass said. “Just hearing the word barf makes me want to barf.”

“But you just said barf,” Aly pointed out.

“Gluurb,” went Cass.

I rolled down a window.

“I’m fine,” Cass said, taking deep, gulping breaths. “Just . . . f-f-fine.”

Torquin slowed way down. I felt Aly’s hand touching mine. “You’re nervous. Don’t be. I’m glad we’re doing this. You were right to convince Professor Bhegad to let us, Jack.”

Her voice was soft and gentle. She wore a gauzy, orangey dress with a head covering, and contact lenses that turned her blue eyes brown. I hated these disguises, especially mine, which included a dumb baseball cap that had a ponytail sewn into the back. But after escaping the Massa a couple of days earlier and creating a big scene in town, we couldn’t risk being recognized. “I’m not Jack McKinley,” I said. “I’m Faisal.”

Aly smiled. “We’ll get through this, Faisal. We’ve been through worse.”

Worse? Maybe she meant being whisked away from our homes to an island in the middle of nowhere. Or learning we’d inherited a gene that would give us superpowers but kill us by age fourteen. Or being told that the only way to save our lives would be to find seven magic Atlantean orbs hidden in the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World—six of which don’t exist anymore. Or battling an ancient griffin, or being betrayed by our friend Marco, or watching a parallel world be destroyed.

I don’t know if any of them qualified as worse than what we were about to do.

Cass was taking rhythmic deep breaths. His floppy white hat was smashed over his ears, and his glasses were distorting his eyes. In the lenses, I saw a mirror image of my own disguise, the hat and ponytail, my left cheek decorated with a fake birthmark like a small cockroach. Torquin had been forced to dye his hair black. His ponytail was so thick it looked like a possum attached to his neck. He still wouldn’t wear shoes, so Professor Bhegad had had someone paint fake sandals on his feet. You’d be amazed how real that looked.

“You think your mom might have some motion sickness meds?” Cass asked.

“Let’s make sure she’s real first,” I said. “Then we’ll take care of the other stuff.”

“She’s real,” Aly said. “Five Karai graphics experts, four coders, and me—all of us examined that photo. No feathered edges, no lighting discrepancies or pixel-depth variations. No Photoshopping.”

I shook my head in total bafflement. “So she slips us a cell phone that leads us to the two stolen Loculi. She leaves us a code that reveals her identity, and she helps us escape. Why?”

“Maybe she’s a spy?” Cass asked.

Aly sighed, shaking her head. “If she were a spy for the KI, they would know. But they don’t. Right, Torquin?”

As Torquin shook his head, his ponytail-possum did a little dance. The car was veering left and right. Someone behind us honked.

Aly peered over the big guy’s shoulder. “Torquin, are you texting while driving?”

“Jack mother not spy,” he replied, putting down his phone.

“You could kill us!” Aly said.

“Wait,” I said. “Your thumb is the size of a loaf of bread. How can you hit the letters?”

“Make mistakes,” Torquin grunted. “But this is emergency. You will thank me.”

He yanked the steering wheel to the right, to get into the exit lane.

“No,” Cass said, “I won’t.”

 

The afternoon sun was setting on the Valley of Kings, about a quarter mile ahead. Even at this distance we could see tourists flocking to buses. The pyramids cast long shadows toward the Sphinx, who sat there, staring back. She looked pretty bored about the whole thing.

I wished I had her calmness.

Our turnoff—the dirt road to Massa headquarters—was in sight about a hundred yards away. Torquin turned sharply onto a rubbly path. The car jounced at every pothole, and I had to put my arms over my head to cushion the blows against the roof. He slammed on the brakes, and we stopped in a cloud of desert dust.

As we stepped out, three Jeeps appeared on the horizon, speeding toward our location. Torquin’s cell phone began beeping.

“Wait—is this the reason we’re going to thank you?” Aly asked. “You called for backup?”

“I thought we were going to surprise the Massa,” Cass said.

“Dimitrios smart and strong,” Torquin said, popping open the trunk. “Must be smarter and stronger.”

Aly reached in to hand us each a small backpack with supplies—flashlights, flares, and some stun darts. I slipped mine on quickly.

Before us was a small metal shack with a badly dented side. The entrance to the Massa headquarters looked like a supply shed, but it led downward into a buried pyramid untouched by archaeologists. Deep under the parched ground was a vast network of modern training rooms, laboratories, living areas, offices, and a vast control center, all interconnected. Some of the tunnels and rooms had been built during ancient times to honor the ka, the spirit of the dead pharaoh. To make that spirit feel coddled and comfy when he visited the world of the living.

The only spirit down there now was pure Massa evil.

“Moving now,” Aly said. She darted ahead of us and reached for the door handle.

With a swift yank, she pulled it open.

“What the—?” Cass said.

“No lock?” I said, staring into the blackness beyond the door. “Weird.”

Aly and I peered through the doorway and down concrete steps. It seemed overheated. I remembered this place being cold. At the bottom, a single lightbulb hung from a wire.

“It’s so quiet,” Cass said.

“What now?” Aly asked.

A soft, plaintive screech wafted upward. A pair of eyes moved erratically toward us out of the blackness.

“Duck!” I said.

We fell to the dirt as a bat flew over our heads, chittering. Torquin thrust his arm upward, snatching the furry creature in midair. It struggled and squeaked, trapped in his giant man-paw. “Not duck,” he said. “But very nice breaded and fried, with mango salsa.”

Aly’s face was white with horror. “That is so unbelievably disgusting.”

Torquin scowled, reluctantly releasing the critter. “Actually, is pretty . . . gusting.”

The Jeeps had stopped now. Men and women in everyday clothes were filing out, spreading around, surrounding the area. They carried briefcases, heavy packs, long cases. They nodded imperceptibly toward us, their eyes on Torquin for instruction.

“These are all KI?” Aly said.

“New team,” Torquin said. “Brought over after you escaped.”

“They’re armed!” Cass said. “Isn’t this overkill?”

Torquin nodded, his brows knit tightly. “Not for Massa.”

He had a point. Keeping low, I walked to the entrance and dropped to my stomach. Slowly I thrust my head out over the stairway. A sickly-sweet smell wafted up from below: mildew and rotted wood . . . and something else.

Something like burning plastic.

I pulled the flashlight from my pack and shone it downward. The stairs were littered with broken glass, wires, empty cans, and torn scraps of paper. “Something happened here,” I said.

“Need backup?” Torquin lifted his fingers to his lips in preparation for a whistle signal.

“No,” I said. “The Massa have surveillance. They’ve got to be seeing the Jeeps right now. If we go in together, with all the KI personnel, they’re likely to react with force. That could end badly.”

“So . . . you want just us to go down there?” Cass said.

“I’ll do it alone if I have to,” I said. “I need to see if my mom is really alive. If she’s down there, she won’t let anything bad happen. “

Cass thought for a moment, then nodded. “Dootsrednu,” he said softly. “I’m with you, Faisal.”

“Me, too,” Aly said.

“Mm,” Torquin agreed.

“Not you, Torquin.” I said. No way could we risk scaring the Massa with him. “No offense. We need you out here. To . . . be commander of the KI team.”

I began descending the stairs, swinging the flashlight around, trying to remember the layout. I could hear Aly’s footsteps behind me. Cass’s, too. “Commander?” Aly whispered.

“Had to make him feel important,” I said.

“Ah . . . choo!” Cass sneezed.

“Shhhh!” Aly and I said at the same time.

At the bottom was a hallway that sloped downward, feeding into rooms with different functions. As we tiptoed, I flashed the light left and right. The floors were littered with debris. The overhead lights were out. So were the security lights.

I peeked through the first door, a storage area. Metal file cabinets had been pulled open. Some of the drawers were strewn on the floor. A round, old-timey wall clock lay broken among them, fixed at 3:11. Wrappers, newspapers, and assorted garbage had been hastily dropped in piles.

“What the—?” Aly said.

Cass stepped into the room across the hall. He stooped down and picked up a string of beads, which he flipped so that the beads slid up and down. “I think these are called worry beads,” he said before slipping them into his pocket.

I shone my light into the room. Tables lined all four walls, with another long table stretching across the middle of the room. Cables lay strewn about like dead eels, chairs were upended, and trash littered the floor. No computers, no files, nothing.

“Looks like there was more hurrying than worrying,” I said.

“It’s impossible,” Aly said, shaking her head numbly. “There were hundreds of people here. It was like a city.”

Her voice echoed dully in the silent hallway. The Massa were totally gone.
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CHAPTER TWO

VAPORIZED

A TRICK.

It had to be.

No one cleared out of a space this large in such a short time, for no apparent reason. They were up to something, I knew it. “Be careful, guys,” I said, ducking back into the hallway.

“Should we contact Torquin?” Aly asked.

I shook my head. “Not yet.”

If the Massa were luring us in, Mom knew about it. And Mom would make it all work out. Despite everything, I had to believe that.

As we tiptoed deeper in, the burning stench became stronger, more acrid, until we emerged into a familiar-looking corridor. This one was wider and brighter than the entrance hallway. Like much of the HQ, it had been built in modern times, for a modern organization.

“We took this route when we escaped,” Cass said, peering around. “Remember? We went toward an exit to the right. That was where we found the Loculi. To the left was the huge control room . . .”

His voice trailed off as he looked left. The hallway was lit by a dull yellow-orange glow. We stuck close to the wall. I checked my watch—seven minutes since we’d left Torquin. He would be coming after us soon.

We rounded a bend and stopped short. The main control room’s thick metal door was hanging open. Days ago, the place had been a hive of activity, Massa workers at desktop consoles and laptops, in consultations, shouting to one another across a vast circular space. An enormous digital message board hung from the domed ceiling, dominating the area.

Now the board was in pieces on the floor, engulfed in flames. Shattered glass lay everywhere, and tables had been reduced to splinters.

“It’s like they . . . vaporized,” Cass said.

Aly ran to a keyboard of a computer console near the wall. She upended a fallen chair and sat at the desk. “This one’s working!” she exclaimed, her fingers dancing on the keys. “Oh, great. It’s being wiped clean right now. Military-grade overwrite, every byte replaced with zeroes. They must have started this a few hours ago. I may be able to recover some data. I need a flash drive!”

Cass began rummaging in his backpack. I looked around for surveillance cameras. “Mom!” I cried out, my voice echoing in the cavernous dome. As Cass pulled a flash drive from his pack and gave it to Aly, I ran to the other side of the room, looking for clues. I peered through the doorway at the opposite end, which led to yet another empty corridor.

Numbly, I stepped in. A dim blue light pierced the hallway’s blackness. It was shining from a room to my right. I walked closer, focusing my flashlight on the open door.

Its panel said SECURITY. I could hear a soft but insistent beep inside.

Slowly I walked in.

“Faisal?” came Cass’s voice from behind me.

I jumped. “We don’t need the disguises,” I said. “She’s not here.”

“Who’s not?” Cass asked.

“Mom. None of them. They’re not anywhere near.”

My eyes focused on a flickering light shining from the wall to my left—a rectangular pane of glass with bright blue letters, flashing to the rhythm of the beep.

Beep.

FAILSAFE MODE: 00:00:17 . . .

Beep.

FAILSAFE MODE: 00:00:16 . . .

I snapped to and grabbed Cass’s arm. “Out—now! The whole place is going to blow!”

Aly was already in the hallway. I pushed her back the way we’d come. Together we sprinted up the hallway toward the exit. At the base of the stairs we ran into Torquin, which was like running into a small building. “Turn around and go!” I shouted. “Now!”

Torquin’s face went taut. He scampered up the steps and out the door with the speed of someone one-third his weight.

I felt the floor shake. I smelled sulfur.

The boom shook the walls, its blast hitting me square in the back.
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CHAPTER THREE

PURYS ELPAM

“PKKAAAACCCH!” I COUGHED and spat as my eyes teared up from the dust.

I was outside, on the ground. Alive. My back rested against Torquin’s rented car, which meant I was about thirty feet from the Massa entrance.

I opened my mouth to call out, but instead I sucked in another lungful of sandy dirt. Spitting, I struggled to my feet. Everything hurt. My pants had been torn at the ankle. “Cass!” I finally called out. “Aly!”

“Torquin,” a familiar voice rumbled behind me. “Forgot Torquin.”

The big guy’s silhouette came out of the cloud, coated brown gray from head to toe, as if he’d been created from the dirt itself. With his right hand, he dragged Cass by the scruff of his neck. Cass’s face was blackened, his limbs slack. His floppy hat and glasses were gone.

“What happened?” I slumped toward them as fast as my scraped-up legs could take me.

In a moment, Aly was beside me, holding a grimy pair of glasses. “I found these. Is he . . . ?”

“Chest moving,” Torquin said, setting him on the ground. “Need to find help.”

Aly and I dropped to our knees beside Cass. “Please, please, please, be okay . . .” I whispered, slapping his face gently. “Hey, Cass, come on. Don’t forget to be emosewa.”

“This can’t be happening . . .” Aly said, yanking a canteen from her pack and spilling some water on Cass’s face.

No reaction.

A team of KI soldiers surrounded us now. “We’ve got EMTs coming,” one of the KI men called out.

Aly pried Cass’s mouth open and dumped water in. “Come on, Cass,” she said. “Cass, you can do this!”

Cass’s body jerked upward, clipping Aly on the jaw. “Do what?”

“That!” Aly cried out in surprise, falling backward.

Cass turned away, retching a glob of wet sand. “Ewww, that needed a little purys elpam.”

Holding her jaw with one hand, Aly managed a huge smile. “I will buy you a gallon of it when this is all over.”

As two KI operatives approached with a stretcher, Cass’s eyes were trained on the Massa headquarters. The entrance shack was a pile of twisted metal.

Another muffled explosion shook the earth. The structure groaned loudly, tilted, and vanished into a widening black hole.

Cass sprang to his feet. We ran for our cars, leaving the stretcher empty on the ground.

 

“Corrupt . . . gibberish . . . broken . . .” Aly muttered. She was in the copilot seat of Slippy, the KI retrofitted stealth jet, her fingers flying across the keyboard of the tablet that was built into the arm of her seat. Torquin was our pilot, and for once he wasn’t making the plane do barrel rolls. He just focused on flying us back to the KI while Aly tried to get some usable information off Cass’s flash drive.

My eyes were fixed on the sea below. The water was silvery and bright on a cloudless day. I don’t know what I was looking for, maybe a big ship with a Massa flag blowing in the wind. I was kind of rattled, obsessed with only two thoughts:

We’d gone to find Mom.

We’d walked into a trap.

No warning about the evacuation. No hint about the time bomb. What if I hadn’t noticed the readout? What if we hadn’t gotten that far into the headquarters? What if we’d been a few seconds late? Did Mom know we would be going back?

How could she have let that happen?

Aly massaged her forehead, sitting back from the tablet. “If only we’d gotten there a few minutes earlier. Those jerks managed to overwrite just about everything. Maybe I can take apart the remaining data packets, but I’ll need better equipment.”

“You can do it,” I murmured. “You’re Aly.”

Aly sighed, turning away from the tablet. “How’s Cass?”

I turned toward the back of the compartment. Cass was lying against the bulkhead just behind my seat, on a narrow platform covered with layers of foam and blankets. He’d been asleep most of the way. Now he was blinking his eyes and grimacing. “What’s that smell?”

“No smell,” Torquin said. His face turned a slightly deeper shade of its natural red, and he held his arms superclose to his sides.

“Thank you for choosing KI Air,” Aly said. “Each seat is equipped with an oxygen mask for use in case of toxic Torquin armpit or fart odor.”

“Oow!” Cass groaned.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“It hurts to laugh,” Cass said. “Where the heck are we? And don’t say anything funny.”

“We’re over the Atlantic,” I said. “You survived an explosion with some cuts and maybe a mild concussion. We left mainland ops and now we’re headed back to the KI.”

“Mainland who?” Cass said.

“The KI has mobile operatives all over the Mediterranean,” Aly said. “Their job is to stay there and provide backup when necessary. Torquin has been telling us about them. See all the news you miss when you’re asleep?”

“Where were the mainland ops when we needed them in Rhodes and Iraq?” Cass asked.

“We were incognito in Greece, and they had no clue where we were,” I said. “But you did see some of them in Iraq. Remember those teams that took those shifts along the Euphrates?”

Aly swiveled in her seat and reached out to touch Cass’s forehead. “How are you feeling?”

“Like I was just run over by a knat,” Cass replied.

“Knat?” Torquin grunted.

“Backwardish for tank,” Aly said. “Which means he’s feeling better.”

“I’d feel even better with some ice cream,” Cass went on. “Actually, any food.”

Torquin held up a greasy paper bag. “Iguana jerky. Cajun spice flavor.”

Cass groaned. “Any food except that.”

I saw a distant, shining, metallic cigar shape on the water below. A tanker, maybe, or cruise ship. It glinted in the sun, sending up sparks of light. For a moment I thought someone was trying to send us Morse code. Rubbing my eyes, I looked away. I needed to get some rest.

“I can’t figure it out,” Aly said. “How did the Massa escape? Where did they go?”

“And why didn’t my mom tell us we were heading into a trap?” I added. “She could have sent a message to her own phone. She knows I have it.”

“But she’s one of them!” Aly said. “Her mind has been turned.”

I glared at her. “I’m her son, Aly! Parents care about their kids. It’s . . . it’s just built in.”

“Well . . .” Cass muttered.

We glanced back to where he was lying.

Cass, who hadn’t seen his parents in years. Because they were in jail. Because they had abandoned him to a life of orphanages and foster parents.

I took a deep breath. “Hey, I—I’m sorry.”

But Cass’s eyes were wide with fright. The plane had begun to shake. We dropped like a roller coaster. My seat belt cut into my gut and I gripped my handrests.

Aly let out a gasp. “Does this mean we’re getting close?”

Torquin nodded. “Entering KI territory.”

“You’re doing that on purpose!” Cass said.

“Magnetic forces,” Torquin said with a shrug.

“Something extremely gross will fly out of my stomach and magnetize to the back of your neck if you don’t fly better,” Cass replied.

I saw Mount Onyx first, rising like a black fist from the water. In a moment we saw home—our new home, an island undetectable by even the most sophisticated instruments.

“What the . . . ?” Aly said.

My eyes locked on the location of the Karai Institute campus, where I expected to see the lush green quadrangle, surrounded by brick buildings.

In its place was a giant plume of black smoke.
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CHAPTER FOUR

TRIANGULATION

THE PLANE BANKED sharply right, away from the campus.

“Where are you going?” I demanded. “The airport is in the other direction!”

“Back of island,” Torquin said. “Change in plans.”

“It’s all jungle on that side!” Cass said. “We’ll never land this thing there.”

“Airport too dangerous,” Torquin declared.

“It’ll take hours to hike through the trees,” I said. “We need to get there fast, Torquin. The institute is on fire.”

Torquin ignored us both, yanking the steering mechanism again.

My stomach jumped up toward my throat. We were out over the water, circling farther away from land. As it vanished over the horizon, Torquin banked again.

We zoomed back in, toward the rear of the island. It was a blanket of green, surrounded by a thin sliver of beach. “The sand is too narrow!” Aly said, her voice rising in panic.

“Banzaiii!” Torquin yelled.

The plane’s nose pointed downward. I gripped the armrest. From behind, Cass grabbed my arm. He was screaming. Or maybe that was me. I couldn’t tell. As the plane dove, I closed my eyes.

We hit hard. My back jammed down into my hips, like I’d been squashed by an ogre. Cass slammed into the back of my seat. A deafening roar welled up around us as water slammed against the windows.

“Sand too narrow,” Torquin replied. “But sea not too narrow.”

As the jet’s forward momentum slowed to a stop, the windows cleared. I could see the island shore about a football field’s length away from us, separated by an expanse of ocean.

Cass’s eyes were tightly closed. “Are we dead?”

“No, but I think I sprouted some gray hairs,” Aly said, “aside from the lambda on the back of my head. Torquin, what are we doing here?”

Torquin mumbled something in a hurry. He jabbed a button, and Slippy began speeding toward the island on its superlight aluminum-alloy pontoons.

Cass, Aly, and I shared a baffled look. My heart was racing. As the pontoons made contact with sand, we jumped out. Torquin opened a compartment in the back of the plane and pulled out a huge pack of equipment. I’d never seen him move so fast.

Aly stared, ankle-deep in water. “Torquin, I am not moving another step until you talk to us. In full sentences. With an explanation!”

Torquin handed us each a flak vest, a machete, a lightweight helmet, and a belt equipped with knives and water canisters. “These are for protection,” he snapped. “Island is under attack.”

“You know that just from that smoke?” Aly said.

“Where smoke, fire,” Torquin replied. “Where fire, attack.”

His logic was not perfect, but when I saw the furious glint in his eyes I decided not to argue. Aly and Cass clearly felt the same way. We suited up quickly. Weighted down by the equipment, we waded to the shore. The trees formed a thick, impenetrable wall. No paths in sight.

Torquin stopped, carefully looking around. “Wait. Easy to get lost.”

“Just follow me,” Cass said. “We have the sun, the shore, the slope of the land, and Mount Onyx. More than enough points for geographic triangulation. We don’t need a map.”

We didn’t question him. Cass was a human GPS. He could memorize maps and routes to the inch.

“Need dictionary,” Torquin gruffed, as we all started after Cass.

 

I didn’t know which was worse—the smothering heat of the sun, the bug bites that made my legs look like raw hamburger, the screeching of animals we couldn’t see, or the smell of the smoke.

It was all horrible.

I knew Torquin’s analysis had to be wrong. The island was shielded by some force that made it impossible to find by anybody. But what had happened? An electrical short circuit? A lightning hit?

I dreaded what we would find.

Cass stumbled and stopped. His face was bright red, his clothes drenched. Setting his backpack down, he sat on a tree stump. “Dry . . .” he said.

“Have some water,” Aly said, unscrewing her canteen.

Cass waved it away. “I’m okay,” he said. “I meant, the land is dry. The trees, too. If the breeze pushes the fire in this direction, we’re toast. Literally.”

I nodded. “Let’s stay close, in case we have to retreat to the beach.”

“We have to help them,” Cass said, wiping his head. “We have to be like Marco. He would never retreat.”

“Marco,” Aly said, “retreated from us.”

I helped Cass to his feet. He quickly slipped ahead of Torquin, taking the lead. We were passing Mount Onyx now. Below us were Jeep tracks, where we’d raced back to the campus when the griffin attacked.

Cass picked up the pace. The smell was pungent and strong. White ash floated down through the treetops. Monkey screeches and birdcalls echoed around us. But I could hear other sounds now. Voices. Distant shouts.

“Stop!” Torquin ordered.

We nearly plowed into each other. Torquin passed us, squinting into the smoky air. I followed closer and saw what looked like an enormous spiderweb, strung between trees. “Security fence,” Torquin said. “High voltage.”

“Aly knows how to disable that,” Cass said. “She did it when we tried to escape.”

“From the inside,” Aly reminded him. “Not from here. We’re stuck.”

Torquin crouched silently, grabbed the top of an umbrella-shaped mushroom, and pulled hard. The stalk broke cleanly, revealing a blinking red light, flush with the ground. I heard a soft click. “Voilà,” he said. “Disables. Thirty seconds. For KI people stuck in jungle.”

“You know French?” Cass asked.

“Also croissant,” Torquin replied proudly.

Cass took the lead again. The scent of smoke was growing stronger. We were practically running now. The sweat on my back felt like a lake against the heavy pack. But up ahead, the dense jungle darkness was giving way to the light of a clearing.

A light made brighter by fire.

Cass stopped first. He dropped to his knees, his jaw hanging open.

“This can’t be . . .” Aly said.

We all sank down beside Cass, at the edge of the jungle now. The Karai Institute spread out before us, but it looked nothing like the stately college campus we’d left. The grassy quadrangle was chewed up by boot prints and speckled with glass from broken windows all around. I could see figures moving through the brick buildings, white-coated KI technicians fleeing into the woods. Flames leaped from Professor Bhegad’s second-floor collection of antiquities.

Fires raged behind the quad buildings, from the direction of the airport, the dorms, the supply sheds, and support buildings. The tendrils of smoke twined skyward, disappearing into an umbrella cloud of blackness.

“Leonard . . .” Cass rasped.

“Leonard?” Aly said. “All you can think about is what happened to your pet lizard? What about the KI staff?”

An anguished cry from across the quadrangle made us all instinctively duck behind a thicket. I peered through the branches to see a man in a ripped white KI lab coat tumble out the game room entrance. His hair was matted with blood.

As he scrambled to his feet, there was no mistaking Fiddle, our resident mechanical and aeronautical genius.

“We have to help him,” I said, rising, but Aly grabbed me by the collar.

From the building entrance, behind him, stepped a man dressed in black commando gear, goggles, and a helmet emblazoned with a black M.

“Massa . . .” Aly said, pointing him out to me.

“But how?” Cass asked. “The island is undetectable by human means.”

“Massa not human,” Torquin said.

Now I could see more of them—in the windows of the lab buildings, running across the basketball court. I could see them dragging KI scientists into the dorm, throwing rocks through windows. One of them, racing across the campus, tore down the KI flag, which stood in front of the majestic House of Wenders.

Fiddle staggered closer toward the jungle. He looked desperately around through the broken lenses of his glasses. I wanted to call out to him, but the commando grabbed Fiddle by his lab coat and yanked him down from behind.

“We have to help him,” I said.

“But it’s four against a bazillion,” Cass said.

Torquin crouched. “But this four,” he said, pulling a wooden case from his pack, “is very good.”
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CHAPTER FIVE

COUNTERATTACK

TORQUIN PULLED A long, slender pipe and a handful of darts from his pack. He moved through the jungle, crab-walking silently away from the thicket.

Dropping behind a fallen tree, Torquin put the pipe to his lips, and blew.

Shissshhhh!

Fiddle’s captor crumpled downward instantly, felled by a small, green-feather-tipped tranquilizer dart. “Eye of bull,” Torquin said.

I scrabbled to my feet and raced out of the jungle toward Fiddle.

As Fiddle saw me approach, he turned to run away. “It’s Jack McKinley!” I called out as loudly as I dared.

He stopped and squinted at me. “I must be dreaming.”

I took his arms and pulled him toward the trees. Behind us I could hear doors opening, voices shouting. Torquin’s tranquilizer darts shot out from the jungle with impossible speed, each one followed by a groan.

With the sharp crrrrack of a gunshot, a tree branch exploded just over Torquin’s head. We all dove into a thicket. “Why are we using darts when they’re using bullets?” Fiddle screamed.

“KI not killers,” Torquin replied. He reached out and lifted Fiddle onto his back as if he were a rag doll. “Go! Deeper into jungle. Hide!”

We followed Cass back the way we’d come. Behind us, an explosion rocked the jungle and we were airborne in a storm of dirt and leaves. I thumped to the ground, inches behind Aly and Cass. A tree crashed to the jungle floor exactly where Torquin and Fiddle had been.

“Torquin!” I shouted.

“Safe!” his voice replied from somewhere behind the tree. “Just go!”

Flames leaped up all along the pathway we’d just taken. As we ran blindly into the jungle, I peered over my shoulder to see Torquin and Fiddle following us. Cass was taking the lead, his head constantly turning left and right. Honestly, I don’t know what he was seeing. Every inch of the jungle looked the same to me. But Cass knew. Somehow.

Panting, he stopped in a clearing and looked around. The explosions were like distant thunder now, barely audible above the animal noises and the sound of our own breaths. “Did you know this place was here?” I asked.

“Of course,” Cass nodded. “Didn’t you? We’ve been here before. We’re near the beach where we saw the dead whale. If we have to, we can follow the coast around to the plane.”

“Whoa, dismount!” Fiddle said as Torquin stomped into the area. Sliding off the giant’s back, Fiddle grimaced. He took off his broken glasses and pulled a tiny shard from his cheek. “This really hurts. That means it’s not a dream, right? Which is a bummer.”

“Are you okay?” Aly asked.

“Yeah, I think.” Fiddle nodded. “Although I should have bought safety lenses.”

“What happened here?” I demanded, catching my breath.

Fiddle’s eyes seemed drained of life. His face was taut, his voice distant, as if he were recounting a horrible nightmare. “I’m . . . sitting in the airport minding my own business—and these turkeys fly in. No one expected it. We were caught totally unaware. Someone must have given us away . . .”

“Marco,” Torquin said.

“Marco doesn’t know the way here,” Aly protested. “None of us do. It’s got to be someone else.”

“It is.” Cass eyed me warily. “It’s . . . Jack.”

I looked at him, speechless.

“Not you, personally,” Cass said. “Your phone. The one your mom gave you, in the Massa HQ. You turned it on while we were here.”

“Wait,” Aly said. “And you left it on?”

“Okay, maybe—but so what?” I said. “No signal can get through to the island. It’s totally off the grid. Any grid!”

Aly groaned, slumping against a tree. “It’s not about location, it’s about vector, Jack—meaning direction. When we got in the plane, the signal traveled with us. Once we left the protected area around the island, the Massa could pick up the signal.”

I imagined a map, with an arching, beeping signal, traveling slowly from the middle of the ocean toward Egypt. Like a big old arrow pointing where to go. “So they just followed the path backward and kept going . . . until they discovered the island . . .”

“Bingo,” Cass said.

I felt dizzy. This whole thing was my fault. If it weren’t for my boneheaded move, we wouldn’t be in this danger. How could I have been so ignorant? “I—I’m so sorry. I should have known.”

Cass was pacing back and forth. “Forget that now, Brother Jack. Really. It’s okay. Actually, it’s not.”

“Need to counterattack,” Torquin added, looking back in the direction of the compound.

“You and what army?” Fiddle asked. “You got zombies hidden away? Because the Massa are all over the explosives supply now. I say we run. However you got here, let’s get out the same way.”

When Torquin turned, his face was lined and his eyes moist, as if he’d aged a few years. “Never leave Professor Bhegad behind.”

“Or the Loculi,” I said. “Where are they?”

Torquin and Fiddle both looked at each other and shrugged.

“We gave them to Bhegad,” Aly said. “He didn’t tell you where he put them?”

Cass sagged. “There goes that plan.”

“Okay . . . okay . . .” I said, rubbing my forehead as I tried to think this through. “Bhegad probably kept the location of the Loculi to himself—one person only, to avoid a security leak. So we find him first, and he’ll lead us to them.”

“Unless the Massa get to him before us,” Cass said.

“Bhegad tough,” Torquin said. “Won’t crack under pressure.”

“We need to find his EP assignment,” Fiddle said. “Emergency protocol. We all get one. It’s where we have to go in case of an attack.”

“These EP assignments,” Aly said. “Are they stored somewhere?”

Fiddle shrugged. “Must be. The assignments are changed randomly from time to time. We’re notified electronically.”

“I’ll need to get to the systems control building.” Aly looked up. “The sun is setting. We have maybe an hour before it gets too dark to see outside. That’ll help us.”

“But the control building will be full of Massa,” Cass said.

“We clear it,” Torquin declared.

Fiddle looked at him in bafflement. “How? With darts? You guys are out of your minds. We need an army, not a sneak attack with a half-blind geek, a caveman, and three kids barely out of diapers.” He looked toward the water.

Aly’s jaw hung open. “Did you say . . . diapers?”

“Caveman?” Torquin added.

Fiddle backed away slowly. “Oh, I forgot—feelings. Guess you guys want sensitivity. Fine, it’s your funeral.”

He turned, lurching into the jungle.

“Hey!” Torquin cried.

As he lumbered after Fiddle, I followed. Aly called me back but I kept going. “Torquin, let him go!” I cried out.

After a few turns, deeper into the dense-packed trees, I felt my foot jam under a root. I tripped and landed a few feet from Torquin’s pack. I guessed he must have dropped it to lighten his load. But I couldn’t leave it there. Not with those tranquilizer darts inside. We could use those.

Wincing, I sat up. I could hear movement—footsteps? I wasn’t even sure from which direction the sound was coming. The sky was darkening. I looked over my shoulder, but the jungle was without paths, and even my own footsteps were lost in the dense greenery. “Aly?” I called out. “Cass?”

I waited. High overhead a monkey screamed. It dropped from a branch and landed on its feet, jumping wildly up and down. Eeee! Eeee!

“Go away!” I said. “I don’t have any food.”

It was slapping its own head now, gesturing wildly back into the woods.

“Do I know you?” I said, narrowing my eyes at the creature. During my first escape attempt from the island, I’d been lured to Torquin’s helicopter by an extremely smart chimp. Who looked very much like this one. “Are you showing me which way to go?”

Oooh, it grunted, darting straight for the backpack.

So that was its game—distracting me so it could steal the pack! “Hey, give me that!” I shouted.

A loud crack resounded, followed by a familiar scream.

Aly’s voice!

Ignoring the branches and vines that slashed across my face, I ran back toward the noise. In moments I saw the dull glow of the clearing.

Silently I dropped into the brush. I had a sight line. Cass and Aly were where I’d left them. Aly’s arm was bleeding. Cass was holding a branch high like a spear. Around them were four helmeted Massa, armed with rifles. They grinned, jeering, taunting my friends in some language I didn’t know.

My muscles tightened, ready to spring.

No. No way you can jump in there alone.

Where was Torquin?

I felt something jam into my back and nearly screamed aloud.

Whipping around, I came face-to-face with the monkey. It was holding out Torquin’s backpack to me.

I grabbed it and spun back toward the clearing. Shaking, I pulled out the blowpipe. My hands were sweaty. As I reached for a dart, the weapon slipped out of my hand. It clattered onto a rock. Behind me the monkey screeched in surprise.

From the dense jungle, a rifle emerged, pointing directly at my face.
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CHAPTER SIX

GOOD-BYE, WILBUR

“YEAAAGHHH!”

Torquin’s roar blotted out all sound. He leaped from the brush into the clearing, about twenty yards to my right.

The four soldiers wheeled around. Torquin landed full body on the one who’d found me, squashing the guy to the ground. Behind him, another Massa soldier was trying to take aim at Torquin, but the two bodies were too close. Instead he raised his rifle high and brought it down on Torquin’s head. Hard. It hit with a solid thud.

Aly ran toward Torquin to help, but the assailant backed away, the weapon still in his hand.

Its barrel was now bent, forming the shape of Torquin’s skull.

Torquin stood, scratching his head in puzzlement. Then, grabbing the rifle, he flung it against a tree, with its owner still holding tight. The guy folded without a whimper.

“Two down,” Torquin grunted.

As the other two men maneuvered in the confusion, I snatched up the blowpipe, jammed a dart down the tube, and blew. It sailed into the clearing, nearly hitting Aly and Cass along the way.

Eeee! chided the monkey, holding out another dart.

The men couldn’t seem to decide where to point their rifles, at Torquin or me. I aimed carefully, firing once again. Cass and Aly dove to the ground, out of the way. But my shot sailed true this time, catching one Massa in the side of the neck.

EEEEEE! The monkey was jumping up and down now.

“My feeling exactly,” I said.

The monkey began gesturing frantically into the trees. I turned to see the remaining commando on his knees, lifting his rifle.

I ducked behind a bush, reaching for a dart. But I had used the last one. The monkey was grabbing my shoulder, leapfrogging over my head. “Hey!” I shouted.

Crrrack!

I flinched as the creature’s body jolted backward. It hit me in the face, knocking me to the ground. As I fell, a warm liquid oozed downward onto my neck.

I turned to see Torquin pummeling the last attacker with his massive fists. Cass and Aly were screaming, but I couldn’t make out the words.

“Little man, are you okay?” came Fiddle’s voice.

I blinked the blood from my eye. Fiddle was kneeling over me, cradling my head in his hand. “F-fine,” I said, spraying his face with red dots. “I thought you were going without us.”

“I was, until Gigantor got ahold of me,” he replied. “Dude, you totally rocked the Massa. I am impressed.”

“It wasn’t just me,” I said, sitting up.

Above, the setting sun had cast the sky orange. The waning light illuminated the small body of the monkey, lying in a twisted position on its back.

 

I watched Torquin quickly dig a hole with a bayonet. As he lowered the monkey’s body into it, distant shouts and explosions filtered through the thick jungle. The sky was darkening, which would only be to our advantage. By my calculation, the battle for the island had been under way for hours. We had little time and less hope of defeating the Massa. But in that moment all I could think about was the bravery of the little creature.

I felt a tear drop from my cheek onto the dirt. Aly looked at me with concern and put a hand on my shoulder.

“He took one for me,” I said with a shrug. “He didn’t deserve this.”

Aly nodded. As we rushed to cover the hole with soil, Torquin softly murmured, “Good-bye, Wilbur.”

“That’s the monkey’s name—Wilbur?” Cass asked.

Torquin wiped at his cheek with a huge hand.

“Guess he really meant something to you,” Aly said.

Torquin shook his head. “Humid today, is all.”

With a rustle of leaves, another commando emerged from the bush. It took a moment to recognize it was Fiddle, dressed in a Massa outfit he’d taken from an unconscious soldier. “I suggest we all suit up, guys. No time to lose.”

I turned. The four Massa officers were tied to trees at the edge of the clearing, their uniforms piled at their feet. “Four Massa, five us,” Torquin said. “I get uniform later.”

“Better hope they make them in plus sizes,” Fiddle said. “Now, hurry. And take the weapons, in case these guys wake up and break free.”

Leaving the gravesite, we each grabbed an outfit and put it on. The guys were all big, so the garb fit loosely over our own clothes.

Cass rolled up the cuffs of his baggy pants, pulled his belt as tight as it went, and grabbed a commando rifle. As Aly picked up another rifle and strapped it over her thin shoulders, her whole body sagged.

Fiddle gave her a dubious look. “You guys are a bigger danger to yourselves than the Massa are.”

“Try us,” Aly said.

“Follow me,” Cass said, stepping to the edge of the clearing. As we fell in behind, dodging our way around vines and trees, the jungle seemed to grow darker by the second. Under the helmet I was sweating like crazy. The noise from the compound had subsided, which meant the battle was winding down. What would we see? My heartbeat quickened with a mixture of hope and dread.

My rifle clanked heavily against my side, but that was nothing compared to the swarm of mosquitoes around my ankles. “Get away!” I said through gritted teeth, bending to swat at the cloud of tiny bugs.

I stopped in midslap at the sight of a flat rock, nearly as big as a manhole cover. On it was a carving of a fierce griffin, a half eagle, half lion. I bent down to examine it. I’d seen it before—back when I’d first tried to escape from the KI.

“Hm,” Torquin said, looming up behind me. He picked up the rock and scowled at the carving. “Griffin. Pah!”

The burning smell grew stronger. Through the branches now, I could see the winking lights of the compound. Distant voices shouted. From our left came the sound of painful, pitiful groans. Cries for help.

I looked at the others. They had all heard it, too. We changed direction, moving closer. I knew where we were now—just behind our dormitory.

We crouched behind thick brush. Not ten feet in front of us was a scraggly field, where a guard moved slowly back and forth, smoking a cigarette. “They’re using our dorm as a prison,” Aly whispered.

“At least they’re keeping KI people alive,” Fiddle said.

A pinpoint of light shot through the air. Before I could react, the stub of a lit cigarette hit the side of my face.

“Gggghhh—”

Torquin’s beefy hand closed around my mouth, cutting off an outcry. My cheek stung, and his fingers only made it worse.

The guard stopped in his tracks. He came closer to the jungle’s edge. Toward us. I held my breath. His eyes scanned the bushes as he shone a flashlight. From the dorm came a sudden clatter and the muffled voice of a KI captive: “Emergency! Yo, Massa lunkheads—Fritz is having a seizure! Somebody get him his medication!”

Fritz. The mechanic who had been part of my KI training.

But the guard ignored the voice. The beam was coming closer. It would discover my face first. I crouched lower, pressing my hands against the rocky ground. Torquin was to my right. He turned to me and mouthed the words “talk to him.” He gestured to my uniform.

I had almost forgotten. We were dressed like them. But what was I supposed to say?

“I see you . . .” the guard said, stepping closer.

Torquin glared. Taking a deep breath, I stood. “Of course you did!” I said, pointing to the welt on my cheek. “I . . . fell.”

Lame, lame, lame, Jack!

A smile grew across the guard’s face. He raised his rifle. “Nice outfit, kid. I know who you are,” he said. “And your face is going to look a lot worse if you don’t tell me where your little friends are.”

He lifted his rifle high over his head. I stepped back, shaking.

A dull gray blur shot across my line of sight. It connected with the Massa’s face with a sickening thud. Silently, he and his rifle fell to the ground.

The griffin rock was resting by his head.

“Now,” Torquin said, stepping triumphantly out of the woods, “we have fifth uniform.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN

EMERGENCY PROTOCOLS

“HOW DO I look?” Torquin walked stiffly toward us, wearing the fallen Massa’s garb. The pants had ripped at the seams, his arms dangled out of the too-short sleeves, and his belly protruded from an unbuttoned shirt.

“Like a bear in samajap,” Cass replied. “Too bad it’s getting dark. We could kill them with laughter.”

Aly and I were poised at the edge of the jungle. Fiddle had raced into the dorm, which was now unguarded. Around us, the compound was in utter chaos. The place may have been a great research institute, but it wasn’t built to withstand an assault.

A piercing alarm made us jump. Seconds later, Fiddle raced out the back door of the dorm. Behind him swarmed a group of bedraggled KI people. Two of them were holding Fritz the mechanic by his legs and shoulders. As they disappeared into the jungle to our left, Fiddle gestured toward the escapees. “All of you!” he urged. “Get to MO twenty-one, now!”

“Is Fritz okay?” I asked.

“Diabetic,” Fiddle explained, as KI prisoners streamed out of the dorm. “Needs an insulin injection. Fortunately, there are plenty of medical doctors among the KI. We have a couple of hidden shelters on the island. MO twenty-one is near Mount Onyx. There’ll be insulin in the emergency supplies there.”

I could barely recognize some of the KI staff. Brutus, the head chef, had been beaten badly, his face swollen and red. He had to be helped by two others. Hiro, the martial-arts trainer, was walking with a crutch. They looked toward us, weary and bewildered, as if we were a dream.

Fiddle urged them on, then gathered Torquin, Cass, Aly, and me close. We could hear Massa reinforcements clattering in at the front of the building. “We don’t have much time before the goons figure out what just happened. I’ll stay here and get as many KI people to safety as I can. You guys get to work finding Bhegad’s EP assignment. Aly, you know where to go?”

“Building D,” Aly said.

Fiddle nodded. “Right. The systems control center. But I warn you, the info is encrypted beyond belief.”

“Depends on your definition of belief,” Aly said with a small grin.

“Radio me when you find him.” Fiddle fished a walkie-talkie from his pocket and threw it to me. “The uniforms will give you some cover. Be sure you find those Loculi. Bhegad will know where they are. Do you understand this? Good. I can meet you back at the plane. Where is it?”

“Enigma Cove,” Torquin said.

With a nod, Fiddle disappeared in the direction of the dorm. Cass, Aly, Torquin, and I bolted. We followed the perimeter of the campus toward Building D. I was scared out of my mind. The Massa knew our faces. In the light, we were toast. And the baggy uniforms didn’t help. But the gathering darkness might help us pass for Massa commandos.

As the alarm blared all over the compound, the chaos seemed to multiply in the quadrangle. Officers were screaming at subordinates, commandos were shoving KI staff toward the dorm. No one seemed to care about four more running people.

We crouched behind the squat, square building and peered into the window. Exactly two Massa were in there, pounding on keyboards. “Skeleton crew,” Cass commented.

Torquin stood, gesturing us to follow. He circled the building and strolled through the building’s front door, which had been blasted open. “I help, fellow Massa?” he boomed.

The two men turned. One of them nearly spit out his coffee. “Whoa, nice uniform! What have you been eating, dude?”

Torquin grabbed them by their collars, lifted them out of their seats, and butted their heads together. “Pound cake,” he said.

Aly slid into a seat in front of a console. Her fingers flew over the keyboard. Code flashed across the screen at impossible speed.

“You can actually read that?” I said.

“Shhh . . .” The scrolling stopped, and the screen filled with random letters and symbols. “Okay, there it is . . . House of Wenders, sublevel seven. That’s Bhegad’s EP.”

“That’s the underground lab, where they made Shelley the Loculus shell,” Cass exclaimed.

“Where do you read that, Aly?” I asked, staring at the gobbledygook.

“It’s in hexadecimal notation,” she said. “Those combinations each represent letters and characters.”

I stared at her. “You scare me.”

“Actually, I scare me, too.” She turned from the screen, a concerned look on her face. “I wouldn’t have been able to read that even a week ago. Hurray for G7W. Now let’s see if we can scare the Massa . . .” Swinging around back to the keyboard, she said, “They will have access to our trackers now, right? So before we get Bhegad, why don’t I just zap the KI’s tracking machine—along with some other choice equipment . . . hee-hee . . .”

“We can’t just run across the courtyard to the House of Wenders,” Cass said. “There are tons of Massa. Dark or not, someone will recognize us, just like that guard did.”

“Go the long way,” Torquin suggested.

“On it.” Aly’s fingers were a blur. “Overloading the Comestibule circuits . . . disabling the breakers . . . should cause a small explosion there. Okay. On the count of three, the lights should go out everywhere except the House of Wenders. The Massa goons who aren’t heading to the dorm will be drawn to the explosion in the Comestibule, buying us some space and time.”

“Wait. What if someone is actually in the kitchen?” I asked.

Torquin looked skeptical. “The long way is better.”

Aly sighed. “I figure that the kitchen-cafeteria is the one place people won’t be during a Massa attack. Let’s hope I’m right. Ready? One . . . three!”

She leaped from the seat. A distant blast rocked the earth. I staggered and fell to the floor. “I thought you said a small explosion!”

“There goes five fifty-pound sacks of chocolate chips,” Cass said mournfully.

Torquin pushed us all outside. We ducked into a shadow, watching smoke rise from the Comestibule.

Together we sprinted across the compound, which was now pitch-dark, save for the lights in the windows of the House of Wenders, directly across from us. It loomed over the campus, as solemn and stately as a courthouse, its wide marble stairs topped by seven columns. The KI flag that flew on a pole in front was now tattered and blackened. As a group of five Massa raced down the stairs in confusion, Torquin called out to them: “Attack! Comestibule! Go!”

They stomped off toward the commotion, and we headed into the grand entrance hall, racing around the statue of the dinosaur that had spooked me so much when I’d first walked in here. The elevator in the back of the hall was empty. We piled inside and plunged downward to subbasement 7. Torquin held tight to his rifle.

The door opened directly into an enormous domed chamber, lit by a string of buzzing fluorescent lights. Torquin stepped inside, his bare feet slapping on the concrete. The room was full of abandoned workstations, their monitors glowing with the KI symbol.

“Professor?” I called out.

My voice echoed, unanswered, into the dome.

“Empty,” Torquin announced.

“I think we all see that,” Aly remarked.

“Any other suggestions where to go?” Cass said.

With a soft whoosh, the elevator door shut behind us. As I turned instinctively, the room plunged into sudden darkness.

A low, focused hissss came from the ceiling. Three emergency lights flicked on, casting everything in a sickly bluish-white glow. I felt a tickle in my throat. Cass began coughing, then Aly.

Torquin fell to his knees, his eyes red. Quickly he began ripping apart sections of his already ripped pants, then throwing the pieces to us. “Put on . . . nose!” he said, gasping for breath.

“What’s happening?” Aly said, doubling over with violent coughs.

Torquin jammed the fabric over his face. “Tear . . . gas!”
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CHAPTER EIGHT

LOCATION D

I SANK TO the floor. My knees hit the concrete with a sharp crack, my eyes began to water, and I felt as if someone had crawled into my throat with a set of knives.

Torquin was struggling with his rifle, looking toward the back of the room. There, a lab room door was swinging open to reveal a figure wearing a white coat and a gas mask. As the person came closer, Torquin took aim.

I could see a black-and-gray ponytail protruding out from under the mask. As Torquin sneezed, the person bolted to the left.

Aly was wheezing, convulsed into a ball. Cass looked dead. I tried to keep my eyes open, breathing directly into the fabric. I crawled around, following the masked figure, who was grabbing at the wall as if looking for something. I managed to close my fingers around an ankle and pulled. As the person fell to the floor, I reached up and yanked off the mask.

“No!” screamed a voice. “Don’t!”

I was face-to-face with Dr. Bradley, Professor Bhegad’s personal physician.

And traitor.

“You’re”—I gasped—“one of them, too?”

I thought my lungs would ball up and burst. As I fell back, Dr. Bradley sank beside me, red-faced and choking, grasping desperately for her mask.

With a grunt, she yanked it from my fingers. Climbing to her feet, she slipped the mask back on and steadied herself by grabbing the wall.

I blinked like crazy but I was too weak to stand. Dr. Bradley was pulling open a metal panel on the wall, flipping a switch.

She swung around toward me. My eyes were fluttering shut. Tear gas? I didn’t think so. This was some other poison. I was drifting into unconsciousness, fighting to stay alert.

The last thing I saw before blacking out was Dr. Bradley looming over me like a colossus, reaching down toward my head.

 

I awoke next to a corpse.

Or at least that’s what I assumed it was—a body draped under a white sheet on a slablike table. I was lying on the floor. Rows of fluorescent lights beamed overhead, buzzing softly. As I tried to sit up, my head pounded.

“Easy, Jack,” Dr. Bradley’s voice said. “We’re not quite done with Cass.”

Blinking, I turned. Her back was facing me as she leaned over another table. Her ponytail spilled over the back of her lab coat. I could see Cass’s shoes sticking out from one side.

“What happened?” I said.

“Dr. Bradley thought we were Massa,” Aly’s voice replied. I got to my feet to see her, and my head throbbed with pain. She was sitting with Torquin against the wall near the door. Both of them were red in the face. I figured I was, too, from the aftereffects of the poison gas. “That’s why she activated the gas. When she realized who we were, she turned off the jets.”

“I meant Cass,” I said. “What happened to Cass?”

“Treatment,” Torquin replied.

“But—but he’s not scheduled to need one yet,” I said.

“He’s early,” Dr. Bradley spoke up. “One possibility is that the poison gas brought it on. That’s what I’m hoping.”

“Hoping?” I asked.

Aly sighed. “Remember what Professor Bhegad told us way back when we first got here? As we get closer to age fourteen, the effects of G7W start to accelerate. The episodes are more frequent, and the effects are stronger.”

“When is Cass’s birthday?” I asked.

“He doesn’t know,” Dr. Bradley said softly. “Even the KI, with all their resources, couldn’t get hold of his birth records. They were misfiled in some city hospital and possibly destroyed.”

“So he may have less time than we do,” Aly said.

Dr. Bradley shrugged. “The good news is that the treatment worked. For now, at least, he will be functional.”

“Excellent . . . work,” said the corpse.

The voice startled me. It was unmistakably Professor Bhegad’s. As I took a closer look at the figure under the sheet, I saw that its head and face weren’t covered. But even so, I might not have known the old professor. He was almost unrecognizable, his face chalk white, his eyes watery and small, his hair like a tangled mass of straw. “Good to see all of you,” he said, a line of drool dribbling from his mouth as he spoke. “I don’t know . . . how this happened.”

As his eyes flickered and he drifted off, Dr. Bradley turned away from Cass. “Your friend should be fine for now. As for Professor Bhegad . . .” She took a washcloth from a nearby sink and placed it on the professor’s head. “He was thrown to the floor after an explosion. His lung collapsed, and it’s quite possible he has some internal injuries; I haven’t been able to do a full examination.”

“We have access to Slippy on the other side of the island,” I said. “Fiddle can help you get there with the professor and Cass, while Torquin, Aly, and I rescue the Loculi.”

“Professor Bhegad needs hospital care,” Dr. Bradley said.

“Can you bring what he needs—some kind of portable hospital?” I said. “We can’t risk keeping him here. If the Massa find him, they’ll torture him for information. I can give you a walkie-talkie if you need one.”

“I have my own,” Dr. Bradley said wearily. “I can reach Fiddle. I suppose this is our only choice.”

“Professor Bhegad,” Aly said, gently brushing a strand of wispy white hair from his forehead, “Dr. Bradley is going to take you away from here. Have the Massa taken the Loculi?”

“N . . . no . . .” Professor Bhegad shook his head and turned shakily toward Torquin. “They are in . . . location D . . . Go now . . . keep them safe.”

“Is that the same as Building D, the control center?” Aly asked.

“Not Building D,” Torquin said. “Location D.”

“Which is . . . ?” I prodded.

“Dump,” Torquin replied.

 

The smell and the Song hit me at the same time.

We were in a Jeep that Torquin had stolen at the edge of the compound. Well, stolen isn’t really the right word. It belonged to the KI, but two Massa guys were in it until Torquin pulled them out and threw them against a tree. Now we were careening across the airfield toward the Karai Institute landfill, aka dump. My head felt light, as if something had crawled into my brain. Not a sound, exactly, but a vibration that began in my ears and spread throughout my body. “I’m feeling it,” I said. “The Song of the Heptakiklos. That means the Loculi are nearby.”

“It sbells like subthigg died here.” Aly was holding her nose. The stench was acrid, foul, and growing fast as the Jeep pulled up to a smoking hill. “I’ll stay in the car.”

“Big help,” I replied, climbing out the backseat.

I held the end of my too-long sleeve over my nose, but Torquin was breathing normally. “Nice place,” he mumbled. “Come here to meditate.” We stopped in front of an enormous compost pile, which he carefully examined with his flashlight. Then, barehanded, he began digging out blackened banana peels, hairy mango pits, and globs of wilted vegetables.

The Loculi, it seemed, were buried in a pile of garbage.

Behind us, distant shouts resounded from the jungle. I squinted but all I could see was a small area around me, lit by moonlight and an old, dim streetlamp. Torquin turned, quickly handing me the flashlight. “Pah. Massa. I distract. You continue. Find door. Code is FLUFFY AND FIERCE.”

“But—” He stalked away before I could say another word.

I stared at the mound of rotten food and nearly puked. But the voices were getting closer, and they did not sound happy.

There was one spot that looked as if the garbage had been stirred around recently. I hoped it was the right spot, and not just some jungle animal’s favorite snack location. Holding my breath, I thrust my hand into the goop. It was clammy and cold. My fingers slipped. I felt a rodent scampering out from underneath, nearly running across my shoes.

Keep going . . .

My wrists were covered now. Liquid dribbled down my arm. Each movement brought a fresh whiff of horribleness.

There.

My knuckles knocked on something hard. Guided by my flashlight in one hand, I used the other hand to fling away big gobs until I could see a kind of hatch within:
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CHAPTER NINE

EPIC FAIL

“JACK . . . WHAT ARE you doigg?” Aly cried out, racing toward me from the Jeep. “Torquid’s holdigg off sub Bassa. Do subthigg.”

I gestured toward the filthy screen. “Torquin said the code was ‘fluffy and fierce.’”

“We’ve seed those words before,” Aly said. “Whedd we first got to the isladd, I foud Torquid’s pass code id the codtrol buildigg—‘all thiggs fluffy and fierce.’ How does that help with this—‘Epic fail’? How cadd you fail before you evedd try? Add why ‘you rodett’? Add what’s with the LCD screed?”

“I don’t know!” I said. “Maybe it’s some kind of code. You’re the code person!”

The voices were getting louder. It sounded like Torquin was arguing.

“If it’s a code,” Aly said, “you should be able to edter subthigg. With a keyboard or dubber pad.”

Keyboard. Number pad.

I stared at the message closely. “The letters are in squares,” I said. “It looks like a keyboard.”

“But it’s dot,” Aly said, looking nervously over her shoulder. “It’s a bessage! Hagg odd. Let bee look at it . . .”

Together we stared at the dumb, insulting thing. I wasn’t seeing the words now, just the letters. They were swirling around in my head, arranging and rearranging. There was something about them . . .

I reached out and touched the F of Fail. The LCD screen changed.
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“What did you just do?” Aly said.

“Fluffy and fierce . . .” I murmured, quickly spelling out the words—pressing the L of Fail, the U of You, the F of Fail twice, and so on . . . “I’m just tapping the letters, spelling out the words.”

“It would’t be that sibple!” Aly insisted.
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The door beeped. I jumped back. “It’s a keyboard!”

Aly swallowed hard. “Subtibes,” she said, “it’s a gift to be sibple . . .”

I pushed hard on the door, but it didn’t budge.

“You’re dot puttigg your weight idto it!” Aly said.

“You try,” I said.

Aly recoiled. “Doe way!”

I pounded again. I could hear voices getting louder. Aly and I both turned to see Torquin arguing with three Massa. I shut off my flashlight, leaned back, then thrust my shoulder into the door.

A thick cake of hardened, putrid glop fell away, revealing a door handle in the shape of a pull-down lever.

Grabbing it in my slippery hand, I yanked it down. The door creaked open, outward. I thrust my flashlight into the space. It was wider and deeper than I expected—maybe four feet in all directions. I stuck my head inside to see the whole area. And there, resting against the left side, were two canvas bags, full and round and exactly the right size. They were cinched at the top with a rope. One was an olive color, the other brown. Both of them were ragged and full of holes. I guessed Bhegad had hidden these in a hurry.

Quickly I opened the olive sack and saw the glowing, whitish shape of the Loculus of Flight. With a smile, I cinched the bag closed and opened the other. Although I could feel the Loculus of Invisibility, I couldn’t see it.

“Yes! Got ’em.” Making sure both bags were tightly closed, I pulled them out. I braced myself to run and turned toward Aly. I came face-to-face with a superbright flashlight beam. “Aly, will you please lower that thing?”

A deep, guttural voice answered. “As you wish.”

I jumped back as the beam dropped downward, revealing a hooded man, his face concealed by a cowl. In the dim streetlamp light, I saw Aly a few feet beyond him. Torquin was with her now, too. Their faces were ashen, their hands in the air. Behind them stood three Massa.

“What a stroke of luck to find you here,” said Brother Dimitrios, pulling back his cowl. “We missed you in Egypt. But how considerate of you to return and find these for us.”
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CHAPTER TEN

THE ONLY GAME IN TOWN

BROTHER DIMITRIOS HELD out his hand, palm up. Behind him stood his two favorite henchmen. Brother Yiorgos was dark and balding, with a round face and a constant creepy smile. Stavros had a mass of curly hair, a thick unibrow, and a scowl, his chin blackened by beard stubble.

Both of them held guns pointed toward Aly and Torquin.

“I do not like to use such brutish tactics,” Brother Di-mitrios said, “but I believe we are having some temporary trust issues. You left us rather abruptly in Giza.”

“You kidnapped us!” I said.

Brother Dimitrios chuckled. “We freed you from the people who had taken you from your homes. That is the opposite of kidnapping, yes? More like rescuing, I’d say.” He was moving closer now, hand still outstretched. “We extended an offer to you. A lifeline. An opportunity to prevent your own deaths. And instead you fled to your abductors. Tell me, how’s that working for you now?”

I took a step backward. “You destroyed Babylon. You brainwashed Marco. You’re turning him into some kind of monster. And you promised him he’d be a king! How were we supposed to trust you?”

“Because we are the ones who tell the truth, Jack,” Brother Dimitrios said. “We are the good guys.”

“You destroyed the Karai Institute!” I said.

“They would have destroyed us if they’d gotten the chance,” Brother Dimitrios said. “It has always been part of their plan. But none of that matters now. The KI no longer exists. We are the only game in town. Which is as it should be. I trust we will eventually earn your loyalty, Jack. But for now, you need only give us the Loculi. It is the smartest thing you can do. For yourselves and the world.”

As he reached for both sacks, Aly gasped aloud. “Don’t!”

I held tight and backed away. Brother Dimitrios chuckled again. “So shy now. And yet you were the one who generously showed us the way to the island, which we’d been seeking for decades.”

Once we left the protected area around the island, the Massa could pick up the signal, Aly had said.

“You planted that phone!” Aly accused him.

Brother Dimitrios raised an eyebrow. “You mean, the phone you stole?”

I couldn’t read his expression. Was he mocking us? Was it possible Mom had played us?

I thought about what she had done—left us a high-res close-up of her own eye, which we’d used for the retinal scan. That was how we’d gotten access to the Loculi. That was how we were able to escape. She had risked her status to help me. To help us.

At least I’d thought so.

Dimitrios barked a dry laugh. “You know, the timing couldn’t have been better. You see, we were looking for a new headquarters anyway, since you betrayed the location of our old one to your Karai Institute friends. So this gave us the opportunity to eliminate the competition, so to speak.” He looked around with a satisfied smile. “Not to mention upgrading our location at the same time.”

A distant explosion made me flinch. The KI was being destroyed. This reality was squeezing me like a fist. The Scholars of Karai had built the island on centuries of research, on land that no one could ever find. Now all of it—the labs, the healing waterfall, the Heptakiklos, the space-time rift—was under new ownership. Because the Massa had found the one person dumb enough to leave a trail. Me.

“As you can hear, we are already in the process of a . . . gut renovation,” Brother Dimitrios said. “We will rebuild here, more gloriously than you can imagine. If you keep the Loculi, you will die, Jack. Or you can choose to give them to us. And we will save your lives.”

I closed my eyes and breathed deeply, trying to shape some kind of plan, something that made sense. I concentrated on the McKinley family motto, which had always gotten me through tough times: a problem is an answer waiting to be opened.

All my life I’d thought that mottoes were dumb. Just words.

Opening my eyes, I stared at the two canvas bags.

There was only one possible answer.

“All right,” I said, slipping my hands under the sacks. “You win. Take them.”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

WHAC-A-MASSA

“JACK, NO!” ALY cried.

Torquin let out a roar. He turned and lifted Brother Yiorgos off the ground like a toy soldier, but the sound of a gunshot made him freeze.

Brother Stavros stood with one arm raised high, a revolver in his fist. Smoke wisped upward from the barrel, from where he’d shot in the air. His other arm was locked around Aly’s neck. “Don’t make this hard for us,” he growled.

Torquin let Yiorgos fall to the ground.

“Vre, Stavros, this is not a movie,” Brother Dimitrios said. “Let go of the girl.”

Aly pushed herself away from Stavros’s grip. Yiorgos rose, grimacing. They all stood, bodies angled toward me. In the dim light I couldn’t see anyone’s face clearly, but I gave a sharp warning glance to Aly and Torquin. I did not want them to get hurt.

Lifting the sacks, I curled my hands underneath. The material was worn and ripped, and my fingers felt for the holes.

There.

Quickly I slipped my hand inside the brown sack. I felt the warmth of the Invisibility Loculus. That was all I needed. Just to touch the surface.

I knew I was fading from sight by the look on Brother Dimitrios’s face. Utter shock.

He lunged forward. I leaped aside, spinning to the right. I untied the top, pulling out the entire Loculus. Tucking it under my arm, I held tight to the other sack.

Brother Stavros scooped his gun off the ground, where it had fallen.

Anything and anyone you touch becomes invisible.

I grabbed Aly’s uniform. With a grin, she turned toward Stavros. “Face, meet foot.”

He looked around, baffled at the voice coming from nowhere, and he never saw the swift kick Aly planted on his jaw. As he fell unconscious, Aly hooked her hand into Torquin’s belt. “Your turn.”

“Time for Whac-a-Massa,” he said.

Together we moved toward Brother Dimitrios, angling from the side. He stood, trembling, staring in the direction we’d just been. “This is the biggest mistake you can possibly make. Trust me. Also, striking a man while invisible is ungentlemanly conduct.”

“A little to the left,” Torquin replied.

As Brother Dimitrios flinched, the red-bearded giant delivered a haymaker to his jaw. Dimitrios’s feet left the ground. He flew back into Brother Yiorgos, and both men hurtled backward, smacking into a tree.

The three men lay there, inert. Torquin flexed and unflexed his fists. I could practically see smoke coming from his ears. “Good day, gentlemen,” he grunted.

I took Mom’s cell phone from my pocket. It had betrayed us. It was the reason they’d found this place. And I was not going to be taken advantage of again.

I reared my arm back and threw the phone into the jungle.

“Let’s get out of here before more of them come!” Aly said. “We have what we need.”

“You’re welcome,” I said.

Aly smiled sheepishly. She threw her arms around me, nuzzling her head on my shoulder. “Jack, you’re the best.”

“Mush,” Torquin said.

I pulled the Loculus of Flight from its sack. We would use both Loculi to get to the beach quickly, airborne and unseen.

But all I could think about was the phone. And its owner.

I don’t even remember the flight back to the beach.

 

I do remember seeing the shining hull of Slippy from high in the air. And Fiddle’s relieved smile as I let go of the others’ hands, making them visible as we touched down on the sand. “Where’s Jack?” he shouted, running to greet us.

Aly nudged me in the side. As I put my Loculus down in the sand, Fiddle jumped back. “Aaaghh! Don’t scare me like that!”

“Sorry, it’s the Invisibility Loculus,” I said. “It makes you invisible. Which is useful when you’re flying over enemy territory.”

He nodded. “You got them both—awesome! Cass, Bhegad, and Dr. Bradley are on board. We’re ready to book.”

I slipped the Invisibility Loculus into its sack, grabbed them both by the canvas tops, and ran after the others toward the jet. “How’s the professor?” Aly shouted.

“Dr. Bradley’s doing the best she can. They’re in the back of the plane. We managed to get a lot of equipment from the hospital—for him and for you.” Fiddle slowed. “Dr. Bradley can continue your treatments for a while. If you guys die, our dream is over. The KI really goes down in flames.”

“Sorry to spoil things for you,” Aly remarked.

Fiddle blushed. “Plus I care about you guys. Seriously. We all do. Now come on. They’re going to find us. While you were gone, more Massa flew into the compound. Top brass, I think. Huge plane.”

As we raced the final few yards to the jet, Cass appeared at the jet’s hatch, at the top of the ladder. “Sgniteerg!” he said. “Hope you’re impressed I could say that.”

Aly bounded up the ladder. “Just glad you’re feeling . . . terbet?”

Cass winced. “I think you mean retteb.”

Fiddle put his arm on my shoulders. “Good luck, tiger. Thanks for saving my sorry butt. You’re in the hands of the Jolly Red Giant now.”

“Aren’t you coming with us?” I asked.

“I found some more of our people in the jungle,” he replied. “A small group, mostly injured and scared. I don’t know how they made it out. But along with the prisoners from the dorm—it’s a core, and who knows how many more we’ll find. I want to stay here with them. Build a force, if we can.”

“The Massa will wipe you out,” I said.

Fiddle gave me a wry grin. “Best brains. Biggest muscle power. Which would you bet on?”

“Good point,” I said. “I feel sorry for the Massa.”

I gave Fiddle a bear hug and scampered up the ladder. As I took a seat near Aly and Cass, Torquin squeezed his frame into the cockpit. From the back of the plane, Professor Bhegad’s voice called out feebly: “Children . . . Aly . . . Jack . . . Cass . . . Marco . . .”

He was lying on a set of cushions against the rear bulkhead. Dr. Bradley had managed to strap him down and was adjusting the drip on his IV.

“All here,” I said gently. “All three of us. Marco is . . . gone, Professor. Remember?”

Professor Bhegad looked confused for a moment. “Yes,” he finally said. “Of course . . .”

The engine started with a roar. “Belts!” Torquin said.

I strapped myself in. Over the engine noise I heard a high-pitched cry. I figured it was a seagull.

Until my eyes caught a motion at the edge of the jungle. People.

I shone my flashlight through the window. Two figures were running across the sand toward us, waving their arms. One of them was much faster—someone broad-shouldered, with a slightly bowlegged gait and flowing brown hair.

“Marco?” Aly said.

But my eyes were fixed on the other person—older, female, her head covered by a bandanna.

“Stop the plane!” Cass shouted. “Let’s find out.”

“Too late!” Torquin replied.

The jet began to turn. I grabbed binoculars from the floor and peered through. The woman and Marco stood shoulder to shoulder now, looking up at us. Shaking her head, she removed the bandanna and flung it to the ground.

The breath caught in my throat. As the jet turned its pontoons toward the water, the coast grew smaller. Smoke passed across the moon’s surface like lost ghosts.

“Jack?” Aly said. “What did you just see?”

I let the binocs drop from my fingers. “My mom.”
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CHAPTER TWELVE

MONGOLIA

“HOW CAN YOU be sure?” Aly picked up the binoculars and tried to scan the shore, but it was too dark to see anything.

I was shaking. “The walk. The way she moved her head when she took off that bandanna. Her eyes . . .”

“You could see all that?” Aly asked.

“I could see enough,” I said.

Aly let out a deep breath. “So it’s true. The photo was real.”

“Which is a good thing, Jack,” Cass said. “Even if you don’t think so now. You have to have faith that you’ll meet her. That things will work out.”

“A mom who faked her own death.” I whirled around at him, angrier than I ever thought I’d be. “Who didn’t care enough to be in touch for six years. Who’s part of a team of killers and liars. How will that work out?”

“A mom who’s alive, when you thought she wasn’t,” Cass said softly.

I backed off, taking a deep breath. I’d seen Cass’s parents in a newspaper photo that Cass had kept in his backpack. The headline read “Mattipack Crime-Spree Couple Caught!” The mug shots showed two scowling people with bloated, angry faces.

“How do you have faith?” I asked. “Have you . . . have you ever tried to get in touch with your mom and dad?”

Cass nodded. “I called the prison a couple of years ago. It was weird. Mom couldn’t believe it was me. I talked a lot, but she didn’t say much. Just listened. When our time was up, I could hear that she was crying. She said ‘Love you, Cassius’—and then, click.”

“Cassius?” Aly said.

“From Shakespeare. The play Julius Caesar. Cassius is the guy who has a ‘lean and hungry look.’ They named me after him, I guess. How bad can they really be if they read Shakespeare?”

“Romeo and Juliet,” Torquin growled. “Very sad.”

Cass leaned forward. “I’m not giving up on them, whether they’re innocent or not—which, by the way, I think they are. You can’t give up on getting your mom back either, Jack. You have to believe that. Maybe she was brainwashed. Maybe she’s trying to escape. Or she’s secretly a spy for the government. Maybe she’s stealing information to save our lives and sabotage the Massa.”

“Have you ever thought of being a writer?” Aly asked. “You have a good imagination.”

Cass shrugged. “Ask me again when we’re on the other side of fourteen.”

For a pessimist, Cass was sounding pretty optimistic. Staring out the window, I let his words sink in. I wanted to be optimistic, too. But as I watched the island disappear behind the clouds, I felt like it was pulling my heart with it.

“I need to tell my dad,” I murmured. “He needs to know about Mom. He thinks she’s dead.”

“Jack, you know we can’t contact the outside world,” Aly said. “We’ve talked about this a million times. Your dad will send people to get us. It’s too risky.”

“It was risky,” I said, “back when we didn’t want anyone to discover the island. But it’s too late for that. The KI is destroyed.”

“Not destroyed,” Torquin said. “Fiddle still there. With others.”

“A rebel band,” Aly said.

“A bunch of injured geeks in a cave,” I said.

“Hey, they know the territory,” Cass said. “The Massa don’t. It’s a big, confusing place to newcomers. And the Massa also don’t have a Cass to help them expertly etagivan.”

I sat back. Cass had a point. The Massa may have taken the compound, but they didn’t have the whole area yet. There was a chance we could return with the Loculi. If Professor Bhegad and Dr. Bradley could keep us alive that long.

“Look, the rebels may be hidden for now, but what about us?” I said. “We have no place to hide. No support on the ground. We need that. I can swear my dad to secrecy. He helps run companies. He knows lots of people, and he’s crazy smart. Besides . . .”

I stopped myself. I wasn’t going to say I miss him. Even though I felt it.

“Jack has a point,” Cass said. “Where else could we possibly go?”

“Maybe Disney World?” Torquin mumbled.

“What if your dad tries to blow the whistle?” Aly said. “If my parents find out, they will stop at nothing to get me back. They don’t know I have a death sentence. They won’t believe it.”

“Not sure . . . trust . . .” Bhegad spoke up, his voice heavy and labored. “Your father . . . me . . .”

“Dad will keep this a secret from the other parents,” I said. “Is that what you’re worried about, Professor? I promise. It’ll be just us and him. No one else. Until we finish the quest. I know this.”

Cass and Aly exchanged a look. After a long minute, they both nodded. Professor Bhegad was shaking his head, eyes wide. I couldn’t be sure if he was offering an opinion or just trembling.

“Use this,” Torquin said, handing his phone over his shoulder. “Low enough altitude for signal. But not for long. Hurry.”

“I’ll text him,” I said.

“Call him,” Aly said. “He won’t recognize the number. He might think it’s a fake. He’s got to hear your voice.”

I took the phone. My fingers shook. The last time I spoke to Dad, I was home in Indiana and he was in Singapore. I’d made a total mess in the house. Then I went to school and never saw him again.

I tapped out the number, held the phone to my ear, and waited.

Beep.

At the sound, I nearly dropped the phone. After the fourth ring, a familiar voice chirped: “This is Martin McKinley of McKinley Enterprises. Sorry I can’t take your call. So . . . you know what to do!”

My mouth was dry. I swallowed hard. “Hey, Dad? It’s me. Um . . . I just wanted to . . .”

Click.

I took the phone from my ear. “It hung up!”

“You weren’t loud enough,” Aly said. “It didn’t pick up any sound. Try again—and speak up!”

As I held my thumb over the phone, it beeped. I nearly dropped it again. On the screen were the words MCKINLEY, M.

Shaking, I held it to my ear. “H-hello?”

“Jack?” I could hear Dad breathing on the other end. “Jack, is that really you?”

I nodded. I thought I was going to pass out.

“He can’t see you nod!” Aly whispered. “Say something.”

About a billion words were stuck in my throat, all trying to elbow each other aside. “Yes,” was all I could manage.

He didn’t answer, and I thought he’d hung up.

“Keep going,” Aly urged.

“Sorry about the living room!” I blurted out. “And the bedroom. And the fact that Vanessa quit.”

Dad’s voice was choked. “Dear lord . . . it is you. Where are you, Jack?”

“I—I don’t know,” I said. “I mean, I’m on a plane. With friends. But we need to get away from some people. Somewhere remote.”

“Not too remote!” Torquin barked. “Need lots of fuel. Won’t be enough.”

“Why?” Dad replied. “Who are you getting away from? Who was that speaking?”

“Our pilot, Torquin,” I said. “Dad, please. I’ll explain everything later. You have to help us. Where are you?”

“Mongolia,” he replied. “I can meet you here.”

“Mongolia?” I took the phone from my ear and put it on speaker.

“Far,” Torquin replied. “Very very very far.”

“It’s a small, private airport!” Dad’s voice called out. “North of Ulaanbaatar.”

“Can we make it?” I asked Torquin.

He shrugged. “No choice.”

“Okay, Dad,” I said into the phone. “Can you give Torquin directions?”

“Turkin?” Dad said. “Hello? Can you hear me?”

Red Beard was accessing the route settings on a console world map. “Name Torquin,” he said.

 

Seven hours later, Slippy was above the clouds, but they were a blur. Everyone but Torquin and me had fallen asleep, but now Cass’s face was plastered to the window.

“Can you tell where we are?” I asked.

Cass shrugged. “We’re traveling about Mach 2, twice the speed of sound. Which means if I told you where we were, by the end of the sentence we’d be somewhere else. But I saw some desert. Maybe the Gobi. Which means we’re close. Ask Torquin.”

As I rubbed my eyes, I noticed Torquin’s brow was beaded with sweat, his knuckles white on the controls. “Close,” he said.

I glanced at the fuel gauge, which was nearly on empty. I looked at Aly and Cass. She was awake now, and her eyes were fixed on the gauge.

“Um, Torquin?” I said. “About that fuel indicator? When my dad’s car hits E, there’s, like, thirty miles before the gas runs out. So, we’re going to be all right. Right?”

“No,” Torquin said. Sweat was dripping from his arm.

“What do you mean, no?” Aly snapped.

“Opposite of yes,” Torquin said. “Cutting engine. Now. Will save fuel.”

“Will kill lives!” Aly said. “You can’t just glide!”

“Will turn it on when closer,” Torquin replied.

From behind us, Dr. Bradley spoke up. “Oh, dear heavens, why didn’t we just land in Russia?”

“Next time,” Torquin said.

The plane went silent. We took an abrupt downward dip, hurtling through the clouds. Torquin began calling flight instructions into his headset.

Professor Bhegad let out a moan of pain. I felt Aly’s hand clutching my arm. Below us stretched a green plain surrounded by mountains. A stampeding herd of horses sent up dust clouds, their shadows long in the morning sun, their manes flowing behind them. If we weren’t about to die, they would have been beautiful. In the distance, covered by a ceiling of gray, was a sprawling city surrounded by plumes of smoke.

Torquin’s phone, which was now resting in a cup holder, began to buzz. He reached over to grab it but his hand was shaking. It clattered to the floor and I scooped it up myself.

My dad’s name showed on caller ID. I put it to my ear. “Dad!” I shouted. “Do you see us?”

“You’re coming in too low!” he shouted. “What is your pilot doing?”

Torquin took the phone from my hand. “Mayday!” he bellowed. “Low fuel. Mayday!”

He flicked a switch, turning the engine back on. The plane juddered hard, as if we’d flown into a solid fist. From the rear, Professor Bhegad cried out loudly.

I could feel us nosing upward. In the distance was a compound of low glass buildings.

“The runway is clear!” Dad’s voice was shouting. “You’re coming in short!”

“Do it, Slippy . . .” Torquin said. “Do it!”

The roaring engine sputtered weakly, then died.

We hit hard. My knee jammed into my chest. Beneath us was a noise like a thousand cars, flattened, dragged, scraping across the ground. It was punctuated by panicked screams—Cass, Aly, Dr. Bradley, everyone except Torquin. We whipped abruptly right and left. Rocks slammed into the windshield.

I heard the deep ripping of metal and felt a sharp jolt. Looking out the window I saw the wing break off like ice from a roof.

The plane tipped sharply upward. We were going to roll over. I struggled to turn toward Aly and Cass, to see them one last time. But my head slammed forward into the back of the pilot’s seat and everything went black.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

DEATH IS COLD

THE MANGLED STEEL vanishes. The field is blackness. I hear nothing but a distant whoosh.

If I am dead, then death is cold.

The darkness gives way to an emerging dream light, and I am on a rocky cliff over a vast sea. The wind lashes my face and I struggle to walk. My chest is bloody, my arms and legs weak, my face chapped and burned. I shiver, huddling into myself.

Is this the Dream again?

I don’t think so. Gone is the smoke-dark green of ancient Atlantis, the bitter lushness of the air, the raging fire, steep canyon slopes—the recurring scene that has been with me for years.

Now I feel salt water in the air, and my arm aches from the weight of . . . what?

I look down, forcing myself to see. My arms are tightly clutching an orb. But not like the two I know: not warm and golden like the Loculus of Invisibility, nor luminous and white like the Loculus of Flight.

It is dense and deeply blue, almost black. It will not hide me from an enemy or save me from a fall.

What good is it?

As I breathe I gain strength. I move faster. Someone is chasing me and gaining ground.

In the distance is a majestic building, shadowed by the setting sun. I am filled with joy. I have not seen it complete. A man is waiting there for me. He looks relieved to see me but fearful of whatever is behind me.

But as he steps forward, the earth shakes.

I stop.

He is running now, yelling to me. His arms are outstretched. But I do not let go. Despite the acrid smell arising from the earth, twining into my nostrils.

The stench of death.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

DAD

“JACK?”

Cass’s voice piped up through the waning dream. “Tell me you’re evila.”

I peeled my face from the back of the seat. “Tell me you’re not speaking Backwardish in heaven.”

We were tilted sideways. Through the window I could see an airstrip about a hundred yards ahead of us, with a jet marked MGL parked at a hangar. Beyond it, a scrubby plain stretched out for miles to distant mountains. Cass was still belted into his seat, but it had ripped out of the floor and slid against the wall. “Heaven is really uncomfortable,” he said.

I felt as if I’d been punched in the chest. I loosened my seat belt to relieve the pain. Torquin was struggling to get out of his seat. I spun around to see Aly slumped forward, her hair limp over her forehead.

“Aly!” I staggered toward her, hanging on to the plane’s wall for support.

Dr. Bradley beat me to her. She was feeling Aly’s pulse and looking at her face with a flashlight.

Aly flinched and turned away. “Owww . . . turn that thing off. I have a headache.”

I exhaled with relief, crumpling to the floor of the plane. “You have quite a lump,” Dr. Bradley said. “We’ll have to examine you more closely.”

“Jack . . .” she murmured. “How is Jack?”

“Fine,” Cass said. “I am, too. And Torquin. In case you were wondering.”

I felt my face turning red. “How’s the professor?”

“Shaken up but okay,” Dr. Bradley said. “Ironically, lying down in that protected area, he was the least vulnerable of us all.”

“Landing gear gone,” Torquin announced, digging a rope ladder from under his seat. “Use this.”

He unlatched the door and it swung open sharply. As he fastened the end of the ladder and dropped the rest of it out the door, my eyes were fixed on an old Toyota speeding toward us across the rocky soil. As it skidded to a stop, the driver-side door flew open.

I knew it was my dad without even seeing his face. I could tell by the angle of his feet, pointing outward as if they’d been screwed on slightly wrong. “Jack!” he shouted, running hard toward the tilted plane. “Jack, where are you?”

The ladder was only about eight feet. But I stood frozen in the doorway. Dad was smiling so hard I thought his face would crack. His hair was less brown than gray now, his face lined a bit more than I remembered. Which seemed impossible, because I’d seen him only a few weeks ago.

He stood at the bottom of the ladder, holding out his arms, and even though I’m way too heavy I jumped. He caught me and held tight, turning around and around, swinging me like I was a little kid. He was crying, repeating “Oh thank god” over and over, and even though I was crying, too, I kept silent because I just wanted to hear his voice.

“I’m okay, Dad,” I said as he set me down and we began walking away from the jet. “Really. What is this place? Why are you in Mongolia?”

“Where have you been?” he said. “I want to know everything!”

As Cass and Aly scrambled down the ladder, a medical van with the logo MGL skidded to a stop.

“Look, Dad,” I said, “there’s someone on the plane who needs to go directly to a hospital. He’s pretty old and in bad shape.”

“Okay . . . right . . . roger that.” As Dad’s eyes moved toward the plane, his whole face seemed to stiffen. I glanced back to see Dr. Bradley and Torquin carefully lowering the professor out of the plane. Emergency workers were already racing toward them with a stretcher.

“That’s just Torquin,” I explained. “He’s a little strange looking, but he grows on you. These are Cass Williams and Aly Black.”

But Dad wasn’t paying attention. “Radamanthus Bhegad . . .” he murmured. “What is that man doing here?”

“You’ve heard of him?” I said. “He was a famous professor at Princeton or something.”

“Yale,” Cass called out.

Bhegad moaned painfully as the team of white-coated Mongolian workers set him on the stretcher. Dad stood over them, his hands on his hips. “Just a second,” he said. “I have a few questions before anyone moves this man.”

Professor Bhegad’s eyes were hollow and scared. “M-Martin . . .” he sputtered.

How did Professor Bhegad know my dad’s name?

“I’m Dr. Theresa Bradley,” Dr. Bradley said. “We have to take the professor to a medical facility immediately or he may die.”

“I am a fair and kind man,” Dad said, his face turning redder. “I believe in charity and forgiveness and liberty, and I don’t believe in hate. But this is the one man I can safely say the world would be a better place without. This man is . . . is a monster!”

“Dad!” I’d never seen him like this. I glanced helplessly at Dr. Bradley, who was speechless. “Okay, Dad, I know what you’re thinking: This guy kidnapped my son. But as crazy as it sounds, he wants to save our lives. My friends and I—we have a condition. It’s going to kill us—”

“By the age of fourteen,” Dad said. “Like Randall Cromarty. Like all those kids your mother and I researched.”

Cromarty. I remembered one of the last things he’d said to me over the phone on the day I was taken: Did you see the article I sent you about that poor kid, Cromarty? Died in the bowling alley near Chicago . . . He was always talking about these not-so-random tragedies, kids who were dying for no apparent reason.

“Researched?” I said. “You knew about G7W all along . . . and you didn’t tell me?”

“It would have scared you,” Dad said. “You were a kid. Instead, your mom and I tried to do something. We dedicated our lives to finding a cure. That’s why I’m here. That’s why I have been financing McKinley Genetics Labs all these years.”

“You never told me—all those plans and you never told me!” I said. “Dad, please. Let them take care of Professor Bhegad. You have to talk to him. We’ve been at a secret institute devoted to the study of G7W. He did find the cure!”

Dad barked a sad, bitter laugh. “He told your mother that lie, too. Which was why she ended up in the bottom of a crevasse in Antarctica.”

“He knew Mom?” I said.

Professor Bhegad’s eyes flared with urgency, but he was too weak to speak.

“He killed her, Jack,” Dad said. “The man is a murderer.”

“No!” I said. “It’s not true! She—”

“She went to meet him at a secret lab in McMurdo Sound and never came back.” Dad barreled on. His entire body shook as he stood over Professor Bhegad, blocking the EMTs’ path and ignoring their pleas in Mongolian. “Then, years later, he came for you. First my wife, then my son. When I got home from Singapore, you were gone. They said there was a man at the hospital, posing as a priest. An obese man with a red beard.” He turned, peering at Torquin.

“Not obese,” Torquin muttered. “Large bones.”

“Dad, please, listen to me!” I tried to pull Dad away from Professor Bhegad, but he held on to my arm. “She’s not dead.”

Dad’s eyes were filling with tears. “You always believed that, Jack. I never had the heart to contradict a little boy’s optimism. But she fell hundreds of feet—”

“Into a crevasse,” I said. “No one found the body, remember? Because there was no body. Because the whole story is wrong. It was faked, Dad. I don’t know how or why. But I’ve seen her. We’ve spoken. Trust me on this. She’s alive.”

Dad’s body went slack. He looked at me through hollow, uncomprehending eyes. “That’s impossible.”

“Anne . . .” Professor Bhegad murmured, struggling to get the words out, “was . . . my trusted associate. Lovely, smart . . . but impatient for the cure. Afraid for Jack’s life. Our research was too slow for her . . .” He took a deep breath. “She thought . . . the Karai and Massa should join forces, to go faster. I told her . . . impossible to heal a rift centuries old. But she was young . . . persistent. She confided to me that she had contacted the Massa. This was a breach. I had to bring it up . . . to my superior.”

“There’s someone higher than you at the KI?” Aly asked.

The professor nodded. “The Omphalos. A code name. I do not even know if it is a man or a woman. We speak through a go-between. I relayed everything Anne had told me. The response was swift . . . angry. Speaking to a Massa agent . . . the highest-level breach of security. Punishable by death. I became afraid for your mother’s life. I blamed myself for revealing too much. And then . . . the news came . . . her accident in Antarctica. I don’t know what she was seeking there. The KI has no base in McMurdo Sound. Her death devastated us all. I never suspected she was staging a fake disappearance. That she was—defecting to . . .”

The professor began to cough, his face turning bright red. As he fell back onto the stretcher, his eyes rolled up into his head. “Please,” Dr. Bradley said. “He is very weak.”

Nodding numbly, Dad stepped aside. The medics lifted Bhegad and carried him away.

As they loaded him onto the van along with Dr. Bradley, Dad’s face was the color of snow.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

GENGHIS AND RADAMANTHUS

“SO...YOUR MOTHER looked okay?” Dad said. “Healthy?”

We were all packed into his small Toyota, bouncing up a rutted road—Torquin and Dad in the front; Aly, Cass, and me in the back. The EMT van was disappearing around a long, sleek, glass-and-steel building that looked all wrong in the rugged landscape. Out the other direction, a railroad train snaked across the flat Mongolian plain, and a flock of sheep moved away like softly blowing snowdrifts. My body still ached from the crash landing, but I barely noticed that. Half of me was thrilled to see Dad. The other half was angry at what he’d been keeping from me.

“Healthy, but working for the enemy,” I said. “Why didn’t you ever tell me you knew about the KI, Dad? Why were you keeping secrets?”

Aly put her hand on top of mine. That was the only way I knew it was shaking.

“You were a little kid, Jack,” Dad replied. “We didn’t want to alarm you.”

“I’m not a little kid now,” I said.

Dad pulled into a space in the glass building’s parking lot and stopped the car. “You’re right. I owe you an explanation. All of you.” He rubbed his forehead. “You see, years ago, your mom had begun noticing strange deaths of young people—all fourteen, all amazing prodigies. They all had a similar mark on the backs of their heads, white hair in the shape of a Greek letter lambda. I thought it was just an odd news piece, but Mom believed it was something more. She had two cousins, both prodigies—one a musician, the other a mathematical genius. Both dead at fourteen. Both with a lambda pattern in their hair. And so she began obsessively looking for this pattern on you. And she found it.”

“How old was Jack?” Aly asked.

“Five, six, maybe.” Dad stroked his chin as he thought back. “The hair wasn’t white yet, but it was a different texture. Nothing anyone would notice unless they were looking for it. Of course, we panicked. Mom tracked down thousands of obscure hints and finally learned about Bhegad’s work, his theory of the Selects and their genetic abnormality. She contacted him and they began corresponding. He was always very secretive—I didn’t trust him, but Mom was convinced he was onto something. He took more and more of her time and then one day she announced she had to go to Antarctica—to meet him, she said. I didn’t want her to go, but I was so busy setting up biotech research companies, raising money, hiring geneticists, investigating theories. One day I got the call. Your mom was . . .”

He turned away. I felt a lump in my throat. I still remembered the day, the way it smothered everything in my life.

Aly pressed my hand harder, closing her fingers around mine.

“I never heard from Bhegad again,” Dad went on, his voice barely audible. “I was devastated. Furious. I thought about tracking him. But that wouldn’t have brought her back. So instead I doubled down—I became obsessed with finding a way to save you.”

“Which is why you were out of town so much,” I said. “You were setting up this place. In secret. But why here?”

“This country is paradise for geneticists,” Dad said. “Mongolians share more common genes than any other human beings on the planet. Statistically, almost all descend from one ancestor dating to about 1200. We believe this to be Genghis Khan, one of the greatest conquerors in history. His achievements were superhuman. If anyone in history was a Select, he would be it. And he lived way past the age of fourteen. Which means there must be others like him, still alive.”

“So you came here on a guess?” Cass said.

“I came here after a lock of the Genghis’s hair was discovered,” Dad said, stepping out of the car, “and genetic analysis suggested some abnormalities in the G7W area. An incredible finding! The problem was, the DNA was degraded. When I visited, I discovered a country with great natural resources, isolated from the rest of the world. It appealed to me as a location for a secret project. It wasn’t easy, but we were able to collect more hair and bone samples. We have just completed a thorough mapping of the great khan’s genetic code and are waiting for the findings. If we find the mechanism that kept Genghis Khan alive, maybe we have the cure for you.”

As we all piled out, Aly said, “I’d like to see the genome.”

“It’s bewildering to a layperson,” Dad said, walking toward the building. “A human genome has billions of lines of code. I’ll show you when we get inside. But I have a few questions myself.” He pulled a cell phone from his pocket. “What are your phone numbers? While we’re waiting to hear about Bhegad, I’ll call your parents.”

“No!” Cass and Aly shouted at the same time.

“They can’t know,” I said. “If Aly’s parents find out about the Karai Institute, they’ll come after her.”

“Jack, I’m a parent, and you mean everything to me,” he replied. “I can’t not call these other parents, knowing what they’re going through.”

“But she’ll miss her treatments,” I said, “and—”

“Treatments?” Dad stopped and turned toward us. “What exactly was Bhegad doing to you?”

Before I could answer, Dad’s phone beeped. “McKinley,” he said. “He what? Be right there.”

He shoved the phone back in his pocket. “There’s been a complication,” he said. “Professor Bhegad has had a heart attack.”

 

I’d seen Torquin fuss, fight, joke, and operate machinery, but I’d never seen him fret.

He had taken Cass’s worry beads and was flipping them, one by one, down their string. I was feeling pretty worried myself. Bhegad was in the operating room and we were helpless in a small office down a glass-walled corridor. I sipped from a cup of warm liquid Dad called milk tea, but I could barely taste anything. My head ached, my stomach burned, and my legs felt weak. Dad had told me the tea would make me feel better, but it wasn’t true.

“Bhegad strong . . .” Torquin was muttering to no one in particular. “Very strong . . .”

Cass and Aly were hunched over a desktop monitor, where Dad was showing a section of Genghis Khan’s genome. The letters and numbers looked blurry to me and I had to blink a few times. “All these tiny combinations of As, Ts, Gs, and Cs?” Dad said. “They’re amino acids—adenine, thymine, guanine, cytosine. The building blocks of life.” He pointed to a spot on the screen. “Here’s where the G7W gene resides. If our scientists are correct—”

“They’re not,” Aly said.

“Beg pardon?” Dad said.

“Your scientists are wrong.” Aly was scrolling down the screen. “It is the general area of the G7W group, but you’re off a few million places on the chain. It’s . . . here. And right off the bat, I’m seeing a guanine where a cytosine is supposed to be, and a whole lot of discrepancies in this area at the top of the screen. I could go on. Khan may have been king of conquerors, but sorry, he has nothing to do with G7W.”

Dad’s jaw dropped open. “But—how would you—?”

“Because Aly is a Select,” I said. “She can hack into any computer system, analyze data, break any firewall. Marco’s an amazing athlete—”

“I nac kaeps drawkcab,” Cass piped up. “Osla I have a photographic memory. I can tell you how to get anywhere from anywhere else. Try me.”

“What on earth—?” Dad sputtered.

“Seriously,” Cass said. “Anywhere.”

“Okay . . .” Dad thought a moment. “New York City. Fifty-Third and Fifth. To, um, parking lot three at Jones Beach. I used to work there as a lifeguard.”

Cass thought a moment. “Uptown on Fifth. Right on Fifty-Ninth to the Queensboro Bridge. Queens Boulevard to either the Grand Central or the Long Island Expressway to the Meadowbrook Parkway to the end, where you veer left onto Ocean Parkway and find the parking lot. You may have to go around a rotary. But I think in New York they call it a traffic circle . . .”

Dad nearly dropped his milk tea. “That’s right. That’s absolutely right.” He glanced at the screen and immediately took out his cell phone. “I need to have my team check your work, Aly. If you’re correct . . .” His face suddenly looked years older.

As he called the genetics team and told them what Aly had said, I sat in a chair. My head throbbed. “Jack?” Aly said. “Are you okay?”

I nodded. “Guess the crash kinda shook me up.”

“You kinda might have a concussion,” Cass said.

“After they’re done working on Professor Bhegad, I’ll mention something to Dr. Bradley,” I said.

“What? Are you sure?” Dad blurted out, his voice suddenly loud and animated. He hung up the phone and set it down on the table. “The head surgeon just cut into my other call with an update on Bhegad. He pulled through.”

“Yyyahhhh!” Torquin bellowed, leaping up from his chair.

I felt a jolt of relief. Cass shot me a smile and said, “Emosewa!”

As Aly gave me a tight hug, Dad headed for the doorway. “And he wants to see you four. Immediately. Follow me to the recovery room.”

We raced out of the room, down the hallway, and through a set of doors. Professor Bhegad was lying on a slanted bed, dressed in a white hospital gown that looked like a tent on his skinny frame. His face was papery white, his hands spotted and even more wrinkly than usual. “Hello . . .” he said, his voice hoarse and whispery, barely audible above the beeping and whirring of the machines.

Aly took his hand. “You look great, Professor!”

He managed a pained half smile as his head rolled to the side and his eyes fluttered shut. “He’s still fragile,” Dr. Bradley said. “Asleep more than awake. We found a lot of internal trauma. Bleeding. We’ll monitor him and do what we can. But there’s only so much we can do.” She sighed. “He’s an old man.”

“Not exactly cause for great yoj,” Cass said.

Dr. Bradley lowered her voice, casting a quick eye toward Dad. “The professor told me he’s concerned you move as swiftly as possible in your quest.”

That seemed to rouse Bhegad. “Go . . . g . . . go . . .” he said, crooking a gnarled finger to us, gesturing us to come closer. We sank to our knees in order to hear his soft voice. “Neck . . . lock . . .” the professor rasped.

“Next Loculus?” I said. “Is that what you want, Professor?”

“Yes . . .” he said, staring at me with an expression of urgency. “H . . . h . . . he . . .”

“Jack?” Aly said. “He meaning Jack? What about him?”

“L . . . l . . .” Bhegad swallowed and tried again.

I leaned closer. “What are you trying to tell us? Go slowly.”

“Ling,” he finally said.

“Ling?” Cass said. “Is there someone here named Ling? Dr. Ling?”

Bhegad’s eyes fluttered and his body gave a sudden jerk. The room resounded with piercing beeps. “What’s happening?” Aly exclaimed.

“Heart arrhythmia,” Dr. Bradley said. “Get the pads, stat!”

We backed away fast. Medical workers swarmed into the room. Dr. Bradley lifted a pair of pads like small catcher’s mitts and applied them to the sides of Professor Bhegad’s chest.

The old man’s body lurched upward like he’d been poked with a dagger.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

NEWTON SPEAKS

ALY TURNED AWAY. “I can’t watch this.”

The surgical team was closing around Professor Bhegad, along with Dad and Torquin. With each electrical jolt, I could hear a deep, unearthly-sounding cry. My head, which was already hurting, began to throb.

I felt Aly’s head settling into my chest, her arms wrapping around my waist. Hug her back, a voice screamed inside my head. But that was ridiculous. We had to move. The doctors needed room. So I backed away with Aly hugging me, and me not hugging back, which was awkward beyond belief. I tried to wrap my arms around her but they collided in midair trying to find a place to settle, until my back plowed into the side of an open door.

“Are you two all right?” Cass said. “Or is this Zombie Dance Night at the hospital?”

Aly and I let go of each other. I could feel my face burning. We stepped into the hallway, leaving Torquin, Dr. Bradley, and Dad inside with the medical team.

Cass began pacing up and down. He had the worry beads now and was flicking beads down the necklace-like cord. “He can’t die.”

Click . . . click . . .

I glanced back into the room. “We have to contact this Mr. Ling,” I said.

“Maybe it’s not a Mr.,” Aly said. “It could be a Ms. Or a first name.”

“Or linguini?” Cass shrugged. “Maybe he was hungry.”

Click . . .

“Is there a ‘Ling’ in any of the names of the Seven Wonders we haven’t been to?” Aly said.

“The Great Pyramid of Giza . . .” I said. “Lighthouse at Pharos . . . Mausoleum at Halicarnassus . . . Temple of Artemis at Ephesus . . . Statue of Zeus at Olympia.”

“All Ling-less,” Cass said.

Click . . . click . . .

“Will you please stop that?” Aly cried out.

“They’re worry beads!” Cass protested. “I’m worried.”

Click . . . click . . . click . . .

“Give me that!” Aly grabbed for the string, but Cass yanked it back. With a soft snap, the clasp pulled open. The beads smacked downward against the lower part of the clasp. Cass held up the other half.

Jutting out of it was the end of a flash drive.

Aly’s face brightened. “Cass, you are my hero.”

“I am?” Cass said.

“Let’s see what’s on this thing.” Aly took the beads and ran them down the hall to the room where Dad had shown her the genome. Its image still glowed on the screen.

Aly inserted the USB into the port at the side of the monitor. The screen went black, then showed a login screen. “Okay, let’s hack this thing. Accessing a password generator from my VPN . . .”

The screen was going crazy with scrolling numbers and letters, error messages flashing at blinding speeds.

“Is this going to take a long time?” Cass asked.

The craziness on the screen abruptly stopped, revealing a folder. “Got it. Eight seconds. Owner of this drive is . . . him.”

She showed us the screen.
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“Yiopyos?” Cass said.

I thought back to Rhodes. The Greeks called it Rhodos, and you saw it written everywhere as POΔOΣ.

“I think that p is actually an r sound in Greek,” I said. “This says Yiorgos Skouras.”

Cass made a face. “Yiorgos knows how to use a flash drive?”

“He’s like the nasty cousin of André the Giant,” Aly said.

“Who?” Cass asked.

“You know . . . ‘Anybody want a peanut?’ From The Princess Bride?” Aly said. “Don’t you two know anything about American cinema?”

“If I watched as many old movies as you, I’d be fat and bald and using dial-up,” Cass said.

Aly ignored him, scrolling through a folder of documents. “Seven folders,” she said. “All the labels are in Greek but I’m guessing each folder is dedicated to one of the Seven Wonders. Let’s start with this one . . . it looks like it says pyramid.”

She clicked on a folder marked ΠYPAMIΣ. As she clicked through a trove of documents—architectural reports, images, Wikipedia entries, Cass exhaled. “This isn’t helping. It’s just research. Bhegad will be dead in the ground by the time we read all this!”

Dead in the ground.

I caught a blast of decay, a memory of the awful smell in my dream. “Let’s think positively, okay?”

“Okay, I’m collecting everything that’s in English,” Aly said. “The rest we can show Torquin later. He knows Greek.”

I watched documents fly by, and some images. One of them was a stately building overlooking a cliff. “What’s that?” I asked.

“The Mausoleum at Halicarnassus,” Aly said.

I leaned closer. Something about it seemed familiar. “Creepy looking,” I said.

“Should be. Dead people are buried there. Some ruler named Mausolus. And his wife, Artemisia.” Aly clicked on the folder titled MAYΣΩΛEION.

Like the Pyramid folder, it contained tons of files. She opened all of them at once. We looked at a cascade of Greek words, every document complete gibberish.

Except for one.

“Whoa, go back,” I said. “I think I saw something in English.”

Aly toggled through the documents, pausing at one and then printing it out.
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“Who’s Charles Newton?” Aly asked.

“Turkey is pretty famous for figs,” Cass said. “Maybe he named a cookie after himself.”

She clacked away on the keys again, running a search on CHARLES NEWTON. First hit was a Wikipedia entry. Cass and I leaned over to read it. “Here we go,” Aly said. “Newton is the guy who discovered the Mausoleum at Halicarnassus. Well, the remains of it.”

My heart started to race. “Okay, I’m looking for the word ling. It would be great to find a connection . . .”

“Well, not here, anyway,” Aly said. “Badly written letter. What person would write ‘all hopes I had of ever my seeing’? Wouldn’t you say ‘my ever seeing’?”

“Maybe English wasn’t his first language,” Cass suggested.

“With a name like Charles Newton?” Aly said.

“He could have changed it,” Cass said, “from Charles Ling.”

I stared at the words “The 7th, to the end.”

“Do you see what I see?” I said.

Aly nodded. “Sevenths. The Atlanteans loved that ratio of sevenths. We used it on the island and in Babylon.”

One-seventh: 0.142857.

Two-sevenths: 0.285714

Three-sevenths: 0.428571.

The same digits, in the same order, only starting in different places. They were part of the codes we’d used in the Mount Onyx labyrinth and in the Hanging Gardens of Babylon.

Cass took a sheet of paper and a pen from the desk and began writing. “So let’s take the first, fourth, second, eighth, fifth, and seventh letter of the message . . .”
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“Helpful,” Aly drawled.

“Maybe it’s an anagram?” Cass said.

Aly scratched her head. “FWONTY? As in, ‘Don’t go in the backy, go in the fwonty?’”

I took a deep breath. “There’s another name there—Harold Beamish. Anything on him?”

Aly did a quick search. “Nothing.”

“Okay,” I said, rubbing my temples, which were starting to ache. “Okay. Maybe we’re overthinking this.”

“Maybe it’s not one-seventh,” Cass said.

“What if we just take every seventh letter of the message?” I suggested.

I took Cass’s pen and carefully circled the letters of the message:
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I wrote out the letters one by one:
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“‘Where the lame walk, the sick rise, the dead live forever,’” Cass read.

“It makes no sense,” I said. “A mausoleum is where you bury the dead.”

I leaned back in the chair, my thoughts in total chaos. “Did Professor Bhegad say anything else?”

“He called you over to his bed,” Cass said. Flipping into a croaky Professor Bhegad imitation, he said, “Jaaack!”

I shook my head. “No. He didn’t say ‘Jack.’ He said ‘He.’ Bhegad looked at me and said ‘He.’ That’s why we thought this Ling character must be a guy.”

“Right,” Cass said. “And when you leaned closer he said that name. Ling.”

“He . . .” I said. “. . . Ling.”

The answer hit me like a wooden plank. “Oh. Oh, wow . . .”

Cass and Aly looked at me blankly.

“He wasn’t giving us a name,” I said. “He was telling us about the next Loculus!”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

DAD TAKES MORE WEIRD

HE. LING.

Healing.

I hoped I wasn’t wrong.

“Jack, you can’t just barge in here like that!” Dr. Bradley said. “He just had a highly painful procedure!”

“Sorry, Dr. Bradley, it’s important.” I darted around her toward Professor Bhegad’s hospital bed. In the time it took to run from the office, my tiny headache had grown. Now it pounded. The old man was flat on his back, his eyes open but glassy and red. Dad, Cass, and Aly were huddled in the doorway, watching. Torquin was sitting in a chair in a corner holding a ukulele.

I stopped short. “What are you doing?” I asked.

“Playing.” Torquin’s eyes were moist. The little instrument looked even smaller in his huge hands. “‘Oh! Susanna.’ Professor’s favorite.”

I knelt by the professor, leaning close to his ear. “Professor, it’s Jack. How are you?”

He didn’t turn his eyes. But I sensed he could hear me.

“Jack, he’s unconscious,” Dr. Bradley said.

“A little while ago, Professor,” I pressed on, “you looked at me and said something. I didn’t understand you then, but were you telling us to look for a Loculus of Healing?”

I stared into his face for what felt like an hour, looking for the tiniest flicker of recognition. All I could see was a white ring in the pupils of his eyes, reflecting the fluorescent lights above. Cold and unmoving. With a deep sigh, I stood up to leave.

The white ring moved.

“Jack . . . ?” Aly whispered.

Bhegad’s eyes were turning toward me. His mouth shuddered slightly but no sound came out. I leaned again, so that my ear was close to him. I felt a soft breath of air. A vowel followed by a kind of hiss. “Is that a yes, Professor?”

Professor Bhegad’s face moved up and down in the weakest nod I have ever seen.

“We found a coded letter from Charles Newton,” I said. “The guy who discovered the remains of the Mausoleum at Halicarnassus. The code said something about the lame walking and the sick rising. Is that the place we need to go? Is that where we’ll find the Loculus of Healing?”

“Newton . . .” Bhegad said. “. . . Massa . . .”

“Charles Newton was with the Massa?” I said. “Is that what you’re trying to say?”

But Bhegad’s energy was spent. His lids slowly closed, his breaths deepening into a snore.

As Dr. Bradley stepped in, I backed away toward the door. If I had two spitballs, I could have launched them into Aly’s and Cass’s mouths, which were hanging open. “You were right about the Loculus . . .” Aly murmured.

“Which means we might be able to save him,” Cass said.

“Dad,” I blurted out, “we have an emergency. A big one. That aircraft on the runway with an MGL logo—can we use it? Can you get a pilot to take us to Turkey?”

“What?” Dad looked flabbergasted. “Would you mind telling me what the heck is going on?”

This was not going to be easy.

“Follow me.” I barged past Dad, Cass, and Aly, jogging back to the office. Now my whole body felt weird, like I’d caught a cold. When we were all in the office, I shut the door behind us and gestured toward the black padded desk chair. “Sit, Dad, and listen. Promise you’ll hear us out until the end. This is going to sound weird.”

“I don’t know if I can take more weird,” Dad said.

“Inside that pack,” I said, pointing to Torquin’s bulky backpack against the wall, “are two Loculi. Spheres. Orbs. One of them can make you fly, the other can make you invisible. They were made by Queen Qalani, wife of King Uhla’ar, mother of Prince Karai and Prince Massarym.”

Dad’s tense expression softened. “Karai . . . Massarym . . . of Atlantis. I know those names. Your mother was fascinated by the legend.”

“It’s not a legend, Dad,” I said. “It’s real. Atlantis was this unbelievably peaceful place, amazingly advanced. All due to this magical energy from a breach in the ground. Qalani was a scientist. She wanted to analyze the energy, thinking she could transport it if she needed to. So she managed to isolate it into seven components, which she put into the Loculi. They had to remain in a place called the Heptakiklos, passing their energy in a kind of circuit, so it would all be in balance. But Massarym liked to sneak off with the Loculi and play with them. When the continent was hit by earthquakes, wars, and disease, Karai thought his mom was to blame for disturbing the sacred energy source. So he figured destroying the Loculi would end the problem. Massarym freaked, and secretly hid them away where Karai would never find them. One went into the Great Pyramid. He commissioned six other structures, like storage lockers, but, well, magical and powerful. They became known as the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World.”

“The continent sank,” Aly went on. “Totaled. But centuries later the explorer Herman Wenders discovered the remains, a small volcanic island. His son, Burt, was a Select like Jack and Cass and me. Wenders and his crew stayed there and founded the Scholars of Karai. They couldn’t save Burt, but now there’s an awesome high-tech laboratory where they’ve been working on many of the secrets of Atlantis—including finding a treatment for people like us. The problem is, the breach is widening, weakening. It could blast open a rift in time and destroy the world. Already some Atlantean beasts have slipped through.”

“So we need to return the Loculi and close the breach,” Cass said. “But here’s the bonus—if the Loculi are put back into the Heptakiklos, and their energy is in balance, moob! We’re cured. We have long, happy lives as superbeings and awesome people.”

Our words hung in the air. Dad looked at each of us for what felt like a long time. “And you believe all this?”

“We’ve seen the evidence,” I said. “Cass has talon marks from the griffin. We made the Colossus of Rhodes rise from rocks. We traveled to Ancient Babylon in a parallel world progressing at one ninetieth the speed of our own.”

Cass had pulled open his shirt to show the griffin scars, but Dad was shaking his head. Both of his heads, actually—my eyes were starting to see double. I shook it off, but my head felt weird.

“Where are these things—the griffin, the Colossus, the ancient civilization?” he asked. “If all this happened, why wasn’t it in the news?”

“All destroyed,” I explained.

Dad took a deep breath. “Look, I am so grateful that you’re alive. I know you’ve been through a lot. But I’m a man of science. I don’t doubt that these things happened, in some form. Many miraculous things happen. But all of them are explainable by physics, biology, brain studies, perception.”

“So you think we’re seeing things?” Aly said.

Outside the room, I saw people in white lab coats racing to the operating room. We were running out of time, fast. And I was starting to feel queasy.

I scooped up Torquin’s backpack, then took Dad’s hand. “Come with me, okay?”

Bewildered, Dad followed me out of the office, down the corridor, and outside. Aly and Cass ran behind. From the end of the hallway, I could hear the strains of a ukulele playing “Oh! Susanna” accompanied by a voice that was a cross between a foghorn and a complicated belch.

We left the building into the silence of the Mongolian steppe. The sun was beginning to set, and the early-evening chill soothed my aching head. I set the pack down against the glass building and took out the canvas bags holding the Loculi.

“Can you see what’s in here?” I said, opening the bag that contained the Loculus of Invisibility.

“No,” Dad said. “There’s nothing.”

I reached down into the bag until I felt the surface, keeping a careful eye on my dad’s reaction.

As I disappeared from sight, he jumped backward. Cass and Aly each took one of his arms. “Jack?” he murmured. “What the—?”

“I’m still here, Dad,” I said. “I am going to reach out and take your hand now. When I do, the power will transfer. You will see me and the Loculus, but you and I will be invisible to everyone else.”

I touched his hand, and he gasped again. “Aly?” I said. “The other Loculus, please?”

Aly took the Loculus of Flight from the other bag and approached Dad and me, hand outstretched. “Hang tight,” I said, clasping my hand around his wrist. “To Aly and to me. Really tight.”

Dad grasped Aly’s hand. She began to rise, pulling him off the ground. He was heavy, and she went slowly, maybe about six vertical feet.

“Yeeeaagghh!” Dad cried out. His legs were dangling beneath him, his eyes wide as satellite dishes. “Set me down! Set me down!”

Cass was cracking up. “Oh . . . oh . . .” he said, nearly choking on laughter. “Sorry . . . this is the funniest thing I’ve ever not seen.”

Aly brought us down gently. When we were sure Dad was stable on his feet, we returned the Loculi to their bags. He was breathing shallow and hard. “What . . . just happened?”

“Those,” I said, “are the first two Loculi. The third, we’re pretty sure, is a Loculus of Healing. We need to find it now. For Professor Bhegad and for us. The Mausoleum at Halicarnassus is in Turkey, which isn’t that far from here, really.”

“I can navigate,” Cass said.

Dad closed his eyes for a long time, as if hoping this whole thing would go away. “My wife faked her own death,” he said. “My son is doomed. I’ve built a genetic company based on a false premise. I just flew off the ground but no one saw it happen. As a father, husband, scientist, and businessman, I have failed. Tell me I’m dreaming.”

“You’re awake, Dad,” I said, “and you’re not a failure. You’re the best dad ever.”

Dad opened his eyes. Tears were forming at their corners.

“I think I’m going to cry,” Aly said.

Dad put an arm around my shoulder. “You realize,” he said, “this is totally flipping crazy.”

“Crazy,” I said, “is the new normal . . .”

“But I can’t do this,” he said. “Not without further study. I’m sorry, son.”

I pulled away. My knees felt like they’d been swapped out with saltwater taffy. Dad was standing before me in duplicate, then triplicate. His eyes were floating before me, wide and intense.

“Jack . . . ?” he said.

“Jack, what’s happening to you?” Cass demanded.

I fell to my knees. “Just . . . a headache . . .”

The last thing I saw before hitting the dirt were six pairs of arms reaching out to catch me.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

WORK TO BE DONE

THE STORM RAGES. Though the building is not yet complete, it is a fine shelter, the construction solid. For my plans, it will be enough.

I hear a thunderclap and look up. The door is open to the grim night. My would-be assailant lies unconscious over the threshold, at the feet of the guard. In silhouette the guard looks small and frightened, as though the worst is yet to come.

He has no idea how much worse.

At the foot of the stairs is a statue, not yet mounted onto the structure’s roof — a ruler who has died, and his wife who is still alive. For a moment I think about my own father and mother, a king and queen in a place long gone. My throat closes and I choke back a sob. I will never have the opportunity to do for them what I am about to do now for this ruler who calls herself queen.

The ocean crashes at the bottom of the cliff. The building is cold and forbidding. But this will soon change. Beyond the building is an unspeakable place that will make this darkness seem bright, this bleakness seem like great cheer.

The queen is about to rule again.

I reach into my bag and remove the smooth cobalt sphere. The earth shakes but I am no longer afraid. It is all as it should be.

I am Massarym. And there is work to be done.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

THE TAILOR WAKES

“HE’S AWAKE . . .”

“No, he’s not . . .”

“His eyes are moving.”

“Jack? Jack, do you hear me?”

Jack. My name is Jack.

The dream was breaking up into flinty shards, images that shimmered and vanished. I could hear voices. Real, not dream voices. Cass and Aly. I tried to move my eyes but they weren’t working. I tried to talk but I couldn’t.

“He needs at least a half hour recovery, maybe more.”

“He can recuperate while we’re moving him.”

Dr. Bradley. Aly.

What was happening?

A warm hand clasped my arm. I was moving. Rolling. “He wasn’t due for one of these for another week, you say?”

“Early. Like Cass.”

“Then we can’t waste time. What about Bhegad?”

Dad. Torquin. Dad again.

“I appreciate the concern . . . but I will feel better . . . if someone destroys that banjo . . .” Professor Bhegad.

“Is ukulele.” Torquin.

Where am I going? What are you doing to me?

WHY CAN’T I—

“Taalk!”

The rolling stopped. My eyes popped open and I blinked. We were in the hallway, outside the recovery room.

“Did you say something, Jack?” Dad was staring down at me, his eyes creased with concern.

I blinked. “I said talk. I think.”

“I knew it!” Aly blurted out, clinging happily to my dad’s arm. “He’s okay.” She leaned close to me. “JACK, ARE YOU FULLY AWAKE? CAN YOU HEAR ME? YOU HAD A TREATMENT. YOU ARE BACK TO NORMAL NOW.”

“Why are you yelling at me?” I asked.

Cass appeared on the other side of the bed. “Bhegad’s awake. We asked him about the Loculus of Healing. And about the Mausoleum at Halicarnassus. Just to be sure. And guess what? You were right—about both!”

“Good work, Tailor,” Aly said.

“Tailor?” Dad asked.

Bhegad’s soft, breathy voice called out. He was on a gurney next to mine. “Tinker . . . tailor . . . soldier . . . sailor . . .”

“I’m the Sailor, because of my emosewa lanoitagivan ability,” Cass explained. “The Soldier is Marco—you never met him, Mr. McKinley, but he’s cool—because he’s mad athletic. And Aly is the Tinker because of her tech amazingness.”

Dad smiled. “So what’s the Tailor’s special ability?”

I smiled weakly. “I was hoping you’d tell me.”

The one who puts it all together, Bhegad had once said. But that seemed like an excuse. Like the trophy you get even if your team finishes last.

Unfortunately, Bhegad had fallen silent.

“Whatever it is, I’m sure it’s awesome,” Dad said. He gave a signal, and I felt myself being wheeled again. We were heading away from the recovery room toward the exit.

“What’s happening?” I asked. “Where are we going?”

“I had some time to think about what you told me before you passed out,” Dad said. “Since then, I’ve chatted with Dr. Bradley, Torquin, and your friends. I have decided it’s important to start planning for your fourteenth birthday. And fifteenth. So we’ve reserved Brunhilda to help us.”

“What the heck are you talking about?” I said.

We stopped by a small, empty room. Two McKinley Genetics Lab people stood just inside, holding some folded-up clothing.

“Brunhilda is the name of our corporate jet,” Dad replied. “Change quickly. I’m going to get you a cell phone in case we get separated at any point. Wheels up in ten minutes. With Bhegad. Torquin’s flying.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY

BRUNHILDA

“PAH!” TORQUIN YANKED the steering mechanism to the left. “Slippy is like Lamborghini, Brunhilda like minivan!”

“Her ride feels smooth to me,” Dad said from the copilot’s seat.

The jet banked gently left. “Smooth, yes,” Torquin shot back. “Fun, no.”

Cass, Aly, and I sat quietly in three padded seats behind the two men. Cass was fiddling with his flash drive/worry beads again, staring at the Charles Newton letter. “There’s something funky about this,” he said. “Did you notice some of the letters are lighter than the others?”

Aly peered over his shoulder. “Bad photocopy,” she said.

“Or bad typewriter,” Dad added. “On those old machines, the keys responded to pressure. If you didn’t type hard enough, the letters were lighter.”

“But the light letters actually spell something,” Cass said. “‘The destroyer shall rule.’ Look.”
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“Are you sure?” Aly said. “Because a lot of those letters look light.”

Cass shrugged. “Doesn’t seem like that could be a coincidence. Maybe it has something to do with King Mausolus.”

“He wasn’t a king,” Aly said. “He was a satrap. Kind of like a governor.”

“Maaa . . .” groaned Professor Bhegad from the back of the plane.

We all turned. Bhegad lay on a reclined seat, a wheelchair folded up and strapped to the wall behind him. “How’s he doing?” I asked.

“The commotion drained him,” Dr. Bradley said. “He hasn’t been awake this whole flight. For a human being in his condition, travel is very nearly the worst possible thing.”

“He’ll make it as far as Turkey, right?” Cass asked.

Dr. Bradley cocked her head but said nothing.

Unbuckling her seat belt, Aly knelt by Bhegad and took his hand. “I don’t know if you can hear me, Professor, but if there’s a way to heal you, we will find it.”

“Slippy,” Torquin grumbled, “would already be in Holly—Holla—Turkey.”

“Halicarnassus,” Dad said. “And it’s not called that anymore. The Knights of Saint Peter changed the name to Petronium. Which, over time, became Bodrum. That’s where we’re headed. Bodrum, Turkey.”

Torquin nodded, then glanced at his GPS. “Ninety-seven miles from Boredom.”

I turned away, focusing on the monitor that swung out from the armrest of my seat. Since leaving home for the KI, we hadn’t had internet. Now I was making up for lost time, collecting research on the Mausoleum at Halicarnassus. If I had time, I wanted to look into the other Wonders, too.

I zoomed in on some drawings. The place wasn’t sprawling or gaudy. It wasn’t a phenomenal feat of engineering like the Hanging Gardens of Babylon. But there was something unbelievably beautiful about it, almost modern—tall, columned, nearly square all around, like the top of a skyscraper. It was ornamented with massive statues and covered with carvings. At the top, like a hat, was a pyramid that rose in steps up to a statue of a chariot holding two people.

“‘More than one hundred thirty feet,’” I read aloud. “Taller than the Statue of Liberty, not including the base. It lasted sixteen centuries. The whole thing is surrounded by columns, thirty-six of them. Mausolus and his wife, Artemisia, sat at the top in a chariot—well, they didn’t, but a statue of them did. The place was called Caria back then, not Halicarnassus. It was part of Persia. The structure was considered crazy modern, even shocking. In those days fancy buildings were decorated with classical scenes, historical battles. But they used statues of animals, portraits of real people.”

“Imagine,” said Cass. “Must have been fainting in the streets.”

“What happened to it?” Dad asked.

“Earthquake,” I replied. “Totaled in the early thirteen hundreds. A century afterward, the Crusaders conquer the area. Near the old Mausoleum site they figure, hey, nice place to build a castle. Soon they need to reinforce it, so they use stones from the ruins of the Mausoleum. You can still see the actual stones—only now that old castle is a museum.”

“Museum of the Mausoleum,” Cass said. “MuMa.”

“How do we find a Wonder that’s been cemented into a museum wall?” Aly said with a groan. “Think about it. The parts of the Colossus were in a pile. The Hanging Gardens were tucked away in a parallel world. We could get to them. They weren’t attached to anything else!”

Cass’s face sank. “Good point.”

“Well, just some of the stones were used,” I said. “There’s a collection at the actual site of the Mausoleum.”

“I don’t know how we’ll get in,” Dad said. “The site is closed for the day. I just checked.”

“We’ll figure something out,” Aly said.

Dad sighed, glancing back at Professor Bhegad. “I hope I don’t regret doing this.”

Cass was peering out the window at a moonlit mountain peak of pure white that jutted up through the cloud cover. “Whoa . . . that’s Mount Ararat. Eastern edge of Turkey. Where Noah’s Ark washed up.”

“Must have been some huge flood,” I said.

“That must have been some huge ark,” Aly added.

“Brunhilda is like ark,” Torquin complained. “Without flood. Or animals. Hang on.”

With a grunt, he yanked on some control so hard he nearly took off the lever.

Slowly, gently, we began to descend.

 

The rented van sped down the Bodrum highway along the coast of the Mediterranean. I sat in the back with Professor Bhegad, who was awake again but not saying much. His wheelchair lay folded in the van’s wayback. Out the window, a carpet of moonlight led to the distant lights of the island Kos.

Those lights blurred as Torquin took an exit hard and gunned up a hill.

Professor Bhegad gasped. “Massa treachery . . . Torquin’s driving . . . not sure which is worse.”

Torquin pulled to a stop outside a gated yard, fishtailing to both sides as he slammed on the brakes. “We’re here,” he announced gruffly. “GPS says.”

“Hallelujah,” Cass said.

Torquin frowned at him. “Halicarnassus,” he pronounced carefully.

As I unbuckled my seat belt, Dad handed me a cell phone. “Take this, in case we get separated.”

I took it, and we piled out of the van. To one side was a guardhouse, but otherwise a flat yard stretched out before us. In its center was a big hole surrounded by a few piles of stone. “That’s it?” Cass said.

“There’s not enough material here for a decent-sized patio,” Aly said.

I pressed myself close to the iron bars, staying still. Trying to sense the presence of the Loculus. Trying to feel the Song of the Heptakiklos.

Each time we’d come close—to the Loculi, to the Heptakiklos itself at the center of the island—I’d felt it. It wasn’t music, exactly, although I did hear beautiful sounds. It was something that I felt deeper than that, as if something were playing the sinews and nerves of my body like an instrument.

I waited to feel it. I concentrated hard.

Finally I shook my head. “It’s not here. I’m not feeling it.”

“You can just . . . feel it?” Dad said. “Like some ESP thing?”

“Let’s get closer,” Cass suggested. “Just to be sure.”

“We can try to disable the security,” Aly said. “Or cut through the wire.”

“I have a better idea.” Cass ran to the van and returned in midair, holding the Loculus of Flight. As he touched down in front of me, I reached for the orb.

Together we rose over a field of stones and broken columns. There were far fewer than I imagined would be here. “Anything?” Cass asked. “Violins? Trumpets?”

I shook my head. All I felt was the wetness of sea air and the slight tang of salt.

We landed outside the gate, where Dad, Aly, and Torquin were waiting expectantly. “What now?” Dad asked. “We go home?”

I glanced up the coastal road. In the distance, half-hidden by trees, was a massive structure that loomed over a bluff. “Is that the knights’ castle?”

“Yup,” Cass said. “Want to try it?”

“But . . . it’s not the Mausoleum,” Dad said. “So you won’t find anything, right?”

“If the knights used pieces of the Mausoleum in their castle walls,” I said, “what if they also used pieces of the Loculus?”

Aly nodded. “Stranger things have happened.”

Dad sighed. “Seems far-fetched, but you guys have been at this longer than I have . . .”

We jumped in the van again. I felt bad for Dad. He looked more confused than I’d ever seen him.

Torquin gunned it up the road. The castle’s small windows, like beady black eyes, seemed to follow us as we approached. Its towers were connected by a crenellated roof, and I imagined helmeted guards aiming crossbows at us.

“This place is mad creepy,” Cass said.

“They were Crusaders, not luxury condo builders,” Aly said.

I got out of the van and walked toward the museum. To the side was a padlocked gate, thicker and more formidable than the Mausoleum site’s, which led to a moonlit yard. Near the edge of the bluff I could see a roped-off area with a ragged pile of what looked like stones.

Relics.

My heart quickened. I grabbed the bars, concentrating hard for a few seconds. It has to be here . . .

After a few seconds, I noticed Aly and Cass were already beside me. Waiting. Not wanting to interrupt. I stared out past the museum. There, a bluff dropped to the sea. I could hear the rhythmic crashing of waves below. The breeze from the sea was bracing, almost cold.

The Dream.

It was coming back to me now: walking on a cliff . . . the sea raging and the wind biting into my skin. I was bleeding . . . shivering . . . holding . . . what?

“A Loculus . . .” I murmured.

“What?” Cass said.

“Did you say Loculus?” Aly said. “Do you feel it?”

“No, but I think I dreamed about this place,” I replied.

“I think I did, too,” Cass said, shivering. He looked up to the top of the barbed-wire fence. “I’ll get the Loculus of Flight.”

“No,” Aly said. “This is a big place. There might be a night watchman, someone who’d see kids dangling from a flying beach ball.” She took a couple of bobby pins from her pack and inserted them gently into the padlock. Pressing her ear against the mechanism, she began to fiddle with it.

A sudden hammering sound made us both fall silent. We crouched low as a steady chink . . . chink . . . chink rang out from inside the castle grounds. I looked toward the sound to see a glint of amber light.

“What’s that?” Cass mouthed.

Aly shrugged. The lock fell open. Cass, Aly, Torquin, Dad, and I tiptoed inside the grounds. Dr. Bradley remained inside the van with Professor Bhegad. We slipped past the darkened museum entrance and followed the base of the wall. The crashing waves were loud, blotting out all other sound, but as we neared the cliff, I had to stop.

Chink . . . chink . . . chink . . .

I held a finger up, signaling everyone to stay put.

I inched my way along the wall. In back of the castle was a small, rectangular, gravel yard that extended from the castle to the edge of the cliff.

My eyes scanned the length of the wall to a tall pile of stones at the other side of the yard. The sound seemed to be coming from there. I crouched low, hiding in a dark castle door well. In the moonlight I could make out the silhouette of a severely hunched figure, not more than four and a half feet high. I couldn’t tell if it was male or female. It rocked from side to side as it walked, its feet pointed outward and knees touching, as if its legs had been switched. I watched it silently walk to the edge of the cliff, leaving the pile unguarded. It stood looking over the sea.

I tiptoed closer to the abandoned stones. They seemed to glow. I felt strange, weightless. The wind boxed my ears, dulling all other sounds. Still I didn’t feel the Song. I glanced back toward the cliff, but the strange figure was gone.

Maybe it was a thief, and we’d scared it away.

I drew closer. In the moonlight, the rocks were a pale amber. They were covered with relief carvings of some kind, but not with fancy designs, just straight lines. I reached toward the pile and touched one. It was warm to my fingers. It seemed somehow alive, pulsating.

“Psssst,” came a warning from behind me. I turned to see Cass, Aly, and Torquin peeking around the corner of the castle.

Tucking the stone under my arm, I ran toward them.

“Watch out, Jack!” Aly cried.

Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted a movement by the cliff’s edge. I turned to see something hurtling toward my head. I ducked, dropping the stone.

A baseball-sized rock whizzed above my head, smacking against the castle wall with a dull thwack and falling to the ground. A shadow came toward me, dark and low, moving like a bear cub.

Before I could scramble to my feet, it stood over me, one foot planted on either side. It was human—male—his features all bunched into the center of his face. Hair sprouted in all directions like acupuncture needles, except the top of his head, which was bald but etched with lines like canals on a lost planet. One eye was focused outward, as if distracted. But the other stared at me directly, sharply.

Aly, Cass, and Torquin rushed toward us, but the man turned their way with superquick reflexes. His arm was cocked back, and he held a rock the size of a cantaloupe, ready to throw.

“W—we come in p-peace,” Cass squeaked.

The man’s mouth opened slightly. A line of spittle dribbled out and hung precariously. “And in peace thou shalt go,” he said in a perfect English accent, his words clear and clipped.

“Who are you?” I asked.

The man eyed me with a strange expression that could have been disgust or amusement. “To those who address me, which are sadly few,” he said, “I am Canavar.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

GNOME? PIXIE? TROLL?

CANAVAR WAS SMALL, but his drool loomed closer and packed a world of disgust. “Could you please get off me?” I said.

“I know what thou thinkest.” Canavar leaped off, his drool landing with a tiny splat about two inches from my ear. “Gnome! Pixie! Troll!”

“I wasn’t thinking that at all!” I protested.

“Ha! My form may be crooked, but I am fast and strong,” he crowed. “Thieves and cutpurses do well to fear such as I! But seeing as thou art young and inexperienced—well, a majority of thou—I will let thee go quietly.”

“Please,” I said. “If you have anything to do with this museum—”

“Anything to do?” He waddled over to the dropped stone, scooping it from the ground. “I am resident archaeologist, cryptologist, oceanologist, DJ!”

“DJ?” Cass asked.

“Doctor of jurisprudence!” Canavar replied. His face grew somber. “But, being of an appearance and temperament not suited for the general public, I prefer working after hours. Of which these are. Now go, or I shall trap thee overnight and cast thee tomorrow before the arbiters of civic judgment!”

“I think he means report us to the authorities,” Cass said.

I thought quickly. “We need to look around a little,” I said, standing up. “We brought a man here from very far away, a great archaeologist who is ailing badly. It’s his . . . dying wish.”

Canavar’s eyes darted toward the van, where Dr. Bradley and Professor Bhegad were waiting. He waddled closer, peering into the window. “By the ghost of Mausolus,” Canavar breathed, “is that . . . Raddy?”

“I beg your pardon?” Professor Bhegad said.

“Pardon granted!” Canavar said. “Raddy—thy nickname at Oxford amongst thy admirers. You are Radamanthus Bhegad, Sultan of Scholars, Archduke of Archaeologists, yes? What on earth has befallen thee? And what can I do? Canavar, thy acolyte, at thy service!”

Dr. Bradley and Professor Bhegad stared at the misshapen man. For a moment neither knew what to say.

“Yes, yes, I am Bhegad,” the professor said, his voice soft and weak. “And, um . . . yes, indeed, there is something you can do. For the sake of archaeology. These people . . . must have full access. To . . . er, everything you know about the Mausoleum at Halicarnassus.”

Canavar stood to full height, which wasn’t terribly impressive. “Oh, by the warts on Artemisia’s delicate nose . . . I suppose I have a job to do now. I do, yes? Then come.”

He sprang away from the van and skipped back the way we’d come, disappearing around the side of the castle. But we stood rooted to the ground, stunned.

“My mother told me not to believe in leprechauns,” Aly murmured.

“But for this,” I said, “we make an exception.”

 

“By the blessing of Asclepius, what a tale!” Canavar exclaimed as he sat before a pile of rocks on the ground. “So thou seekest a sort of . . . sphere of salubrity? Is that what thou sayest?”

Cass gave me a look. “Did we sayest that?”

“I think he means a Loculus of Healing,” I said. “Look, Canavar—”

“Dr. Canavar,” Canavar said.

“Dr. Canavar. The organization I’ve been telling you about—Professor Bhegad’s group, the Karai Institute—we believe the relic was hidden within the Mausoleum.”

“Oh, dear,” Canavar replied, his brow furrowing, “then by now ’twould be presumably reduced to rubble. Cannibalized to construction. Stolen. Sunken undersea.” He gestured toward the castle. “Behold, this is what is left of your Mausoleum! Stones ground into dust. Dust reformed into brick. A bas-relief here, a statuette there. All to build this . . . abomination! This monument to knightly ego! Oh, misfortune!”

He was starting to cry, his tears dripping on the collection of stones he was arranging. Cass and Aly looked at me helplessly.

I stood and began walking around the yard. Where was the Song of the Heptakiklos? I had felt it outside the labyrinth of Mount Onyx, the Massarene monastery in Rhodes, the Hanging Gardens of Babylon. I should have been feeling it now.

But all I felt was a vague warmth from the rocks. Was that a hint of a lost Loculus? Was this one hopelessly spread out in the mortar and stones of the castle?

“Canavar,” I said.

“Dr. Canavar.”

“Right. So, some of the Mausoleum stones were all ground up. But is it possible others were taken away? Are there parts of the Mausoleum in other places besides here?”

“This site was paradise for thieves,” Canavar said. “Some escaped—well, mostly those that came by land. Some sold their stolen stones and jewels on the open market. But the largest thefts, my boy, came by sea. These were men of equal parts stupidity and fearlessness. And thou hast little chance of finding their booty.”

“Their booty?” Cass said.

“Pirate booty,” Aly explained. “Stolen treasures.”

Canavar gestured toward the sea. “The sea bottom is littered with shipwrecks containing pieces of the Mausoleum still within their holds. The sand and coral are nourished with the bodies of those who scoffed at Artemisia’s Curse.”

“Artemisia,” Aly said. “That was the wife of the ruler, Mausolus.”

Canavar nodded. “Also his sister.”

“Isn’t that illegal?” Cass said. “Or at least incredibly gross?”

“The world was a different place.” Canavar bowed his head. “I present to you the most important recent Mausoleum find. The rocks before thee were salvaged by the hands of a heroic, prodigiously skilled sea diver. Namely, me. This is my life’s work—to find all there is. To bring them back. If they came from the Mausoleum, they must be returned. It is where they belong. It is where they have their life. Their meaning.”

I knelt by the stones. They were small, none more than four or five inches long, all of them in sharply cut geometric shapes. Some seemed new, others worn and ancient, and some were etched with straight lines.

Canavar’s tiny features expanded with pride. “You see the etched lines on the stones? I believe they formed a kind of symbol, or logo. The Greek letter mu, equivalent to our M, for Mausolus.”

“But this place was Persian back then,” I said, trying to dredge up my research. “Not Greek.”

Canavar nodded. “The Persian kingdom of Caria. But as a port, Caria was home to many nationalities. Mausolus was allowed to be an independent and flexible ruler. He hired Greek architects and Greek sculptors. Hence the Greek M. Wouldst thou like to see how the stones fit together?”

He quickly organized the stones with his spindly fingers.
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“Ergo, an M!” Canavar said.

I nodded. “Some of these are lighter in color than the others.”

“Yes. Those were the ones I salvaged from the ship. I studied these stones for years, wondering what they meant. I positioned and repositioned them until I saw, in my mind’s eye, the possibility of this M, even though the other stones were missing. So I carved new ones, to represent them. To fill in the blanks, as it were. Those are the darker stones. It was the material I had.”

“Wait, you made it up?” Cass asked. “You had a bunch of lines and just assumed it was an M? What if it was something else?”

Canavar glared at him. “Thinkest thou perhaps Q would be appropriate for Mausolus?”

He turned in a huff and stomped away toward Torquin and Dad.

Cass, Aly, and I squatted by the stones. I touched them one by one. “They’re warm,” I said. “Just the old ones. Not the new.”

“They all feel the same to me,” Cass said.

“Don’t they seem kind of small?” Aly held one up, turning it around in her hand. “I mean, think about the carved letters over the columns of the House of Wenders—they’re huge. Imagine this thing at the top of the Mausoleum. No one would see it.”

I pressed my hand to one of the stones and kept it there. I could feel my palm tingling. Now Aly and Cass were both looking at me.

“These stones are different.” I carefully separated the rocks, older on the left, newer on the right.
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“I’m feeling something,” I said. “From the lighter-colored ones, the older stones. It’s not like the Song. But it’s something.”

“Walk one of them around,” Aly said. “Maybe it’s like a Geiger counter. It’ll start singing to you when you’re near a Loculus.”

I picked up a stone and began pacing through the yard, circling closer to the gate and then back toward the cliff.

“Young fellow, seekest thou a men’s room?” Canavar’s voice called out.

“No, I’m good.” I stared out over the coastline to the west. I pictured the ships of the Knights of St. Peter with sails unfurled. Over the bounding main. Whatever that meant. I imagined the holds filled with great statues and polished stones . . .

If they came from the Mausoleum, they must be returned. It is where they belong. It is where they have their life. Their meaning.

I turned and walked toward Canavar. He was deep in conversation with Dad and Torquin now. “Canavar—” I said.

“Dr. Canavar,” he corrected me again.

“Dr. Canavar. I have a big, big favor to ask you. Can we take your stones to the location of the Mausoleum?”

“But we were already there,” Cass whispered. “You said you didn’t feel anything at all!”

“I want to try again,” I said. “With these stones.”

Canavar looked from Dad to Torquin and chuckled. “Ah, children do love rocks, don’t they? And children, no matter how many times they are told, do not comprehend the value of antiquities. Mr. McKinley, thou wilt, of course, properly discipline thy offspring and restrain him from acts of cultural disrespect.”

“Excuse me?” Dad said.

Canavar turned away and sidled back toward the rocks. “Thou art most cordially excused. Good night.”

Dad looked at Torquin. With an understanding nod, Torquin lumbered past Canavar and scooped up the pile of rocks with two swipes of his massive paws.

“I—I beg thy pardon—” Canavar stammered. “Is this some sort of jest?”

Torquin shoved the rocks into his pack, then grabbed Canavar’s collar and lifted him off the ground. “Torquin love rocks, too.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

SECRET IN THE STONES

“THIS IS IT?” Dad said. “The whole thing?”

The pit was about thirty feet long and wide. It was surrounded by piles of rocks and stones, lit by soft lamps that rose from the ground. I knelt by a section of a column that lay on its side, like an uprooted tree trunk.

Dad was right. It wasn’t much.

“Good rocks,” Torquin said, dropping his backpack onto the ground with a thud. “Make nice patio.”

“For this, thou humiliatest me,” Canavar grumbled. “Thou forcest me to let thee inside with a magnetic card, and then thou belittlest a hallowed site.”

“Can it, Munchkin,” Torquin said.

“At least with the Colossus, we had the stones we needed,” Cass said. “How can you re-create a Wonder if its parts don’t exist?”

Aly crouched by a sculpture of an animal’s head. “This one looks like a mushushu.”

“I think it’s a lion,” Cass remarked. “We’re not in Babylon anymore, Toto.”

Dr. Bradley pushed Professor Bhegad toward me in a wheelchair. “This will be difficult, Jack,” Bhegad said. “But archaeology is a bit like finding a speck of diamond in a pile of sludge. Do not ignore one pebble, my son.”

“Right,” I said. “Thanks.”

Where to begin? I knelt by a small, flat stone that looked a bit like one of the stones Canavar had been working on. I ran my hand over it.

Aly put hers on top of mine. “I feel it.”

I flinched, yanking my hand back.

“What happened?” Aly said.

“Nothing,” I said. “You startled me.”

Aly narrowed her eyes at me. “You’re turning red.”

“No, I’m not.” I turned away. “You . . . said you felt something. What did you feel?”

“Warmth,” she said.

I swallowed. “Warmth?”

“Back up at the castle, you said that the rocks were warm. I was trying to feel that warmth through your hand.” Aly smiled. “What did you think I meant?”

My face was burning. “I wasn’t thinking.”

She was staring at me. I stood there, dorking out. I couldn’t help it.

I felt the slab again. Actually, it was warm. I ran my fingers along the top until I felt a diagonal ridge, a raised area like a vein in a clenched hand.

“Ah, thou discoverest my favorite relief,” Canavar’s voice piped up. He sidled close, running his gnarled fingers along the carved ridge. “Razor straight. Remarkable.”

“Looks like it might have been carved by the same Greek dudes who made your M,” Cass said.

“A trained eye will discern the difference in technique,” Canavar said with cocked eyebrows. “These are raised upward, not carved into the stone. An entirely different process.”

I noticed another flat stone, and another. Reaching into my pack, I pulled out a flashlight and shone it around, expanding the illumination from the glow of the weak lamps. “There’s a bunch of these, scattered all over this place,” I said, pointing the light at some of the other pieces I’d noticed. “There. And there. And there. I think they may all be parts of a bigger sculpture.”

“Do you?” Canavar said with a mocking grin. “And perhaps with thy uncanny visual powers thou shalt conjure up a statue of Artemisia herself?”

“He’s good at this,” Dad said with a grin. “Won the state middle school jigsaw puzzle championship, Division One. We had DQ Blizzards to celebrate.”

“Competitive jigsaw puzzling?” Aly said. “With divisions?”

“And Blizzards?” Cass piped up.

“Sweeeeet,” Torquin said.

My face was heating up again.

Focus. Ignore.

Retaliate later.

I stared at the pieces, letting my brain assemble them. Then I began to fetch them, putting them close to one another until I could find no more.

Carefully, I slid them into place.
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“It’s some kind of panel,” Aly said. “With a backward seven, in relief.”

“Maybe the Persians read from right to left?” Cass said.

Dad cocked his head curiously. “Any guesses what it means?”

I wasn’t sure. But my brain was trying to recall the exact pattern of Canavar’s M. There was something about it that didn’t quite make sense. “Torquin,” I said. “Can you give me Canavar’s stones—all of them?”

“I believe it is proper to address that question to the stone collector himself,” Canavar said, “who risked his life to assemble them.”

“May I, Dr. Canavar?” I said.

Canavar lifted his head high with a triumphant grin. “Permission granted.”

Torquin handed me the stones from the pack. I assembled them, one by one, sorting out the old and the new on the ground. Then, setting the new ones aside, I began shifting around only the old stones.

“Ah, may I remind thee,” Canavar said, “to include the most important of these stones. To wit, the stones personally carved by me out of necessity to complete the historic M—”

Sliding the last piece into place, I smiled. “Your stones do not form an M.”
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“It’s a seven!” Cass exclaimed. “I was right—this thing couldn’t have been an M. Yesss!”

I could hear Professor Bhegad’s feeble voice call out, “That’s my boy!”

Canavar’s small eyes seemed to double in size. “Well, I—I suppose it’s a valid possibility—”

“A seven chiseled into stone . . .” Dad said, his eyes moving toward the flat raised relief I had just put together on the ground. “A bas-relief backward seven of the same size. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“I think so.” One by one, I placed the stones from Canavar’s collection upside down on the jigsaw arrangement so that the chiseled lines locked into place.

When I put the ninth and last stone in place, I felt my body shake.

Dad gripped my arm. “What’s that? The Heptococcus song?”

“Heptakiklos,” I said. “Yes. Totally.” Vibrations were coursing from my skull to my toenails.

Aly was shaking her head. “That’s not the Song, Jack . . .”

I could hear rocks sliding down the cliff now, splashing into the sea. Aly’s face was blurry, and my legs felt jellylike, as if I were on a train or a surfboard.

She was right. This was bigger than finding a Loculus.

It was an earthquake.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

THIS IS NOT SCIENCE

THE PLATE—THE INTERLOCKING stone shape we’d formed—was jumping on the ground with a life of its own. The earth was cracking in jagged lines, radiating outward from the plate like rays from the sun.

“That . . . thing is causing this!” I shouted. “Pull it apart—the seven!”

Torquin was already there, digging his stubby fingers into the stone. Cass, Aly, and I jumped in beside him.

“What are you doing?” Dad called out.

“Trying to stop it!” I said.

“Stop an earthquake?” Dad said.

It was no use. The stones were stuck together as if glued. Torquin panted and grunted, sending flecks of spittle onto the stone. Soon I felt the plate rising off the ground. I figured Torquin was lifting it, so I stood, stubbornly trying to pry the arrangement apart.

“Set it down!” Aly said. “This isn’t helping!”

“Won’t go down!” Torquin replied.

Now the plate was changing. The chipped edges were filling themselves in, straightening, forming a perfect rectangle. The stone itself was smooth to the touch, growing hotter.

I pulled my fingers away. The cliff and the sea grew blurry, as if a stone-colored curtain had been drawn across them. As I fell back, a network of countless arteries and veins shot outward in all directions from the plate, filling the space all around, exploding into sprays of stone-colored plasma.

“Get away from that!” I called out.

Cass and Aly jumped backward. Torquin held on a moment longer, but finally he sprang away with a howl of pain.

A wall was forming before us, not gas, liquid, or solid, but somewhere in between. Its depths and shadows roiled and slowly hardened, taking on the shape of columns, statues, reliefs. In the center of it all was the plate, the connected seven. Now it was suspended at chest level, embedded into an arched marble door carved with snakes, horses, and oxen. On either side, massive marble columns lined up, spreading outward like sentinels snapping to attention.

The walls themselves thundered, sending deep echoes into the soaring space they now surrounded. Above the columns, facing us, rose a triangular section that featured a relief of a four-horse chariot. I craned my neck to see a tapered roof taking form, topped by two humanlike figures bubbling and flowing until they took the solid shapes of a man and woman.

As the earth heaved I fell back into my dad. “What in heaven’s name—?” he said.

Now the entire columned structure was rising upward, pushed toward the sky by a thick stone base the width of a city block. A wider, thicker base formed beneath that, and another, until the graceful marble building was sitting atop a layer cake of stone. At each setback, statues glared down at us—stern figures in robes, grand horses and woodland animals. Finally, right in front of us, a tremendous stone archway opened within the wall, and a wide set of stairs rippled toward us, kicking up a thick cloud of dust.

Cass, Aly, Torquin, Dad, and I turned away, coughing.

“Hee-hee-hee!” came a trumpeting laugh from the dust.

“This is not . . . a trick of light . . .” Dad said between coughing jags. “This is not explainable by science.”

“No, it’s not,” I said.

Cass swallowed hard. “I was kind of hoping it would be.”

“Haaaa!” As the dust began to settle, I could see the tiny, wizened figure of Canavar dancing in the cloud, coughing and laughing. “It was a seven . . .” Canavar wobbled on unsure feet, lurching toward the door. “By the chariot of Mausolus, it wast not an M but a seven! Hee! Hee-hee-hee! We have unlocked the Mausoleum at Halicarnassus from the earth itself! I shall be world famous! Book me a flight to Sweden to pick up my Nobel Prize! Oh, teedle-de-dee! I float with joy! I float!”

He was dancing, flailing his arms, jumping onto the stairs. The Mausoleum towered above him, dwarfing the small man.

“Someone . . . pull him back . . .” Professor Bhegad called out, but his voice was barely audible.

From the archway came a blast of bluish-white light. Canavar rose off his feet. His legs dangled for a moment as if shaking out the last moves of his dance. Then his body stiffened.

As if pulled by an invisible arm, he whooshed toward the open door.

“Floating was an expression!” he shouted. “Wilt someone help me!”

I jumped to my feet, but Dad pulled me back. “No, Jack, stay here.”

Torquin, with a speed I didn’t know he had, leaped forward and grabbed Canavar’s ankle.

“Yeeeow, that hurteth!” Canavar screamed. He was parallel to the ground now, his head pointed toward the door, his leg firmly in Torquin’s beefy hand.

“Will not let go of leg,” Torquin said.

“Yes, but leg will rip from torso, head, and arms!” Canavar screamed.

The archway itself shuddered. From the depth of its blackness a jolt of lightning spat toward the sky, with a blast of sound that hit my ears like a punch. I tumbled backward. Torquin fell, unhanding Canavar.

The air in front of the archway began to lighten and swirl wildly, like a cloud of fiercely battling mosquitoes. It swelled and settled into a human shape. A woman.

She raised her arm and Canavar lifted upward until the two of them were face-to-face. She bellowed something in a language I didn’t recognize, and Canavar replied, “Please, spare me! I am so sorry. This was an accident, you see!”

The woman’s eyes flashed orange red. Canavar shot into the air, toward the roof of the building.

Aly and Cass drew close to my dad and me. Torquin jumped backward, shielding us with his body.

The woman stepped down the stairs. Her face was sunken and gray, and the skin seemed to be peeling off. Her hair, white, lifeless, and nearly as long as she was tall. She raised a finger toward us, more like a bone covered with papery skin. Her nail was black and curved like a ram’s horn.

As her jaw began to work, she let out a voice that was like a scraping of pins against my eardrum.

“Is that,” she said, thrusting her arm upward, “the best you could do?”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

FLYING ZOMBIE SKIN

GETTING HIT IN the eye with a piece of flying zombie arm skin is not super fun. The sting is as bad as the stink.

I tried to blink the tiny shard from my eye, which was watering like crazy. “Are you all right?” Dad asked.

“Answer my question—is that the best you can do?” the woman demanded. Through my one good eye I could see her descending the stairs in lurching steps, leaving tiny fragments of herself all around her. I couldn’t decide if they were pieces of bone, sections of her raggedy toga, or very bad eczema.

“It is!” Aly blurted out. “Or it isn’t. I don’t know. Could you rephrase the question?”

As the creature moved forward, leaving a trail of withered debris, her arm remained pointing upward. My eye was clearing now, awash in tears. I followed the angle of her skeletal finger to the top of the Mausoleum, where Canavar sat uncomfortably on one of the horses of the marble chariot.

“For a soul, you half-wit!” the woman replied. “Is that the best you could do for a soul? That shriveled prune of a human being?”

“I have hidden qualities, O Lady of the House,” Canavar shouted, peering down from the marble horse like a gargoyle. “Which I shall be delighted to enumerate, preferably face-to-face. Or . . . face to what remains of thine. Thou wouldst not happen to have a ladder?”

The woman twirled her finger in a circle, muttering under her breath.

With a screech, Canavar shot up into the air like a torpedo. He fell toward us, arms and legs flailing. Torquin stood, rocking from side to side as he positioned himself underneath. Canavar landed in his grip silently, as if Torquin had caught a giant marshmallow.

“Touchdown,” Torquin murmured.

“We mean no harm,” Aly said, her voice shaky. “My name is Aly, these are Jack, Cass, Torquin, and Mr. Martin McKinley. Those people behind us are Dr. Theresa Bradley and Professor Radamanthus Bhegad. And you?”

As the woman lowered her hand, the skin peeled off her pinkie, dropping to the stairs. I had to turn away in disgust. “I am Skilaki,” she said.

“A beautiful name indeed,” Canavar blurted out. “Lovely. Lyrical. My name is Canavar—Dr. Canavar, to be precise—and I owe you a great deal of grati—”

“My name means ‘little dog,’ and I despise it!” Skilaki shot back. “I was called Sibyl Seventy-three, which was fine with me, but our ruler wouldn’t have it. Too many sibyls, she said. And what the Great Queen Artemisia wants, she gets. Now, if it is entry you seek, let us trade and be done with it. Artemisia does not like to be disturbed! But perhaps I can bring her a better specimen than this . . . homunculus. Caviar.”

“Canavar,” the shrunken man said. “And thou art so right. I am not worthy. My soul is parched and wrinkled—”

“Silence, dwarfling, or you return to the chariot!” Skilaki shouted.

I swallowed. Facing Skilaki was not easy. Her eyes seemed to float in their sockets, as if they might fall out at any second. I tried to control my trembling as I spoke. “We’re seeking the Mausoleum at Halicarnassus,” I said. “We just want to walk in, find something we need, and leave.”

“And what is it you need, child?” Skilaki asked.

Cass and Aly looked at me in panic.

Did she know about the powers of the Loculi? I had no idea. I couldn’t tip our hand. If she knew what we were really after, and why, it could make our job harder.

“A . . . stone ball,” I said. “Nothing of much importance. But we humans prize its beauty. We understand it was given to Artemisia many years ago. Maybe you can help us.”

Skilaki looked at me blankly for a long second, then stomped her feet angrily. I turned away, not wanting to see any more peelings. “Do not talk to me of silly rocks! The queen. Requires. A soul. For entry.”

“I have a feeling you don’t mean sole, like a shoe,” Cass said. “Or a fish. Because those we could do—”

Skilaki narrowed her eyes, releasing a few eyelashes to the ground. “You try my patience!”

Cass backed away. “Just checking.”

“Okay, you take a soul from us, just say,” Aly said. “What happens to that person after the soul is gone?”

“The soul enters a glorious state,” Skilaki said. “Floating free of physical constraints. Absorbing knowledge and wisdom. Eventually, perhaps, finding a home in another body. The original body is freed also—freed of emotions and thought, able to function at the level of pure action, as would the most industrious of insects.”

“So you’re asking us for a volunteer to become a zombie?” I said.

“I do not know this word. I am merely a gatekeeper for Artemisia,” Skilaki said. “Does this request cause a problem?”

“Of course it does!” Aly shot back.

“Then fare thee well,” Skilaki said, turning her back to us.

As she ascended the steps, the entire Mausoleum structure vibrated. The ground shook again, and the walls began to fade.

“Oh, great, it’s all going to disappear,” Cass said.

I broke away from Dad and ran after her. “Wait!” I shouted.

“Jack, get back here!” Dad called out.

I could hear him running after me. I raced past Skilaki and turned, blocking her way to the door. “I want to see Artemisia,” I said. “Tell her I’m . . . I’m a descendant of Massarym.”

Skilaki nearly lost her balance. “You dare ask for—” She cut herself off, leaning forward. “Massarym, you say? Actually, there is a resemblance.”

“Tell your queen we will consider giving her a soul, but only if she gives us the stone ball and safe passage back,” I demanded.

From the baring of what were left of her teeth, I knew that yes was not in the ballpark. Skilaki took a step back and began raising her hand. “You have no power to bargain.”

I could feel my feet leaving the ground. I turned, trying to wrap my arm around a column to keep from being flung into the air.

“Keep away from him!” Dad grabbed her arm. He tried to pull her back but only came up with handfuls of shredded skin and toga. I was lurching upward as if my body were being pulled by a curtain cord.

“Stop!” a voice called out. “I volunteer!”

Skilaki turned. Dad froze. I felt my legs jamming back onto the ground.

Far behind us, Professor Bhegad stood up from his wheelchair. With a strength I didn’t know he had, he held his head high. “I will do it. I give my soul to the Lady Artemisia freely.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

A GAME MOST DANGEROUS

WE RUSHED TO Professor Bhegad so quickly he fell back into his wheelchair. “You can’t do this, Professor,” I said.

Professor Bhegad shook his head defiantly. “My children,” he said in a hoarse whisper, “look at me. I don’t have long to live. You cannot conceive the pain I have been through. Once I’m gone, I’m useless to you. Please . . . let my death help in the quest for the Loculi.”

Dad looked at the old man in bewilderment. “You’re willing to die for them?”

Professor Bhegad nodded. “I am willing to do what’s right.”

“We can’t let you,” Aly said.

“You wouldn’t like the life of a zombie, Professor,” Cass said.

“Skilaki,” I said. “Please. Let us have a minute or so.”

She rolled her eyes, and one of them slipped out of the socket. As it fell toward the ground, she caught it in her right hand and popped it back in. “I have all the time in the world,” she said. “Literally.”

“I did not see her do that,” Cass said.

I raced down the stairs, gesturing for the others to follow. Torquin stepped behind Professor Bhegad’s chair and fastened a seat belt around him. He bent his knees, gripped the handrests, and lifted the chair chest high. As Torquin walked carefully down the stairs, Bhegad placed his hand on the big guy’s. “I will miss you, old friend,” he said.

Torquin coughed. His face was extra red. As he set the old man down, he wouldn’t look at us.

What would Professor Bhegad’s death do to him?

What would it do to us?

I glanced at Bhegad. Behind his watery, bloodshot eyes was a strength as solid as the marble columns above us.

“Jack . . . ?” Aly’s voice brought me back to the present.

“Here’s the plan,” I said. “We let her take him. But we act superfast. We get Artemisia to give us the Loculus before they actually do anything to him.”

“This is crazy, Jack,” Cass said. “What if they zombify him first?”

“Remember Charles Newton’s message—‘Where the lame walk, the sick rise, the dead live forever,’” I recited. “Doesn’t that mean the Loculus can restore life? We bring Bhegad back with us and use the powers on him.”

Dad blanched. “Jack, this is playing with life and death.”

“’Tis a game most dangerous for mortals,” Canavar warned.

“I have everything to offer and nothing to lose,” Professor Bhegad spoke up. “If I die here, the quest ends. I will have lived for nothing. If my sacrifice brings forth a Loculus, at least my life will have had some worth. Please. Let us take the chance.”

He looked at each us deliberately, deeply. No one said a word. Torquin let out an uncharacteristic squeak that sounded like a gulp or a sneeze. He stared fiercely at the distance, blinking.

Bhegad took Torquin’s hand. “My trusty helpmeet, despite our myriad differences, I believe I will miss you most of all. Shall we?”

The big guy nodded, his features dark and hollow behind the bristling beard. Silently he gripped the wheelchair and started up the stairs again.

“Dear lady,” Bhegad called upward as strongly as his voice allowed, “I will give you my soul on two conditions. That you allow my friends to accompany me there. And that you promise them safe return.”

“Entry is possible for all,” Skilaki said. “Returning is not, unless . . .”

“Unless what?” Cass said.

The ex-sibyl’s arm whipped forward, grabbing Cass by the chin. With a sharp twist of her wrist, she forced him to turn around and she gazed at the back of his head.

Her jaw dropped to the ground. Literally.

After picking it up and reattaching it, she said, “I have heard of the mark, yet this is the first time I have seen it. You, my boy, shall be allowed free passage.”

“Because of the lambda?” Cass said.

“Skilaki, all three of us have it,” I announced.

“Then by your marking shall you return,” Skilaki said. “But no one else.”

Dad stepped forward, gripping my arm. “You’re crazy if you think I’ll let you go in there alone. I’m his father!”

Professor Bhegad reached out and took Dad’s hand. “He has to, Martin. You know this. You want your son to live. Choose my death, not his.”

Dad opened his mouth to reply, then clamped it shut. Time seemed to stop for a long moment, as we all stared at him. Even Skilaki.

I felt his fingers waver. And then, slowly he loosened his grip. His eyes were desperate, filling with tears.

“Jack will come back,” Torquin said softly. “Good training. Good genes.”

Dad didn’t say a word. Instead he wrapped me in a tight hug and told me he loved me.

I felt Aly’s arm around one shoulder, Cass’s around the other. As Dad let go, Skilaki turned to climb the steps to the black archway. “Delighted this ordeal is over. Now come. Leave your bags,” she added, pointing at the backpack in which I’d hidden the Loculi.

“But . . . my bag has stuff I need,” I protested. I was not keen on entering one of the Seven Wonders without any magical help at all.

Skilaki shook her head. “You need nothing inside. You bring nothing. And leave the rolling chair here. You will not need it, either.”

Cass, Aly, and I shed our backpacks. I handed mine to my father as Torquin helped Professor Bhegad up from the wheelchair. I took his arm. It seemed bony and fragile inside his tweed coat. “‘Once more into the breach,’” the old man murmured.

As we stepped toward the portal, a blast of white light hit me in the face. For a brief moment, before I closed my eyes, I could see Bhegad’s face lit up like a screen.

He was smiling.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

THAT’S GNIZAMA

“WHOA, WHO TURNED on the black-and-white filter?” Cass asked in a low voice.

I turned, forcing my eyes open. I was too dumbstruck to answer. We were only three steps into the Mausoleum, but there was no Mausoleum. No marble ceiling, no grand tiled floor, no fancy walls.

I spun around. Our door—the one we’d come through with Skilaki—was gone. We were outdoors, in a dry, rubble-strewn field that stretched into a dense fog in all directions. It wasn’t nighttime anymore, but twilight, and everything seemed drained of color, like a charcoal landscape.

“I was expecting a palace,” Aly said. “Not the anti-Narnia.”

Skilaki was walking ahead of us, on a path of gray soil flecked with patches of gray grass. I was supporting Professor Bhegad, who leaned on my arm as he took tentative steps forward. “Courage,” he said.

“Skilaki, how far are we going?” I called out.

“As far as necessary,” she replied.

Professor Bhegad loosened his hold. He was walking on his own. “Fascinating. It’s some kind of underworld.”

“Easy, Professor!” Aly cried, as she and Cass rushed to help.

“No, no, it’s all right.” He gave us a baffled look. “My chest feels significantly better.”

“Really?” Cass said. “That’s gnizama.”

Aly glared at him. “No, it’s not, Cass. It’s weird. It’s disturbing. This place gives me the creeps.”

“Just trying to be”—Cass gulped as he looked around—“positive.”

I felt my feet touching the ground, but all our footsteps were muffled, nearly silent. On either side of us were distant groves of leafless trees. Their gnarled black branches reached upward into a dull, dirty-white sky. I blinked my eyes, hoping to see it all clearer, but nothing changed.

Skilaki was slowing now. She stopped at a place where another path veered off toward the woods to our left. I couldn’t help noticing there was no castle in sight, no trace of a building.

“Where’s Artemisia?” I demanded.

“Impatience,” Skilaki replied, “is meaningless in Bo’gloo.”

“Is Bo’gloo another name for Hades?” Cass said. “Tartarus?”

“Hades and Tartarus, always Hades and Tartarus!” Skilaki shook her head, and I ducked to avoid a flying skin flake the size of a bookmark. “This obsession with mainland Greece! They are . . . related. But Bo’gloo has its own dreadful merits, as you will see.”

“I haven’t noticed any yet,” Aly muttered.

Skilaki was studying Professor Bhegad. A strange smile twisted her withered lips. “You are called Radamanthus,” she said. “You know, don’t you, that Radamanthus was one of the three judges of souls who entered Hades?”

“Of course.” Bhegad’s eyes brightened. When he spoke, his voice sounded disturbingly eager. “Shall I meet my namesake today?”

Skilaki laughed. “Of course not! Radamanthus has no sway in Bo’gloo. Only Queen Artemisia.”

“Wait,” Cass said, “I thought she wasn’t technically a queen— ”

“She is queen here!” Skilaki shot back. “But let me explain all as I show you our home.”

“You told us you would take Professor Bhegad to Artemisia,” Aly said. “People are waiting for us. We don’t have time to sightsee Bo’gloo.”

“Time,” Skilaki said, “will not be an issue.”

I glanced at my watch. It was perfectly still, stuck at 3:17 A.M. I tapped it a couple of times. “It stopped.”

Aly and Cass were staring at their watches, too.

“It is not the only thing that has stopped,” Skilaki said. “I believe you were in great pain, Professor. And now?”

“Nothing,” Professor Bhegad said. “This is remarkable.”

Skilaki’s papery lips drew upward like a tiny curtain, her smile revealing exactly four brownish-gray teeth. “Time, you see, is greatly overrated.”

We continued to follow the old lady down the right-hand path, which veered off into a maze of twisted black trees. Ahead of us was a rushing sound, like the static from a car radio.

As I squinted into the distance, my foot wedged under a branch and I felt myself hurtling headlong into a tree. I put my arm out for protection—and I came face-to-face with a tiny, grinning skull.

I jumped away, screaming.

Skilaki slowly turned, her laugh a rhythmic sss-sss-sss. “Oh, dear boy, no need to be frightened,” she said. “These are merely here to outline the path.”

“You use skulls as markers?” I said.

“Paint works pretty well,” Cass volunteered.

“Where would be the style in that?” Skilaki replied with a sigh. “But if you’re offended . . .”

She snapped her fingers and the skull disappeared.

Aly grabbed my arm. “I hate this place, I hate this place, I hate this place.”

As we followed Skilaki along the unmarked path, the distant noise grew louder, like a giant vacuum cleaner pressed into my ears. Soon I had to cover them with my hands.

“My dear sibyl, this noise is unbearable!” Professor Bhegad shouted.

Skilaki stopped at a clearing. She crouched, picking up a clot of soil flecked with pine needles, pebbles, and who knew what else. As she held it toward me, kneading it with her hands, it became rubbery and smooth, shrinking to the size of a vitamin pill. “Insert it into your ear,” she said. “You’ll be much happier.”

“It’s dirt!” Cass shouted.

“Give it to me!” Aly grabbed the little pellet and popped it into her ear. She dropped to her knees and dug out another clot of dirt. Quickly she repeated what Skilaki had done, massaging it with her fingers until the grains of soil and tiny twigs smoothed out. Then she inserted that one, too. “Whoa. It works. It feels like Styrofoam.”

Cass, Professor Bhegad, and I wasted no time plugging our ears.

“Our natural materials,” Skilaki explained, “are multipurpose.”

I couldn’t believe it. The static noise was nearly gone, but Skilaki’s voice was loud and clear. All of our voices were clear. Even our footsteps. Only the frequency of the river’s sound seemed to be blocked.

Skilaki gestured into the clearing. “Proceed,” she said.

As we cautiously stepped forward, the clouds thinned. I could make out the shape of what seemed to be an enormous river stretching into the thick grayness to our right and left. The opposite bank could have been a football field away or a mile—in this strange landscape, it was impossible to tell.

A silent current raged not two feet beneath us. It seemed weightless, a flow of silver streamers in midair, reflecting light and nearly transparent. It splashed against the steep banks and broke into a spray of droplets. I could feel them on my arms, tiny pokes with no sign of wetness at all.

I removed my plug—but only for about a nanosecond. The static noise was unbearable. “That’s what’s making the sound,” I said. “The river water.”

“I don’t think that’s water, Jack,” Aly said, her voice unmuffled and clear.

I stepped closer and knelt by the edge of the bank. The river bottom was alive with movement. But not fish or seaweed. Bright images churned upward, bursting through the sand and mud—people, panoramas, views of villages and mountains in intricate, black-and-white detail. Some seemed harmless and dull, but others were impossible to look at. A gutted home, a screaming face, the twisted grille of a truck.

Aly let out a gasp. Or maybe it was me. I turned away, unable to watch any more.

“This is where you proceed on your own until we meet on the other side, which may be awhile,” Skilaki announced. “I’d like to say it’s been a pleasure, but I barely remember what pleasure feels like.”

Cass’s face was taut, his eyes wide. “You expect us to swim across that?”

“Unless you can walk on the top,” Skilaki said.

“What is it?” Aly asked.

“The River Nostalgikos,” Skilaki replied. “The Greeks have one like it, too, of course.”

“I mean, what’s the stuff at the bottom?” Aly said.

“Memories,” Skilaki said. “The river feeds on them. Our guests arrive with sadness and broken dreams. Their thoughts eat at them for an entire lifetime. They may have an image of themselves they cannot live up to. Or hold a grudge. Or pine for a love that can never be. Nostalgikos makes you face your worst memories and realize how fleeting they are. And if you do face them, it takes those memories away, cleanses them completely.”

“So . . . they stay at the bottom?” Cass said softly. “Like old Facebook posts?”

“Ah, but only if you give yourself to the river,” Skilaki said. “Fight it, and the bad memories will consume you, like all diseases. I have seen it happen. So tragic. So useless.”

“That’s it?” I said. “You just wade through, drop the memory, and you’re free?”

“Not free,” Skilaki said. “All good things require a sacrifice.”

Cass paled. “Sacrifice? Are we talking body parts?”

Skilaki gave a wet, rattling chuckle and drew forth a yellowing scroll from her pocket. “If we should become separated,” she said, “this will help you reach Artemisia’s palace.”
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Cass stared at it with intensity. I could tell he was memorizing it. I pointed to the river marked Photia, close to the center of the map. “Is this one a memory sucker, too?”

“The River Photia protects the palace,” Skilaki said. “For those who have passed through Nostalgikos, who come to Artemisia with a true heart, it will allow safe passage. But if it senses intruders, it will destroy them. And you have no idea how difficult it will be for me to explain that to my queen.”

“Wait, that’s the sacrifice?” Aly said. “We have to approach with a true heart? Are we going to Artemisia or the Brothers Grimm? I mean, how can we be sure our hearts are true?”

“You cannot,” Skilaki replied. “Photia will determine that.”

“And if it makes a mistake, we’re drowned in a flood?” Cass said.

“Photia is not a river of water,” Skilaki said, turning to leave. “And neither is Nostalgikos. Remember, all of you must give in to Nostalgikos. Or the process shall not be complete. I shall meet you at the other side. I have a long path to the bridge. If, by some ludicrously unlikely chance, you should arrive first, wait for me.”

“Why can’t we take the bridge, too?” Cass pleaded.

Skilaki spun so fast a clump of her hair flew off. “If you do not follow the rules, then you will not see Artemisia. You forfeit your promise. And there are consequences to that.”

“Like what?” Aly said.

Skilaki turned away. “You will all share the fate of Radamanthus.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

COLD FEET

CASS STOOD FROZEN at the side of the river, staring downward. “I can’t.”

“You were the one who wanted to do this,” Aly reminded him. “Why the cold feet now?”

The face of a howling wolf rushed up from the sludgy bottom. Its teeth were sharp and bloody. “That’s why!” Cass said.

“Those are just images, Cass,” I said, putting my hand on his shoulder as if I weren’t scared to my bones. Which I was.

“Hey,” Aly said. “What would Marco do?”

Cass spun around. “He’d get us to the other side. He’d face down whatever is in there. And he’d do it with a smile.”

“So let him be your inspiration,” Aly said.

“I don’t see either of you jumping in!” Cass shot back. “We can’t do this without Marco. We fail without him. He’s brave. Competitive. Fearless. All the things we’re not.”

Marco.

I’d been doing my best to forget about him. But Cass was right. It didn’t feel the same. It hadn’t, ever since he’d gone over to the Dark Side.

We needed him. Badly.

And for the first time, I was beginning to feel like we had a chance of getting him back.

“He is competitive,” I said. “And right now, our side is winning. We have the Loculi. If there’s any chance to get Marco to come back, this is it, guys. Make the Massa fail. Gain power. Continue with the mission of the KI. Marco wants to be with a winner.”

Professor Bhegad nodded. “Wisely said.”

“Okay, so who’s going to lead us?” Cass said, looking at me. “You, Jack?”

“You must all lead,” Professor Bhegad said. “Marco will follo-o-o-o-ow!”

His voice became a weak shout as he allowed himself to fall into the river. His body jittered like a scarecrow’s, his hair waving like cobwebs in a wind and his glasses flying into the river.

I looked at Aly and Cass. There was no going back now.

I slid off the bank next. My legs made contact with the surface. Like water, it slowed my descent. Like water, it gave me a feeling of buoyancy.

But unlike water, the Nostalgikos felt tickly, like feathers. It flowed in bands of liquid silver, churning hundreds of moving images that boiled upward and sank. Some were minuscule and vague, others enormous and lifelike. I screamed and jumped away as a head the size of a medicine ball emerged directly below me. It rolled back, revealing thick eyebrows raised high into a sharply wrinkled forehead. A face emerged, oozing blood from one eye. Its nose was strangely twisted and its mouth wide open in a silent scream, framed by a matted silver-black beard.

I felt Professor Bhegad’s hand on my shoulder. Cass and Aly were in the river now, too. Even though we were different heights, we were all chest deep in the not-water. I had no sensation of sinking, but I couldn’t feel the bottom under my feet, either.

“I s-s-saw that face,” Cass said. “I want to look for the bridge.”

I took a deep breath. “These are images, that’s all. Memories that belong to other people.”

A severe-looking woman rose up from below, her hair tied back into a bun, a hairy mole on her left cheek. She wore a tight-necked tweed jacket and long skirt, and she tapped a yardstick in her hand.

You will not let this frighten you.

I reached out for the yardstick and felt nothing. My hand passed through the image, and the old woman plunged back downward and out of sight. “Harmless,” I said. “Now, come on. Let’s get to the other side. Swim. Wade. Whatever.”

“Okay,” Aly said, stepping toward the other side. “Okay . . .”

As I moved with her, I heard a phone ring. The river seemed to dissolve into whiteness before my eyes. Another image rose up, this one so big and encompassing that it blotted out everything else.

Our old cordless phone. Just the way it was, sitting by the desk in the kitchen. The ring jangles my whole body head to toe.

I’m eating mac and cheese and I nearly jump out of my chair. I hope it’s Mom.

But Dad gets there first. He’s excited, too. At first I’m mad, mad, mad. I wanted to talk. Then I step back and listen. When he says “Hello?” I get all excited again. My legs can’t stay still. I’m dancing like a scratchy monkey. Like I have to pee.

And that’s what I remember most. The dancing. The way Dad’s face changes. The darkness. The words.

The news that tells me what has just happened in a place at the bottom of the world.

What does “crevasse” mean? I am shouting now. Screaming.

WHAT DOES “CREVASSE” MEAN?

I wanted it to go away.

Every part of me, every nerve in my brain, was trying to dull the image, to shove it away, make it disappear.

“Stay with it . . .” Professor Bhegad was holding on to me.

Remember, all of you must give in to Nostalgikos. Or the process shall not be complete.

I had to do it. But the memory was killing me.

NO!

I had to take a break. Just a moment.

I would do it. I would try again and succeed. Just not now. I needed to gather strength.

Somehow I managed to turn my head, somehow I made myself stop seeing the phone, the kitchen, Dad’s eyes.

Amazingly, the professor had found his glasses, but they were slipping down his nose. His face was twisted into a pained grimace. Next to him, Aly breathed hard, talking to herself, her eyes buggy and white. Cass was far ahead. I couldn’t tell if he was crying or laughing. But I could only pay attention briefly. My own pain tore at my insides like wild horses.

Ahead of us, Cass let out a shriek that shocked me out of my own nightmare.

“Cass . . . Cass, my son, let it go!” Bhegad was releasing me, trying to wade toward Cass.

He was twisting side to side, chest high in the tinselly stream, his arms raised above the surface. “Let go, let go, let go, go, go!”

“It’s an image!” Aly cried out. “Release it! Do not fight it, Cass!”

“I can’t!” he said. “Get it away! Get it away!”

His teeth were bared now, his eyes enormous. Below him, a blotch of red slithered slowly toward him, taking shape along the river bottom.

I grabbed Cass by one arm and Aly took the other, but his eyes were fixed on the river’s surface. “No . . .” he said. “Not you . . .”

“Jack, look!” Aly cried out.

A pair of yellow eyes burst through the surface, followed by a snout filled with knifelike teeth, and a pair of leathery wings that seemed to suck the stagnant air from around us.

A blast of putrid breath nearly knocked me off my feet.

The griffin was back.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

LOST

MY EARPLUGS COULDN’T dim one decibel of Cass’s scream. I could smell the griffin, hear its ugly cry, feel its heat. It sprang upward, lifting its talons like just-sharpened daggers above our heads. A spray of toxic spittle flew off to both sides as it opened its jaws.

Aly was yelling something. Cass’s arms windmilled as he tried to backstroke away. I knew in that moment we were toast.

Fight it, and the bad memories will consume you, like all diseases. I have seen it happen . . .

Skilaki’s words echoed in my head. This river was going to kill us if we let it. I took a deep breath, gulping down a blast of hot, rotten-meat air. I stared the griffin in the eye despite the fact that every twitching muscle in my body was telling me to jump away.

Instead, I opened my mouth and shouted the first thing that came to mind:

“I AM NOT AFRAID TO THINK ABOUT YOU!”

The second thing that came to mind was that I was an idiot. The talons were inches from my eyes.

I ducked. I felt the talons dig into my shoulder. Pain shot through me to my toes. I was rising upward, out of the river.

“It . . . didn’t . . . work,” I said through clenched teeth.

Cass grabbed my arm. “Let go of him, griffin!”

“The bird is your memory, Cass!” Aly shouted. “Not Jack’s. Face it. Say something!”

Cass was shaking. “Uh. Uh. I will not forget and—”

“Mean it, boy!” Professor Bhegad croaked.

“I am not afraid to think about you!” Cass shouted.

The griffin faltered. Its talons loosened and I felt myself plunging downward. Cass was still shaking. Overhead the griffin seemed to bounce away as if it had hit a Plexiglas wall. It glared at Cass, growling and spitting, but it was fading from sight, losing color.

Professor Bhegad was shaking, staring at the bird creature. “Please no, please no, please no . . .” he murmured.

The griffin seemed to take strength from this. It did a roll in midair and came down on Professor Bhegad. The old man let out a scream as the beast dug its talons into his tweed jacket, lifting him clear out of the water. His lips were shaking, his eyes wide and bloodshot.

“It’s his worst fear, too!” Aly said. “He was the first person the griffin attacked. It nearly killed him. He’s not strong enough to do what Cass did.”

“Tell it, Professor!” I said. “Find it in yourself!”

The old man was flailing miserably. The beast shrieked in triumph, carrying Bhegad toward the other shore like a hawk carrying a rat.

Aly and I began to run as fast as we could, our legs churning through the dense but transparent river. Cass was right behind us. In a moment the beast was nearly to the land. But its wings were faltering, its body losing altitude. Professor Bhegad’s body lurched downward, and then fell back into the river.

We could see him struggling to stand, throwing his shoulders back, looking straight at the beast. From this distance we couldn’t hear him, but the griffin was reacting, lurching backward.

It came across toward us again, barely keeping itself above the surface of the river. Its talons, legs, and body faded to black-and-white, a pencil cartoon of a beast. I held my arms wide and our bodies merged, the griffin and me. I could feel the beast passing through me like a wave of summer heat. It shimmered down my body, through the molecules of my legs, and into the sand below.

The obnoxious scraping of the river’s static was delightful in comparison to the griffin’s noise.

“I’ve got you, Professor . . .” Aly said as she lifted Bhegad off a boulder just below the river’s surface.

We were just a few yards from the opposite bank now. Cass was just to our right, staggering along. “His glasses,” he said. “They’re missing . . .”

“Never mind that,” Professor Bhegad replied. “They won’t be much use to me where I’m going.”

I helped Aly lift the professor out of the river and onto the land. The effort exhausted me, yet the minute I waded out onto the bank, it was as if nothing had happened. My body felt fine, even where the griffin had grabbed me. And my clothes were totally dry.

Professor Bhegad looked dazed. “Wh-what just happened?”

“Last I remember,” Cass said, “Jack was shouting something about a crevasse.”

I laughed. “A necktie?”

“It’s a big crack in the earth,” Aly said. “Wait. You don’t remember that?”

“You know . . . your mom?” Cass said.

Mom . . .

Yes, it was all coming back. The ringing phone. The awful news. Dad’s eyes . . .

Aly squinted at me, then turned toward Cass and Professor Bhegad. “Do you two guys have any recollection of . . . a griffin?”

“Like the mythological beast?” Cass said.

“At the Karai Institute, we believe it may not have been so mythological,” Professor Bhegad said.

Aly stared at them in disbelief. “You called it up, Cass,” she said, “out of the river. And both of you defeated it.”

Cass’s eyes widened. “Do I get a medal?”

“Okay, okay,” Aly said, looking back over the river. “Let’s figure this out. We know this river makes you forget bad memories, but you have to stand up to them first. For you, Cass, it was a griffin. It came. We saw it. We had an adventure with it in Greece. But that’s been totally wiped out from your memory. And you, Jack . . . you don’t remember the image of the phone call. You don’t know that your mom . . .”

She looked at me and clammed up.

I knew in that moment she didn’t want to tell me news I had forgotten. She didn’t want me to know that my mom had died.

But I knew. I remembered.

I had not “lost” the bad memory at all.

“What about Aly?” Cass asked.

“I don’t know. I remember everything, still.” She grinned. “Guess it’s because I’m not afraid of anything. Now where’s Skilaki? She was going to meet us here.”

I looked up to the shore and called the old woman’s name. “Guess we’ll have to climb up there,” I said.

But Aly was leaning over the bank, gazing into the river. A pair of glasses bobbed on the glittery surface. “Hey, Professor, you’ll be able to see again!” she said. “One second . . .”

She lowered herself back into the river and grabbed the glasses. As she tossed them up, Cass and I both reached out, but they plopped down onto the soil.

“Be glad Marco wasn’t here to see that,” Cass murmured. “Be very glad.”

“Thank you, my dear . . .” As Bhegad scooped his glasses off the ground, his voice trailed off. He was staring at Aly, who remained in the river, standing motionless. Her mouth dropped open in an expression of unspeakable fear. “Jack . . . ?” she said.

I moved toward her, but a churning blur of red and white surged up from the river, inches from her.

Spinning like a basketball, a hideous clown face thrust through the surface.

I jumped back in shock. A clown?

As it bounced toward her, laughing, she let out a scream that made my hair stand on end.

 

“The figure of the clown has long been used to represent both horror and childlike joy,” Professor Bhegad said as we walked along a wooded path, looking for Skilaki.

“Clowns scare me, too,” Cass said. “Those painted smiles. Creepy. I don’t blame you, Aly. I hated the circus.”

Aly looked at him as if he had just spoken Mongolian. “What are you talking about?”

“Never mind,” Cass said.

We had been walking at least fifteen minutes. Or what would have been fifteen minutes if time still worked. Aly had faced down the memory of the clown and promptly forgotten it. Cass had confronted the griffin. And so had Professor Bhegad.

But I could not shake the memory of that phone call. And the realization that I hadn’t forgotten it.

What had I done? Did I totally screw up? Did I need to go back into the river?

It was the last thing I wanted to do. I was hardly consumed by the bad memory, which Skilaki had predicted. Maybe three out of four memory confronters were enough. We were here, after all. Alive and in one piece.

I looked around for the ex-sibyl. She had asked us to wait, but I couldn’t bear the idea of staying near that horrible river. There was only one path away from it anyway. We couldn’t help but meet Skilaki if we stuck to it.

Cass was leading us, but his pace had slowed. The trees had grown thicker, and the path was narrowing and overgrown. “Is it possible . . .” Professor Bhegad said, leaning against a tree, “that this is the wrong way?”

We stopped. Aly looked back the way we’d come. “Cass? Where are we headed?”

Cass glanced around. “Actually . . . I’m not sure. I lost the map in the river.”

“Don’t play games,” Aly snapped. “You don’t need it. You know the route.”

“I did,” Cass said. “But . . . it’s not there, Aly. In my brain. I can’t call it up.”

“What do you mean, not there?” Aly said. “If you’re being insecure again, like you were in Babylon, now’s the time to stop.”

Cass’s eyes were hollow and scared. “I don’t feel insecure. This is so strange . . .”

I looked at him closely. “Cass, can you say ‘River Nostalgikos’ backward?”

“Nostalgikos . . . River?” Cass said.

“Oh, dear,” Professor Bhegad muttered.

“Cass, you had the ability to say anything backward, letter for letter,” Aly said. “You called it Backwardish.”

Cass swallowed hard. “Dishwardback?”

“The river . . .” Professor Bhegad said. “It took the ability from him.”

“Skilaki warned us,” Aly said softly. “She said the river required a sacrifice . . .”

“I thought she was talking about maybe giving up a finger or a toe,” Cass replied. “I didn’t think I would lose the thing . . .” He trailed off, but I knew what he was going to say. The thing that made him Cass.

“Let’s go back,” Aly said. “We should have waited for her anyway. She said she’d take a while. Maybe she took some other route.”

I took Bhegad’s arm. “I’ll help you if you’re tired.”

“I’m not,” he said.

We began walking back the way we’d come, but after about fifty yards we came to a three-way fork. “I didn’t notice this coming in,” Aly said.

“The tines of the fork are slanted in the direction we came,” Professor Bhegad said. “Easy to miss when you’re going the other way.”

“Let’s split up,” I said. “Aly takes the left, Cass the center, me the right, Professor Bhegad remains here. Count a thousand paces and then come back. And let’s hope one of us sees the river.”

As my two friends went off, I jogged onto the right-hand path. Almost immediately I could no longer hear their footsteps. The dull grayness of the woods made it hard to avoid roots and brambles, which lashed into my legs as I passed. They made pinpricks of blood that never turned into trickles. Even the blood was gray in the odd light.

The path meandered in many directions, and soon it became noticeably warmer. Overhead I heard a soft chittering sound and looked up to see a cloud of bats explode from a tree, swooping downward.

As I fell to the ground, covering my head, I heard a different sound, farther into the woods—a scuffling, a murmur that sounded nearly human. I stood. Through the twisted trees was a shifting of blackness, a movement of shadows. The air was brightening now into a dull silver, as if a gray sun were rising. “Hello?” I called out.

“Uhhh . . .”

The sound made me leap to my feet. My forehead was now bathed in sweat. Smaller shadows skittered through the woods, ragged-looking squirrels, moles, mice, all going the opposite direction from me, as if they were running from the day’s first light.

I trudged onward carefully, until I reached the edge of a vast, dry field. It too swarmed with fleeing animals—and along the edges, in the surrounding trees, larger forms. Human.

But my eyes were focused on the forest beyond the clearing. There, a raging fire was licking up the trees like matchsticks. Its flames were ash gray, and it gave off a gray light that was frighteningly intense.

And it was headed my way.

I turned and ran. I didn’t stop until I reached Professor Bhegad. He stood, dumbfounded, his eyes focused on the woods behind me. “By the Great Qalani . . .”

“The place is going up in flames,” I said. “We have to get out of here. Where are Cass and Aly?”

“She warned us,” Professor Bhegad said. “Skilaki. I should have known . . .”

The River Photia protects the palace. For those who have passed through Nostalgikos, who come to Artemisia with a true heart, it will allow safe passage. But if it senses intruders, it will destroy them. Skilaki’s words clanged in my head.

“But she told us about a river,” I said. “Not this.”

“She also told us it wasn’t a river of water,” Bhegad said. “Photia is Greek. It means fire.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

THE DOOR

BEFORE I COULD turn to run after my friends, Aly came racing out of the woods. “Guys,” she said, “this path circles back to Nostalgikos. But we won’t make it. The flames are moving fast. Where’s Cass?”

I started up his pathway, but he was already coming into view, running toward us. “I think I found a way out!” he cried. “Hurry.”

We followed Cass down the center pathway. I stayed with Professor Bhegad, helping him along. In about a hundred yards we reached an iron gate, which hung open on a rusted, broken hinge. Beyond it, a steep hill led upward to a windowless stone blockhouse. “What’s that?” I called out.

Cass was already far ahead of us, jogging quickly toward a distant clearing. We caught up with him at the edge. I looked out into a field of dirt, pebbles, dead vegetation. “Look closely,” he said, his voice a little shaky. “Nothing, right? Now watch this.”

He took five strong paces forward. Before him, a wooden door materialized out of thin air. Its brass doorknob was clearly golden colored, the wood a deep, polished brown.

“What the—?” I said.

“You should see what’s on the other side,” Cass said.

“A door in the middle of the air,” Aly said. “Um, I think I’ll stay here with Professor Bhegad.”

“I’ll go,” I said, with a confidence I didn’t truly have.

Cass took my arm. With his other hand he turned the knob to open the door. We both stepped through.

The air was like a blast of cold water. I was coughing, gulping oxygen, as if my lungs had gone into spasm. For a moment all I could see was a circular metal railing directly in front of us, and a cement floor at our feet. Nothing else. No fire, no trees, not a sign of the underworld.

“Take your time, Jack,” Cass said. “You are not going to believe this.”

From below I heard a loud mechanical farting noise.

Holding tight to the railing, I squinted outward. The austere gray of Bo’gloo was gone.

Totally gone.

In its place were the bright lights and narrow streets of a city at nighttime. I looked across a panorama of rooftops—brick buildings and water towers, radio spires and streetlights. A horn honked and music blared from an open window across the street. In the distance, between buildings, I could see a giant clock face that read 11:17, exactly four hours earlier than the time we’d entered Bo’gloo, back in Turkey.

The mechanical fart came again. Peering down, I saw a bright red double-decker bus pull away from the curb.

“Where the heck are we?” I asked.

“How should I know?” Cass said.

“You have to know—you’re Cass!” I replied. “Oh, wait. Sorry, I forgot . . .”

“Hey!” a voice shouted from below. “What do you two hooligans think you’re doing?”

It was an English accent. I forced myself to look closely at the surroundings now. At the clock face, which was immediately familiar.

“Cass,” I said. “I think that clock is Big Ben. Which means we’re in London.”

“That’s ridiculous!” Cass turned full circle, looking around desperately. “And, um . . . true.” He froze as he faced the structure behind us. “Jack . . . look.”

I turned, too. The door we’d come through was part of a massive wall decorated with columns. “It’s a fake mausoleum,” I said.

Cass peered through the open door. “Bo’gloo is gone,” he said in an awed voice. “There’s just a stairway. It must go down into the main part of the church.”

“Up there, mates!” the voice below was shouting now. “Two lads, in the spire of St. George’s Church!”

The two-toned squeal of a British police siren echoed up the street. “They think we’re vandals,” Cass said.

He pushed me back through the door but I resisted. “Where are we going to go? If the stairs go down into the church, we’ll walk right into them!”

“I don’t know—we’ll figure something out. Just go!” Cass said.

As we rushed through, Cass slammed the door shut. I felt around for a handrail, shifting my feet slowly so I wouldn’t fall down any stairs.

But the cement floor had become soil. And the darkness was lifting.

Instantly the underworld formed around us in all its stifling dullness. Aly and Professor Bhegad were standing where we’d left them, and they stumbled backward, their eyes wide with shock. “What happened to you?” Aly said. “You disappeared.”

“Quick,” Cass said, taking Professor Bhegad’s arm. “Come with me. We have an escape route. Another portal. We may be arrested, but it’s better than staying here.”

“Arrested?” Aly said. “Are you nuts? We can’t just leave!”

“We’ll die if we stay here,” Cass replied, pointing at the flames that now were leaping across the field toward us. He pushed Professor Bhegad forward, and the door emerged from the gloom again.

Cass swung it open and he pushed Professor Bhegad through. “Let’s get him to safety first.”

The old man’s scream was louder than anything I’d ever heard from him. A blast of white light seemed to grab him by the shoulders, pulling him away from the door and back into Bo’gloo like a giant fist.

He flew past Aly and would have collided with a stout tree if he hadn’t been caught by two withered, bony arms.

“We must stop meeting like this, Professor,” Skilaki said.
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CHAPTER THIRTY

THE BLAZING FIELDS

HIS EYES ROLLING upward, Professor Bhegad slid downward to Skilaki’s ankles, taking a shower of powdery skin with him.

“No see long time?” the old lady said calmly. “Is that your expression?”

“No. I mean yes. I mean, we’re sorry for going on without you, Skilaki, okay?” I said. “We blew it. We made a mistake. We thought we’d find it on our own, but we just found—”

“You banked on Cass’s superior memory, yes? Oh, how Nostalgikos loves superior memories.” Skilaki cackled.

“You told us it only removed bad memories!” Aly protested.

“The Nostalgikos is a river,” Skilaki said with a shrug, “not a surgeon. Its precision is famously uneven. You, however, were left with very specific instructions, and you failed. Quite a mess this is. Perhaps you don’t realize what a responsibility I have to Bo’gloo. To the queen. Who do you think Artemisia will blame?”

“Skilaki, that is a portal!” Cass screamed, gesturing toward the blazing field behind us. “To London! We can escape the fire.”

Skilaki sighed heavily. “You can.” She pointed a gnarled finger at Professor Bhegad. “But not possessing the mark, he is not allowed to leave the underworld.”

Professor Bhegad was writhing at Skilaki’s feet, trying to get up. “Now,” the ex-sibyl said, “you have a choice. You can escape and leave him with me if you like. He, after all, is our prize. Artemisia, however, is not known for her compassion. She will most likely allow the fire to consume the professor and me. But what do you care? You will be home again.”

“Or?” Aly said.

“Or, you may follow me,” Skilaki said.

She began walking up the hill directly behind us, drawing Professor Bhegad along as if he were a floating dog on a leash.

I looked at Aly and Cass. The flames of the fire were drawing nearer, and smoke twined around our nostrils. But Skilaki seemed to know where she was going, and we really had no choice.

A plan was a plan.

We followed, trudging up the hill. The air seemed to clear the higher we got. In hushed tones, Cass and I explained to Aly what had happened beyond the portal.

She listened skeptically. “You went into the real world . . . through a replica of the Mausoleum?” she said. “That’s . . .”

“Bizarre?” Cass said. “Uh, yeah.”

Aly turned away. I knew the rabid look in her eyes. She got that way when she was in front of a computer, figuring out some impossible problem. “So if this replica is a portal to Bo’gloo, what’s to say it’s the only one?”

“Not following you,” Cass said.

“Think about it,” Aly said. “Plenty of Seven Wonders replicas exist in the real world. We saw tons of Colossus statuettes in Rhodes, key chains, whatever. And we read about the Mausoleum, too. The replica of the Mausoleum in England isn’t the only one . . .”

“The municipal courthouse building in St. Louis!” Cass blurted.

“I can’t believe you remembered that,” Aly said.

“Maybe your memory talent is coming back,” I said eagerly.

Cass shook his head. “No. That was just an ordinary bizarre factoid. I couldn’t, like, tell you how to get there by car. I can still feel this sort of hole in my brain.”

Aly put a hand on his shoulder in wordless sympathy.

“So there are other replicas, big deal,” I said. “But there’s no guarantee they’re all portals to this place. And even if they are, how are we supposed to find them? And what do we do about the Loculus, and Professor Bhegad?”

Ahead of us, Skilaki had stopped. A blockhouse stood at the summit of the hill, grimy and windowless. It was a stone bunker, a nearly perfect cube. A wooden door lay rotted and splintered on the ground, leaving the entrance wide open.

Skilaki stepped inside, guiding Professor Bhegad to sit in an old, lopsided wooden chair. He looked dazed. Behind them was a long table full of glass tubes and accordion bellows and mammoth old-timey computer screens.

Aly’s eyes widened. “Is this your control center?”

“Atop the highest hill, remote from the advancing fire,” Skilaki said.

Aly sat a table, staring into the old monitor and sliding a thick coating of dust off the keyboard.

“Ha! It kind of reminds me of an Apple IIe,” I said. “My dad took me to see one at a museum. It’s like the most basic computational system around.”

“Really quite an impressive arrangement, no?” Skilaki said. “Alas, the poor soul who controlled it has been taken from us. But cheery news! Here, my children, is where the ravages of Photia may be stopped.”

“That thing controls the River Photia?” Cass said.

“Thank you, Skilaki,” I said with a sigh of relief. “We’ll take the blame for the fire. We’ll tell Artemisia it was our fault.”

“I should think so,” Skilaki retorted.

Then, folding her hands in front of her, she stood there placidly—or at least, as placidly as possible for someone who was losing bits of flesh and hair right and left.

“Um . . .” I said after a moment. “So . . . how do you work this thing?”

She exhaled, sending a blast of putrid air across the room. “Dear boy, do you really suppose I can operate this object of bewildering complexity?”

Aly was moving the mouse around, fiddling with the keyboard. She stared at the black screen, where a glowing orange C:\> blinked steadily. “Um . . .”

“Oh, great,” Cass said. “Too primitive for your super brain?”

“Just look at the file structure,” I suggested. “The list of programs and data.”

Aly turned to me. Her face was pale. “Yes,” she said. “Of course. But I’ve forgotten how.”

“Not funny, Aly,” Cass said. “Look at my face. Do you see me laughing anymore? Don’t freak us out.”

“No, I mean it.” Aly’s lips trembled, as if she were about to cry. “My mind is blank.”

Cass groaned. “No . . . no . . . no . . . this cannot be happening . . .”

Professor Bhegad’s face drooped. “Cass’s directional ability, Aly’s hacking skills . . .” he muttered. “The very meat of their G7W talents. Gone.”

“Their worst fears are gone, too, no?” Skilaki pointed out. “You have to give to get.”

“Then why is Photia coming after us?” Aly demanded. “We did everything right! We sacrificed the memories of what is most important to us.” A tear slid down her cheek.

I swallowed hard. Everyone’s fears except mine.

Before I could say a word, Cass spun around. “How can we get our memories back, Skilaki?” he said. “I want whatever I was afraid of. I want my whole brain. I’ll figure a way out of here. Just show me the thing I was afraid of.”

“It’s a griffin,” I told Skilaki. “He has no memory of it anymore.”

“I do not know such a thing either,” she said.

“A big red monster?” Aly said. “Half eagle, half lion, disgusting breath?”

“Greef?” Skilaki said. “You mean, the greef? You’re saying it oddly.”

“Wait, you have one?” I asked.

“The queen keeps one, of course,” she said simply, turning her back to us, “to guard her possessions.”

Aly shot me a glance. Griffins guarded Loculi. That was their whole reason for being. And it seemed Skilaki didn’t know a thing about the Loculus’s true function.

If we could find the griffin somehow—and get past it without being devoured—we would get what we needed. And Cass might get his ability back.

“We want to see it,” Aly said. “Maybe the queen can show us—”

“As you wish.” Skilaki stepped outside the bunker, reared her head back, and let out a cry so loud and shrill that the hair stood up at the back of my head.

“Wait, not right now!” Aly called out.

“Children . . .” Professor Bhegad said, his face taut with fear, “I feel it. The fire.”

I could feel it, too. The room was becoming hotter. From the baseboards, smoke began rising in black wisps.

“Out of here!” I shouted. “This place is about to go up in flames!”

Cass ushered Professor Bhegad toward the bunker entrance. I pulled Aly out of her seat by her shirt collar. We bolted outside and collided with Skilaki, who was still looking up at the sky. The acrid smell of burning wood seared my nostrils and I put my hand over my mouth, trying to edge down the hill. Aly was holding my arm and Professor Bhegad was coughing uncontrollably.

Above us I caught a flash of red. The griffin’s unmistakable screech pierced the night air, through the crackling sound of the advancing fire. I craned my neck to see the beast flying jerkily, its wings tinged with fire, its giant beak open wide.

I went to help Bhegad walk down the hill, but my hand never reached him.

With a bone-shattering boom the bunker exploded, blasting us off our feet.





[image: ]

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

VASILISSA

“WHAT IS THAT thing?” Cass screamed.

My eyes flickered open. I had hit the ground hard. Cass had landed a few yards to my left. The griffin was thrashing crazily in the scraggly bushes just beyond him. Its awful screeches felt like blows to the head. Above us, the building was a pile of stones and smoke. The fire surrounded the hill now, raging toward us. There wasn’t anywhere to retreat but toward the griffin.

“It’s a griffin, Cass,” I shouted back. “One of these things took you from the KI to Rhodes. It nearly killed you!”

He stared at the beast in utter horror.

“By the great Qalani, just take me now,” Bhegad groaned. “I can’t endure this.”

Skilaki stood wearily, her wispy hair drafting upward as the fire neared. “You asked to see the greef,” she muttered, “and not so much as a simple thank-you.”

The beast turned to face us, its yellow eyes and red body the only color in the gray forest. It had managed to smother the flames on its wings, which were now edged black with soot. As Cass stood and faced it, the griffin bellowed in anger.

“I left you,” Cass said, staring at the red lion-bird. “I left you at the bottom of the river.”

“He’s remembering!” I said.

“This thing . . .” Cass said. “Yes. I do remember. I do. It nearly killed me. Twice. The second time . . . was the river. Took part of me with it. To the bottom. My memory. My ability. It wasn’t fair!”

The griffin snorted, sitting back on his furred haunches. It cocked its head at Cass, baring its teeth.

Cass stared for another minute. Then, to my astonishment, he bared his teeth right back.

The griffin jerked its head away, looking startled.

“What is he doing?” Aly whispered.

“I don’t know,” I muttered, “but it looks dangerous.” Aly and I ran to Cass, grabbed him from behind, and pulled him toward us.

“I remember it!” Cass shouted, stumbling along the path at our side. “And I’m not scared of it anymore!”

“Remind me to give you a medal,” Aly said. “If we live.”

We nearly collided with Skilaki, who was staring at Cass. “Very curious,” she said. “This boy’s memory is not quite human, I suspect.” Then, turning toward the griffin, she trilled: “Greef, metaphero aeroporikos eis vasilissa!”

“What does that mean?” Cass cried out.

“How should I know?” I said.

Professor Bhegad was saying something, but I couldn’t hear him. The griffin reared back and let out a scream. Beating its wings downward, it lifted itself on red-furred haunches, revealing legs as tautly muscled as a lion’s. It was coming for us.

Quickly I draped one arm around Professor Bhegad’s shoulder and dug the other under his legs. He felt bony and brittle, and by now he weighed little more than a child. “Run!” I called out. “Now!”

“No . . .” Professor Bhegad said. “We can’t . . .”

“Yes, we can!” Aly replied. “Or that thing will eat us!”

With a thrust of its wings that sent a gust of hot wind our way, the griffin leaped.

We raced back down the hill, away from the fire. The griffin’s shriek pierced the air. I felt its talons dig into my shoulders. Again. I tightened my grip on Professor Bhegad—partly not to lose him, partly to deflect the pain. “Help . . .” I shouted through gritted teeth.

The griffin yanked me upward so hard I thought it would rip my shoulders off. As my feet left the ground, I clasped my fingers as tightly as I could under Professor Bhegad.

Aly and Cass raced toward me, grabbing at my leg, trying to pull me down to the ground. “Don’t—I’m going to drop Bhegad!” I cried out. “Grab . . . Tweety’s . . . leg!”

I could feel them both reaching upward, wrapping their fingers around the beast’s ankles. The pain of the talons had taken over my body, pushing every nerve fiber beyond its limits, pushing me beyond thought and feeling. I could hear Cass and Aly yelling. I could sense the heat from below, washing upward in waves. But I felt nothing, sensed nothing, as if they were in a dream, shut away from reality.

I held tight. The professor was slipping. I concentrated every thought on my fingers, on locking them like magnets.

“Vasilissa!” Skilaki called, as if in another realm. She was floating beside us under her own power. And with considerably less pain.

“Is she telling the griffin to kill us?” Cass demanded.

“Vasilissa,” Bhegad said, “means ‘queen.’ She is telling it to take us to Artemisia.”

We were dropping now. With the downward motion, the professor felt lighter in my arms. A dry, stagnant coolness wafted up from below. I blinked, forcing my eyes open.

We plunged toward the central, open court of a sprawling stone castle. Its crenellated towers were cracked and broken, its battlements empty, its walls overgrown with scraggly vines that had sprouted between its bricks. Just outside its walls lay piles of bones and rotting carcasses, in a narrow ring of soil that served as a bank to the River Photia. The so-called river, I realized, was actually a wide moat of raging fire that ringed the castle.

In a moment the castle walls blotted out my view. My eyes quickly took in the center court’s cracked, crumbling walls, festooned with flaming sconces. I felt my feet jam against the hard soil. The griffin loosened its grip and I tumbled away. I felt as if knives had been jammed into my shoulders, and I must have been screaming, because Aly was holding me tight. “You’re going to be okay, Jack,” she said. “We’re here. Everything’s working out.”

Blinking my eyes, I looked upward into Skilaki’s face. She was shouting commands at the griffin, which retreated on its coiled legs, chittering, until its flanks hit the castle’s inner wall.

Professor Bhegad was facedown in the hard-packed dirt. I turned him over. His eyes were shut, his mouth open, his chest still. The flames from a wall sconce sent eerie dancing shadows across his face.

I tried to remember a junior CPR class I’d taken with my dad. Kneeling over the old man, I dug the heels of my hands into his chest. One-two-three-stop . . . one-two-three . . . Cass and Aly knelt beside me.

One-two-three . . .

“Pkachh!” Bhegad let out a violent cough, his eyes bugging open. “My boy, you are hurting me!”

I sat back as he struggled to sit up. Aly was hugging the old man, and I leaned toward Cass, who put his arm around my shoulder. “Good work, Jack,” he said.

Our relief lasted only a few seconds, interrupted by a deep, echoing boom behind us.

We turned. A half-rotted wooden door had smacked open, crashing against the castle’s inner wall. Splinters flew into the courtyard.

The open door revealed a portal of total blackness. Two pairs of eyes slowly emerged, white as golf balls, as if the irises themselves had been bleached away. As they came closer to the portal, moving steadily up and down, gaunt faces appeared around them.

I heard a sudden choking sound from Cass. I wanted to hurl, too. Two men trudged out of the darkness, dressed in rags and harnessed to a wooden yoke like oxen. Their skin was flaked and shredded, their scalps scraped down to the skull in spots. Hair sprouted in odd places like random loose wires, and neither of their mouths had lips. They grunted and drooled, pulling a pair of chains attached to a giant chariot that creaked on broken wheels.

“I don’t like this at all . . .” Aly murmured.

“Zombies,” Cass said. “I hate zombies.”

The chariot was an ornately carved wood cabin on a frame of four rickety wheels. Draped around the cabin was a curtain of dingy gray fabric. From inside, a voice shouted something in an unintelligible language.

“Unngh,” replied one of the two creatures of burden.

A hand reached out of the curtain and snapped a long, leather whip hard against the zombie’s back.

I winced, but he didn’t seem to notice.

Out of the cabin stepped a tremendous figure, a man so large that the entire vehicle seemed to lift off the ground as he stepped off. He didn’t appear to be a zombie, but that’s not to say he looked like a normal human, either. His skin had a strange rigidity, as if it was actually some weird kind of plastic. His chin had chins, and you could hide small kittens in the rolls under his eyes. He lumbered toward us, leaning on a jeweled bronze staff, whose handle was a small alabaster replica of the Mausoleum. His mouth was pushed into a kind of grin by the pressure of the flab underneath it, but his eyes were dull and cold as he looked at us.

“They speak English, Mappas,” Skilaki said.

The man called Mappas didn’t say a word, but held out his palm toward the cabin.

From out of the curtain came a slender hand that was dwarfed by the big man’s. A woman emerged, with thick silver-white hair that spilled over the shoulder of a flowing golden gown. Its hem was ripped in places, but its embroidered pattern was festooned with jewels. The woman’s ankles were thin, and the skin on her face was dry, seamed and puckered like a walnut. She seemed withered and ancient, but compared to the zombies around her, she was the picture of health.

“Bow all to Queen Artemisia!” bellowed Mappas.

I looked at Cass and Aly, who shrugged. We were already on our knees so we bowed from the waist.

As her wrinkled lips curled upward, she sucked in a breath and clasped her hands together. “Which one of you,” she said, “is mine?”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

THE TRADE

I THOUGHT ZOMBIES weren’t supposed to have emotions, but judging from the increase in drool, the two cabin pullers seemed pretty excited. “Miiiine,” one of them echoed.

Or maybe it was “maaa” or “mooo.” With zombies, it’s hard to tell.

I stood to face Artemisia, which was no easy task. She was much better maintained than Skilaki, but her skin was as stiff and wrinkled as tree bark, and it creaked when she spoke. Eyelashes had been painted above and below her lidless eyes, giving her a look of permanent surprise. “Well?” she said, her voice like the cry of a dying seagull. “Speak or I shall take you all!”

I tried to say something, to explain our mission, but my lips were dry.

“I . . . am yours, my queen,” Professor Bhegad said softly, struggling to his feet. “I offer my soul to you in return for a favor.”

“These three have the mark of Qalani on the back of their heads,” Skilaki interrupted. “They have the ability to leave, and they shall. But they require a certain . . . stone orb in exchange for this soul.”

“The stone was left in your keeping,” I said, “by our ancestor—”

“You were not asked to speak, wretched child!” The queen stepped forward. Her legs wobbled like matchsticks, but she held her chin high. “Am I to understand that you dare attempt a bargain with Queen Artemisia?”

“Boof! Boof-boof-boof!” bellowed Mappas, his body quaking with laughter. The force of his breath blew out the flame on the wall sconce nearest him.

“Silence, useless vizier!” Artemisia cried, and the man snapped to attention. She stepped closer to Bhegad, her eyes growing wide. “Do you imagine that I have any shortage of souls? That your meager corpus would satisfy me so that I would agree to a deal like this? Or are you cleverer than you seem, with some other offer for the ruler of Bo’gloo?”

One of the zombies began bowing and grunting. The other looked at it in momentary confusion, then picked its nose.

“Trainees,” Artemisia explained, shaking her head wearily.

“All three of them—Jack, Aly, and Cass,” Professor Bhegad said, “are descendants of the great Massarym.”

It rankled me to hear the name Massarym mentioned in the same breath as great, but I knew what Bhegad was getting at. And it seemed to have an effect on Artemisia. As hard as it was to see any expression on that leathery face, she seemed kind of impressed.

“Really?” she said, extending a bony finger toward my chin.

It took all my willpower not to jump away. She lifted my chin gently and pushed my head to the right, turning me around. “I see the mark. And, yes, the jawline is similar in this one. As for the others . . .”

“Show them,” Professor Bhegad whispered.

Both Aly and Cass turned to reveal the backs of their heads. “Mine’s covered with hair dye,” Aly explained. “But if you look close at the roots, you can see it growing in.”

Artemisia let her finger drop. She eyed Aly and Cass for a moment, and then slowly stepped backward, without turning from us. Mappas whispered something in her ear. He seemed to be giggling, but it was hard to tell because of the permanent uptwist of his mouth.

She nodded, waving him away. As she stepped forward again toward Professor Bhegad, he stood slowly. “Well,” she said, “as my Skilaki, my dear pet, my lapdog, has no doubt told you, I do not believe in one-sided arrangements. As you are descendants of Massarym, I can accept an exchange that will be satisfactory to us both.”

Artemisia came nearer. Even in her wrinkly state, she towered over Bhegad. Her thin lips pulled back, revealing sharp, gray teeth. I eyed the doorway to the palace. Was that where the Loculus was? Would she actually give it to us?

Her words hung in the air, odd and unreal, like a mirage in a desert. “Wait. Did you just say yes?” Cass said.

“The boy does not understand me,” Artemisia snapped, “yet I speak English to him!”

“He expresses joyous disbelief, my queen,” Skilaki replied.

Artemisia snapped her fingers “Mappas! Bring them what they asked for!”

The vizier waddled an about-face. Leaning on his bronze staff, he huffed and puffed into the doorway. “Thank you, merciful Artemisia,” Professor Bhegad said softly.

As she eyed the professor, her gray cheeks gained color, first a pale amber and then a warm brick red. “Your speech is courtly. It excites me to gain a worthy soul. An educated man, are you?”

“Archaeologist,” Bhegad said. “I taught at university. Made many discoveries in the field.”

Artemisia seemed to shiver with joy, and I felt my stomach churn.

To her, the thought of the professor’s death was fun. “What will you do with him?” I asked.

“His soul will reside here for as long as it pleases me,” Artemisia replied. “I will learn from it, take life from it. When I am through, I will release it to roam the Cavern of Souls, until the day when, or if, it is placed in another body. In exchange, the professor himself—that is to say, his body—shall live eternally. If he is lucky, I will give it fine labor in the palace. I am growing weary of Nine and Forty-one.”

One of the two zombies, hearing his number, began braying and snorting. The other was digging a large glob of wax from his ear and hadn’t heard the remark.

“You’ll turn him into a zombie?” Cass blurted.

“I don’t know that name,” Artemisia snapped. “My Shadows do not have names.”

“You call them Shadows?” I said. “They look pretty solid to me.”

“Here, perhaps, but they take on a more . . . diaphanous appearance . . . when they wander the upper realms.” Artemisia flicked her fingers impatiently. “But I am not here to explain the mysteries of Bo’gloo to you. I am hungry for a soul.”

“A moment, dear queen,” Bhegad said. He turned to us, lowering his voice: “Do not protest, dear Aly. Trust Jack’s plan. Take the Loculus and return home, even if it must be without me. I am not long for this world. Urge your father to the Karai cause. Contact the rebels on the island. Three out of seven Loculi is tremendous progress—”

“But we can’t just leave you,” I protested.

“You have no choice!” Bhegad insisted.

“Enough!” Artemisia screamed. “Are you plotting to challenge my simple request?”

Bhegad spun around. “No, indeed. My apologies.”

Leaning on his staff for support, Mappas emerged from behind Artemisia, holding a large, round canvas bag that was dwarfed by his torso. “Here, my queen,” he snuffled. “As you wish. Ur, wished.”

The Loculus . . .

I ran for it, but Artemisia raised a hand and I felt myself flying backward. I landed hard on my butt.

The griffin, still huddled against the wall, perked up its ears.

“First things first,” Artemisia said. “Come forward, Professor Bhegad. Alone.”

Professor Bhegad squeezed our hands. “I have faith in all three of you,” he whispered. “I always will.”

Aly was the last to let go. She was crying.

Holding his head high, Professor Bhegad strode on wobbling legs to Artemisia.

She raised a hand to his shoulder and touched him. For a long moment nothing happened, and I held a small hope that Bhegad was battling her, resisting in some way. But when a bolt of bright white light exploded from his chest, we all screamed.

The blast shot upward and Bhegad cried in agony, crumpling to the ground.

I ran to the professor, knelt beside him, and turned him over. His eyes looked past me to the gray sky, his glasses shattered on the ground beside him. His chest was still. Aly began pounding it, CPR-style.

“No, Aly,” I said, pulling her away.

Aly’s eyes were desperate. “He’s dead, Jack!”

Dead.

I knew it, but I couldn’t believe it. I stared into his lifeless face, immobile. Unable to think.

“Remember the p-p-plan,” Cass whispered. He looked toward Mappas, who was still holding the sack. “Let’s get the Loculus now.”

I heard a hawklike shriek. Artemisia had reared her head, her silver-white hair flashing gold and red. Her wrinkled skin smoothed and glowed with youth. Aly, Cass, and I sat back as if blown by a hot gale. Artemisia rose into the air, turning slowly. For a long moment she seemed to float like an angel, a smile of ecstasy on her regal, beautiful face. She was young and golden, her skin radiant, her feet and hands delicate, her gown bejeweled.

“She’s feeding on his soul . . .” Aly murmured.

Below her, Mappas swung the canvas bag like a shot put. With his piglike grin, he sent the Loculus soaring over our heads. It bounced off the inner castle wall and dropped to the ground.

Cass and Aly were too stunned to do anything, but I broke away to the bag and fetched it back. As I held it to them, I could see they were both in tears.

“Let’s do it,” I said, reaching into the bag. “Let’s revive him now!”

The Loculus was rougher than I expected it to be. Heavier.

The bag dropped away and my knees buckled. In my hand was a round, polished globe. It looked like marble. As I stared at it, my ears rang with the silence.

No Song of the Heptakiklos.

The thing in my hands was not a Loculus.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

IT IS GOOD TO BE BEAUTIFUL

MARCO WAS GONE, but a part of him must have been inside me, because I hurled that rock like a baseball. It flew toward Artemisia, bashing her in the right arm. Mappas was on top of me in a nanosecond, yelling into my ear and pushing me across the courtyard.

“She tricked us!” I yelled back into his slablike face.

Artemisia’s arm circled lazily in the air where I’d hit it, as if she were underwater and it had brushed against a fish. Turning blissfully, she began to descend. If she noticed the hit, she showed no signs of it.

Cass retrieved the rock from where it had fallen. His face was streaked with tears. As he, Aly, and I closed in on the descending queen, Mappas plopped himself into our paths, ordering Nine and Forty-one to flank him on either side. The Shadows slobbered and grunted, shuffling into place.

“Thank you, my loyal and fearsome protectors, but I shall face the children myself,” Artemisia said, “to personally offer my gratitude.”

Mappas merely grunted, pushing the two Shadows aside with his staff and then waddling away.

Artemisia smiled at us through a face we’d never seen before, her skin silky, her cheekbones high, and her eyes dark and probing. Her once dry, silvery hair was lustrous and wild, and as she strode toward us, Mappas followed with a brush, fussily combing out the tangles. “You see, my darlings, what a service you have provided to me,” she said, flashing a radiant smile. “The sight of my face no longer repulses you, yes? It is good to be beautiful. This will not last forever, of course. But for the fleeting enjoyment, I thank you.”

“You’re a murderer,” Aly yelled, “not a queen!” She sprang toward Artemisia, but a flick of the queen’s right index finger sent Aly flying backward.

Cass and I ran after her, picking her up off the ground. “You lied, Artemisia,” I said. “You didn’t live up to your end of the deal.”

For a moment the queen’s eyes flashed with amusement. “You asked me for a stone orb. I gave you a stone orb. One of the handsomest I have.”

Cass and Aly looked at me, speechless.

“Artemisia, there’s been a misunderstanding,” I said quickly. “Our ancestor, Massarym, left something of much greater value than this. We call it a Loculus. That was the stone we wished to have. Not this one.”

Artemisia let out a long, flutelike laugh. “Take this one, my dear, deluded child. For I cannot give you something I do not have.”

“What do you mean?” Cass said. “This place was put here to protect the Loculus. It must be here!”

“But it isn’t,” Artemisia said with a shrug. “It was stolen ages ago.”

“You’re lying!” Aly cried out.

Artemisia glared at her. “I built this magnificent structure,” she hissed. “All I wanted was a peaceful afterlife for myself and Mausolus. I did not plan to become mother to this vast wasteland. To these bloodless, brainless children. I did not expect to reign over fires, rogue memories, and vengeful souls. This was all thrust upon me by your uncle Massarym. Do you think I care about protecting his silly toy? Good riddance to it!”

Breathe. I could barely see straight. Professor Bhegad was lying dead on the ground. No. Mappas was dragging the body away into the blackened archway.

My plan had failed. Bhegad was gone for good. His death was on my shoulders.

Soldier, Sailor, Tinker, Tailor. That was what Professor Bhegad had called us. Marco the strongman. Cass the navigator. Aly the fixer. Me? I was the one who supposedly “put it all together.”

He was wrong. I had managed to take everything apart. I was no Tailor. I was a Killer.

“We will find that Loculus,” I said. “And I will not rest until I make you pay for what you did to Professor Bhegad, Artemisia.”

“I acted exactly as our deal required me to,” Artemisia said. “It appears you are the ones not living up to our agreement. So, yes, I agree, you will not rest. Because you will be quite busy here as part of the army of Shadows. In eternal service to me.”

With an unearthly howl, she turned back toward the palace. Nine and Forty-one began jumping up and down, snorting and slavering. The queen nodded at her vizier, Mappas, who let out a piercing whistle into a dark archway that led into the castle.

In the blackness, more pairs of eyes appeared.

Aly, Cass, and I gripped each other’s arms as Artemisia’s army of the dead began crowding into the courtyard. They knocked one another down and stepped over the bodies, unable to coordinate their own movement as a group. They spat and bit and howled, scratching at each other, scratching themselves. They lurched toward us with open toothless mouths and silver-white eyes.

Artemisia stood to the side and laughed as if the whole thing were a comedy act, her hands clasped together. We backed away, too stunned to talk.

The griffin let out a fearful, high-pitched squeak I’d never heard before. It was unfolding its wings, preparing to fly.

Cass spun around. With a strength I’d never heard in his voice, he shouted, “Stay!”

The beast’s wings drooped. It lowered its head toward Cass.

“Come on!” Cass shouted, running toward the beast. “Grab its legs!”

We followed close behind. “How did you do that, Cass?” Aly asked.

“This thing owes me,” Cass said. “For what its cousin did to me in Greece.”

Cass and I dived for the red beast. He grabbed on to its tail and began climbing its back, grabbing hunks of fur. I clutched its left leg just above its talons.

The griffin was twitching anxiously. Cass was settling himself up on its back. Aly reached for its right leg, but it kicked her away. She stumbled backward—toward the approaching mob of Shadows.

“Whoa, easy . . .” Cass patted the beast’s flank until it seemed to calm down. Then, carefully, he held his hand down toward us.

Aly caught her balance and darted forward. But as she reached for Cass’s hand, one of the Shadows seized her arm, yanking her back.

Wrapping one arm around the griffin’s leg, I reached out and managed to grab Aly’s hand. We locked fingers. “Hang on!” I said.

Aly was sliding backward. “I can’t!”

The Shadow was pulling hard, shaking Aly from side to side, yelling in a garbled voice: “Orrrrrmm.”

Above me, I could hear Cass talking to the griffin. “Steady,” he said. “Those zombies are more afraid of you than you are of them . . . ’attabeast . . .”

The griffin snorted. My fingers were greasy and sweaty. I felt my grip slipping.

“Jack, pull her up—I don’t know how long I can keep it calm!” Cass said.

Aly screamed. Another Shadow reached for her leg, colliding into the first Shadow with a confused groan.

Above us the griffin shrieked, pumping its legs, trying to kick us off. “Hold on, Aly!” I cried out.

“I’m trying!” she screamed.

I felt her fingers slide out of mine. A cry ripped up from my toes and torched through my throat.

Aly was disappearing into a throng of hooting, drooling dead. The last thing I saw was her outstretched right hand.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

SHADOWS ON FIRE

“GET HER!” CASS shouted. “I’ll worry about the griffin!”

I didn’t need the prompt.

Letting go of the griffin’s scaly leg, I ran into the mass of Shadows, following the sound of Aly’s cries. As they turned to attack, I gritted my teeth. The Shadows were strong, but not quick. One of them grabbed my shoulders, and I lowered my head, butting it sharply in the nose.

Its head dislodged from the neck, hanging at an odd angle. It staggered away from me, letting go. As it careened against two others, they all fell like dominoes in a spray of shattered flesh and bone.

I saw Aly in a circle of slavering, moaning undead. She leaped and spun, uncorking a kick into one of her attackers. Its hip snapped in half. As she fell to her side and rolled in the dirt, two other Shadows smashed into each other above her head.

I leaped over them and took her arm. “Wow, what has gotten into you?”

She looked as surprised as I felt. “I don’t know. G7W? I’m Marco-ing out.”

The Shadows were pouring out of the archway now, outnumbering us. Aly slipped away from me, and I lost her in the crowd.

Above me, Cass screamed something I couldn’t make out. I glanced up. He was holding tight to the griffin, gesturing desperately toward the wall, where a sconce blazed brightly.

I grabbed the chalicelike fixture, ripping it out of the cracked stones. “Aly!” I shouted, lunging into the crowd, swinging the fire left and right.

Out of the crowd, Forty-one slumped toward me. I thrust the flame toward it, thinking I’d scare it away. But the zombie’s hand passed directly into the fire. Sizzling, the skin fell away in charred flakes. No flinch of surprise, no gasp. Instead, with a curious grunt, Forty-one stooped to pick one of the pieces of flesh off the ground and eat it.

Gross.

I whirled around, my eyes frantically scanning the mob of dead things until I spotted Aly. She was on the ground, thrashing and yelling. It took five Shadows to drag her toward the doorway. I screamed again, swinging the sconce wildly. It collided with Forty-one’s head. A clump of hair went up in flames, spreading around the zombie’s face and leaping onto its ragged clothes. Forty-one began shaking uncontrollably, consumed by the flames. Other Shadows took notice, turning to look. They followed Forty-one’s shimmying body as it hopped around. A couple of them raised their palms as if warming them at a campfire. Soon another Shadow was on fire, and a third. They were all in a froth now, drawn to the commotion and the brightness.

“Stop him, you idiots!” came Artemisia’s voice, piercing through the din.

Where was Aly? I’d lost sight of her. I backed away, trying to see. I held the sconce in front of me, both as a light and a weapon.

As I circled around the mob, I felt a blow to my neck. My air was instantly cut off, as if my windpipe had been surrounded by an inflating truck tire. I turned to my left to see Mappas. The huge vizier’s staff lay on the ground, but his hands, each one the size of a plump Thanksgiving turkey, were clutched around my neck.

“You may outwit Shadows,” he said through gritted yellow teeth, “but not Mappas!”

“Ghhh—hhhh—” I tried breathing but my eyes were beginning to see red dots and my knees began to buckle. Mappas was so massive I was falling against his bulging torso.

His bulging torso clothed with fabric.

With my last remaining bit of strength, I shoved the sconce toward him. As my knuckles brushed against his tunic, I felt the pads of Mappas’s thumb sink into my neck.

My eyes closed and I saw nothing.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

GATHERING THE CLOUDS

“KAAAAAH!”

The griffin’s screech sliced through the courtyard’s clangor. I sat up, coughing violently. I heard the grunting of zombies, the breaking of brittle bones, but all I could see were black and red dots.

Inhale.

As bodies flew above me, I forced the air in and out of my lungs.

I blinked hard. To my left was the body of Mappas, lying unmoving on his back. His bronze staff lay at his side, the miniature alabaster Mausoleum broken off the top. His tunic was charred black, and wisps of acrid smoke lifted from his body. Skilaki was kneeling over him, feeling for a pulse.

Had I done that?

Horrified, I scrambled away. My feet slipped on the ground. It was wet. I could feel droplets on my head now.

As I staggered toward the wall, I managed a look upward. Hovering over the courtyard was a perfect circle of darkness in the gray sky, a mushroom cap of clouds. By the wall, Artemisia was floating off the ground, her eyes shut, her arms raised high.

She was chanting. Gathering the clouds.

I scooped my sconce off the ground. Luckily, the rain wasn’t falling hard enough to have put it out yet. With my other hand I lifted Mappas’s staff, its fancy top now a jagged shard of alabaster. Shadows closed in on me from all sides.

As I backed away I swung the staff, warding off the flailing zombies. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the griffin trying to take off but slipping on the wet, greasy stones. Cass was still on the red beast’s back, hanging tight, patting its fur, talking intently into its ear. Two other Shadows were clutching the griffin’s other leg, trying to get to Cass, weighing the beast down.

“Jaaaack!”

Aly’s voice. From inside the zombie archway.

I scrambled toward the sound, swinging the staff to stave off Shadows. Inside the opening, the smell of death and rot hit me with the force of an open-palm punch. In the feeble light of my sconce I saw piles of bones along the walls, slithery movement that could have been snakes or rats, beady eyes floating in the distance.

As I passed into a small, dark room, my foot landed on something solid.

“Yeow!” Aly screamed. “That was my leg.”

She was sitting on the dank ground, her arms shackled to the wall. “Sorry! Are you all right?”

“Watch out, Jack!” she shouted.

I spun around, dropping the sconce and jumping away from a running zombie. Before it could stumble onto Aly, I swung Mappas’s staff and batted the creature away.

As it fell in aa heap against the wall, I caught my breath. It wouldn’t be long before the rest of them wised up. Aly and I would be trapped. I had to think fast.

“Pull your hands away from the wall,” I said.

“Wh-what?” Aly said.

“Just do it.”

Aly backed away as far as the chain would let her. I lifted the bronze staff high over my head and brought it down hard.

The first hit did nothing. The second dislodged the shackle’s mooring an inch or so from the wall.

I would need more strength, more speed.

Time to Marco out.

“Geeeeahhh!” I shouted, pounding with all my strength.

The mooring came loose, thumping to the ground. Aly stood, stunned, the shackles hanging from her wrists. “Stand still and hold your arms wide,” I said, preparing to knock the chain loose from her hands.

“Are you kidding?” Aly yanked back her arms. “Don’t push your luck. I can pick these locks. Let’s blow this clambake.”

She picked up my sconce and darted back to the archway, the chain dangling.

We emerged into the courtyard, slipping and sliding on the muddy, churned ground. The entire place was carpeted with fallen Shadows, writhing and moaning, unable to stand. We headed toward the griffin. “Think of what must be in this dirt!” Aly called out. “The blood and guts of slaughtered animals and humans, all rising up as the rain seeps underneath it.”

“There goes my appetite,” I said.

Cass’s voice shrieked through the din as we came near. “Hurry!”

The griffin was in a hysterical frenzy now, jumping up and down on its untrapped leg. One Shadow remained clinging, its jaws sunken into the beast’s flank. With a sharp kick, the griffin jettisoned the zombie into the courtyard. Four teeth remained stuck in its leathery skin, like kernels of corn.

“I can’t . . .” Cass shouted, “. . . keep it still . . .”

I dropped Mappas’s staff. My fingers closed around the tip of the griffin’s wing as it swooped to the bottom of a downswing.

The red lion-bird screamed in surprise. Unbalanced, its body tilted and its legs flew sideways. With a thump that shook the courtyard, it fell to the ground.

I scrambled up the wing, clutching the wet feathers. As I grabbed onto its body fur, the griffin screeched in protest, nearly throwing me off, but I managed to pull myself up to its spine and hoist myself over. As I sat up behind Cass, gripping hard with my legs, I felt Aly thumping into place behind me. “All on!” I yelled.

Aly wrapped her arms around my waist. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Skilaki calling to Artemisia. The queen, still floating, spiraled downward to the ground. Her eyes were opening, her trance coming to an end. The rain immediately stopped falling, the clouds vanishing into the white-gray sky.

As the griffin leaped with a deafening caw, she cried, “Get them!”

I felt a hand close around my left ankle. I tried to shake off the attacker, but it held tight. The griffin faltered, smacking against the palace’s stone rampart. The wall split, sending up a shower of dust and rock. “Kick it away!” Cass shouted. “We need altitude!”

“I’m trying!” I replied.

But the Shadow’s grip was like a metal clamp. It hung beneath me, its feet dangling just off the ground. My eyes focused on the bronze staff, lying useless below me. I needed it. Now.

But before I could figure out how to get it, the Shadow reached down with its free hand and snatched Mappas’s weapon. Without hesitating, it swung the staff at me. I kicked my leg away, and the broken alabaster tip stabbed the griffin’s side. With an earsplitting shriek, the beast thrust hard and jerked sharply upward. The Shadow dropped its weapon.

We were rising. Cass and Aly both shrieked with triumph.

But my zombie attacker still held tight to my ankle, and there was nothing I could do about it. It took all my strength just to keep from slipping off the griffin’s water-slicked back.

“Astrapobronto!” echoed Artemisia’s voice.

“What does that mean?” Aly yelled.

A jolt of white light ignited the skies, with the electric crack of thunder.

“That!” Cass said.

The griffin let out a keening cry that sounded to me like fear. The lightning had been close. I could feel Aly digging her heels into the beast’s flanks. “You can do it! Fly!”

Below us the entire courtyard sizzled as the lightning passed through the wet surface. I could hear Artemisia’s Shadows grunting with surprise. I could smell the searing of leathery flesh.

“You cannot escape!” Skilaki’s voice echoed over the din.

“She’s going to destroy the whole place!” Aly said.

The destroyer shall rule. That was what the Newton letter said. It was about Artemisia, not Mausolus. She was ruthless.

But Newton had never met a Select.

I felt the Shadow’s fingers tighten around my ankle. I grabbed Cass, holding tight. The thing was deadweight, but I wasn’t going to fall. I glanced down, past its dangling body, into a dull gray expanse of scrubby trees. We had cleared the palace grounds.

“We’re over!” Cass cried out. “We’re going to do it!”

“Where to now?” Aly shouted.

“The northeast quadrant!” Cass turned to us with a huge smile. “That was where we came in. It was on Skilaki’s map. I remember it! I remember!”

He kicked the griffin hard with his right heel. The lion-bird immediately veered to the left. We were headed to a dense forest now with gargantuan trees, dead gray redwoods that thrust up like barbed spears.

But the griffin was losing altitude. My fingers loosened and I slipped to the left. Toward the clinging Shadow. Aly gripped tighter around my waist. “Jack, can’t you shake it off?” she shouted.

“Does it look like I can?” I said.

I could hear Cass talking gently to the red beast. “You’re not used to carrying so many people, are you? Too heavy, huh? Well, let’s do something about that. Head straight for the tops of those trees, and in a minute we’ll be fine. Ready?”

Cass pointed downward, and the griffin dropped. Now my ankle-grabber was on a direct course for the thick, pointed top of the tallest tree, jutting high above the rest. The body was swinging forward with the momentum.

I looked down. For the first time, I caught a glimpse of the monster’s face. It stared at me with empty, wild-animal eyes, its grimace framed in a salt-and-pepper beard.

I nearly fell off the griffin. It was a face I knew very well.

“Don’t, Cass!” I shouted. “It’s Professor Bhegad!”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

NADINE

“UP, GRIFFIN!” CASS commanded.

The beast faltered for a moment, confused.

“No . . .” Aly said, looking downward at Professor Bhegad in stunned disbelief.

“Go up—now!” Cass shouted.

The griffin veered in midflight. We rose so quickly I thought I’d lose my balance. Professor Bhegad’s eyes met mine. Briefly. His irises were gray. His face showed no fear. No recognition. He opened his mouth to speak, but all that came out was an incoherent grunt.

I felt a sharp tug. Saw the blur of a barren gray branch. Heard a dull whump.

I closed my eyes and held tight to the griffin.

My leg was free. But I was crying.

 

With an exhausted caw, the griffin set down on a dry, dusty plain. My arms were nearly rigid around Cass’s midsection, but I managed to pry them off and slide to the ground. I landed on my side and rolled to my back, staring upward into the unchanging sky. Aly and Cass flopped down beside me. Aly immediately went to work on her shackles, digging bobby pins into the lock.

With two sharp, metallic snaps, she was free. She lay back with a groan of relief, massaging her wrists.

The griffin folded its legs underneath itself, like a lion. It turned its beak toward a long gash on its flank and began licking it. “Great job, Big Bird,” Cass said. “Hey, you’re much nicer than your cousin in Rhodes.”

“Careful, he looks hungry,” Aly warned.

“It’s not a he, it’s a she,” Cass said. “I’m calling her Nadine.”

“How do you know it’s female?” Aly asked.

Cass shrugged. As he scratched underneath the griffin’s chin, she closed her eyes and let out a soft purring noise. “We shared.”

I closed my eyes, but all I could see was the professor’s face. His colorless eyes.

Aly turned onto her side and propped her head on her hand. “Thanks, Jack,” she said.

“For what?” I murmured.

“Saving me in the castle,” she replied. “Breaking the shackles.”

I turned away. “I didn’t save Bhegad.”

“What you did just now—you couldn’t have done anything else,” Aly said.

“He dedicated his life to us,” I said. “We were supposed to save him. We had a plan. And . . . I just let him go . . .”

Cass sat down next to me. “That wasn’t Professor Bhegad hanging on to you, Jack. He was a number, like Nine and Forty-one. A shell of Bhegad. You didn’t kill him. Artemisia did, when she took his soul.”

“We knew the plan had risks,” Aly reasoned. “Even if the Loculus was there, we don’t know if it could have brought him back.”

I nodded. I knew all this. I knew Professor Bhegad would have died even if we hadn’t come to Bo’gloo.

But none of this changed the facts. Bhegad was gone. So was the Loculus of Healing. With them went our own chances of surviving.

And until the day I died, I would never forget those eyes.

Cass gave the griffin one last pat on the neck, then jumped to his feet. “Let’s get out of here.”

As he turned and began walking across the field, I stood. My ankle was sore from where Bhegad had been hanging. Aly took my arm. Together we followed Cass into the emptiness before us.

I trained my eyes on the edge of the woods, where the fog snaked like a river. Where was the portal?

Aly stopped. “Do you hear something?”

“No—” Before the word left my lips, I saw a rock flying over our heads.

I spun around. Now I could hear a low grumbling noise. I squinted and saw shifting forms in the trees. Behind us the griffin let out a loud screech.

“Shadows . . .” I said.

“How did they find us?” Aly screamed.

I heard Skilaki’s voice in my head—You cannot escape!

They were everywhere, like insects—lurching toward us on all sides, out of the trees and bushes. There were teams of them, swinging slings, throwing rocks and branches. Snorting and braying like animals. “Cass, how far?” I called out.

He was running into their midst. “This way!” he shouted. “Hurry! We have to get there before they do!”

Two projectiles hurtled through the air toward my head. I dived to the ground and rolled.

Aly let out a scream. She was on the ground, blood oozing from her head.

KIIIIIAAAHHHHH! The griffin’s cry blotted out all sound. She swooped above us, plunging into the zombies’ midst like a cannonball.

I lifted Aly off the ground. “Can you run?”

She blinked her eyes erratically. “Yes. I think.”

“Here!” Cass screamed. He was thirty yards ahead of us, his arm half vanished into thin air.

The portal.

Cass was reaching toward us. I pushed Aly ahead of me. “Take her, she’s hurt!”

I saw Cass’s hand close around Aly’s. In a nanosecond, they both disappeared. I prepared to leap.

But my feet never left the ground. I felt a sharp set of fingers grabbing my arm. Pulling me back.

“Graammpfff.” Cold, musty breath blasted my face, and I gagged.

I swung my body around and faced a Shadow with a massive frame. I lowered my head and thrust it forward, hard. My forehead smashed into the zombie’s head with a dull splat, like a baseball bat hitting a cantaloupe. The fingers loosened for a moment. I tried to pull away, but this one was bigger than Forty-one and not as fragile. It held tight.

My feet left the ground. I looked around desperately for the portal, but it was invisible. The Shadows were converging on me now. In the distance I could see a team of them pelting the griffin with rocks and sticks, overwhelming the screeching beast.

I was moving now. The Shadow had me by the arms and was swinging me around. The others backed off, waiting in a circle, grunting, clapping hands. It was a game to them. Dodgeball for the undead. I felt my feet lift upward, parallel to the ground, gaining speed.

I closed my eyes, preparing to be thrown. I thought about Cass and Aly. I thought about Dad. They would be on their own.

Now my ankles smacked against a palm. And another. Fingers closed tight. My hands wrenched away from the Shadow’s grip and my top half fell.

My face and palms hit the ground at the same time. Pebbles dug into my cheek as I scraped along the parched soil.

Something popped in my ears. Around me was a flash of bright white.

I screamed.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

BECAUSE OF THE EYES

ARTEMISIA IS YOUNGER. I barely recognize her face. Her skin is smooth, her figure plump. Her robe shines with jewels.

But I know who she is because of the eyes. They are sharp. They see everything, one step ahead.

She tells me she does not want any more responsibilities. Building the temple was difficult. She gestures behind her, to a pair of men eating and drinking at a thick oak table. One is younger than the other by a generation, yet both are tearing into goose shanks, devouring grapes, swigging from flagons that are replenished by slaves.

Mappas. And Mausolus.

He will not approve, Artemisia explains. He will not want anything in his realm that does not belong to him.

It cannot belong to him, I explain. But he must keep it safe. For the safety of the world.

Artemisia shrugs. These are not his concerns, she says. And she bids me farewell.

I snap my fingers and the sky darkens. Overhead the hovering griffin has begun its dive. Artemisia looks up and shrieks. The slaves are running into the castle. The satrap and his vassal jostle to follow them. Neither of them seems concerned with Artemisia.

The creature is hungry. Its mouth froths, sending flecks of spittle into the air.

I can call it off, I say. Or you can grant me this simple request.

The elegant woman’s eyes are wide and desperate. She nods, holding out her palm as I hand her my sack.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

WE TRIED

GRIFFIN SPIT RAN down my face like a warm shower.

I bolted upward with a scream.

“He waketh,” came a voice above me. “O rapture unexampled.”

The surrounding gray had darkened. I took in a gulp and nearly choked.

Humidity.

I could taste the salt in the air.

Above me loomed the face of Canavar, leering down at me as if I were some vaguely interesting ancient relic.

My father’s joy was a lot less restrained. As he lifted me into a big hug, I closed my eyes. I couldn’t believe I was here. Back with him. Back with them all. Cass and Aly were kneeling by my side, along with Dr. Bradley. Torquin was still at the entrance, pacing.

“Dude,” Cass said, “I thought you were going to kick my hand off the wrist.”

“Cass held on,” Aly told me. “So did I. Together we were practically a whole Marco.”

“Well, a fraction of a Marco,” Cass added. “But enough to pull you through.”

I was starting to understand. The hands I’d felt on my ankles had not been zombie claws after all. They’d been Cass and Aly, pulling me to safety.

Dad was grinning, his cheeks moist. “You went in. And then Cass and Aly bounced right back out. What happened?”

I glanced at my watch. The second hand was moving again, but the other hands were still on 3:17. To Dad and the others, no time had passed.

“No Loculus!” called Torquin from the Mausoleum entrance. “No professor. Go back.”

Cass and Aly stared at me.

“Torquin . . . we tried,” I said.

“Tried?” Torquin thundered. “What means tried?”

“He didn’t make it,” Aly said softly.

Torquin’s body sagged. Even in the dark I could see the panic in his eyes and the deepening of his skin’s natural redness. He took a step backward as if he’d been pushed, and his shoulders began to shake. Dr. Bradley rushed toward him, but Canavar got there first. He put his arms around Torquin’s knees in the best comforting gesture he could manage.

A sound welled up from the ground below us, deep and disturbing, like the bowing of a cracked cello. Dr. Bradley and Canavar jumped in surprise. They reached toward Torquin and coaxed him down the steps.

The ground began to vibrate. The wall was glowing now, its solid stone shimmering and blurring. We scrambled backward across the rubble-strewn field.

The Mausoleum seemed to flare with light. Then, just as it had arrived, it began to fade from existence. The chariot went first and then the roof, until the wall gave way to the darkness beyond.

In a moment, all that was left was a moonlit pile of rocks. On top of them lay the matching number seven plates.

Dad knelt beside us, his face drawn and pale. “Your shoulder, Jack,” he said. “I hadn’t noticed . . .”

I looked down. My shirt was torn, and blood had started to well from the gashes where the griffin had clawed me. “It’s only a flesh wound,” I said.

“I’ll have to treat that,” Dr. Bradley called out. “I want to examine all of you.”

As the doctor dabbed at my shoulder, Dad put a warm, comforting hand on mine. “Start from the beginning, Jack. Please.”

Taking a deep breath, I told him everything I could. From the waters of Nostalgikos to the river of fire, from Artemisia’s palace and Bhegad’s death to the flight back on the griffin. Aly and Cass chimed in with details.

Dad listened, quietly nodding, wincing at the painful parts. I knew we’d come a long way from Mongolia. His questioning, skepticism, stubbornness—all of it had peeled back for a moment.

He believed me now. I could tell. He believed everything.

As I finished, Dad let out a deep sigh. “Bhegad followed through. He gave his life for you. And I never had the chance to forgive him. To let him know I didn’t blame him any longer for what happened to Mom.”

Dr. Bradley brushed a tear from her eye. “I think he knew how you felt.”

“Yes,” came the muffled rumble of Torquin’s voice. “He knew.”

He was sitting on the ground, his back to us. Looking straight ahead into the darkness.

Into the space where he had last seen Professor Bhegad.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

THE GRAND CARBUNCULUS WIZENDUM

I AWOKE FROM a dreamless sleep in an airless hotel. The heat had been jacked up and I was sweating through the sheets. Tinny music blared from a clock radio, and bodies were lying on every surface—Cass on another bed, Aly and Dr. Bradley sharing a fold-out sofa, and Dad on a cot. The closet door was open, and Canavar slept curled up on the floor. I could see Torquin’s silhouette outside, pacing back and forth in the early-morning sunlight. We were all dressed in the same clothing as the day before.

“Rise and shine,” I groaned. As I slipped out of bed and into the bathroom, I threw open a window. We were just off the highway, and a gust of gasoline-scented air blew in.

“This hotel has bad breath,” Cass said.

“Sorry, it was the best we could find at four in the morning,” Dad replied.

One by one we washed up. Dad was last. No one was saying much of anything. Cass busied himself with a pad of paper and a pencil he had taken from the hotel room desk. I watched as he wrote the heading GOING FORWARD? across the top.

He stared at it a moment, then quickly erased the question mark.

I sat on the sofa. My head ached and my shoulder felt swollen and sore. We had agreed on a planning meeting in the morning, to discuss the future in a post-Bhegad world.

A future that was looking very, very brief.

As Dad began pacing the room, the gnarled figure of Canavar emerged from the closet. He sat in a corner, picking something out of his hair and popping it quietly into his mouth.

“I didn’t see that,” Cass murmured.

“Artemisia,” Dad said. “She told you the Loculus was stolen, yes? Did she give proof?”

“Never,” Cass asserted.

“Maybe she was lying,” Dad said.

I shook my head. “The whole time we were there—the forest, the control center, the palace—I never once felt the Song of the Heptakiklos.”

“How big is Bo’gloo?” Dr. Bradley asked.

“We must have passed through maybe half of it, on foot or on the griffin,” Cass said with a scared gulp. “Why? Are you going to suggest we go back?”

“I’m sure Artemisia wasn’t lying,” Aly declared. “She had no reason to hide it from us. She resented the Loculus.”

Cass nodded. “Also, if the Loculus was in Bo’gloo, Nadine would have been all over it. Griffins are bred to protect Loculi.”

“Okay, so who knew about the Loculus—and who’d have the motive to steal it?” Dad continued. “Seems to me there are only two possibilities.”

“The Karai Institute didn’t,” Dr. Bradley said. “Professor Bhegad would have known about it.”

“Which leaves the Massa,” I said. “But we were at their headquarters. They were bragging on how great they were, on all the cool things they could do for us. One thing they didn’t brag about was having a Loculus. If they did, don’t you think they’d say something? Also, we found the safe where they were keeping Loculi—”

“And there were two of them,” Cass said. “The ones they’d taken from us. No others.”

We were back to square one. The room fell silent. Outside a car blew its horn at Torquin, who was wandering a little too close to the highway, muttering to himself.

“Would it be impertinent to speak up?” Canavar squeaked, raising a tentative hand.

We all stared at him, and he flinched.

“Erm, I take that as a yes,” he continued. “Well, as I mentioned upon thy arrival, many of the Mausoleum’s treasures were stolen long ago. Perhaps this Loculus of thine was among them.”

“Impossible,” I said. “Crossing into the Mausoleum requires the mark of the lambda.”

“Indeed, yes.” Canavar nodded. “Many tomb robbers were known to employ youths for their ability to enter small spaces. Is it inconceivable that among them may have been one marked with the lambda? Or have there never been such genetic prodigies in any of the generations before thee?”

His words hung in the stale hotel air.

Cass, Aly, and I shared a look. Of course there had been Selects through the years. Dad and Mom had been studying them. But the likelihood that one had lived in Turkey and managed to get into the Mausoleum?

“I guess it’s possible,” Aly said.

“Of course it is!” Canavar said. “I may be small of stature, but I bow to no one regarding powers of deduction—”

“Get to point!” Torquin was standing in the doorway now. His face was drawn, his eyes swollen.

“I am saying thou must . . . follow the money,” Canavar replied, “as they say.”

“Canavar, are there any records of the thefts in the museum?” I asked. “Have there been projects to recover the stolen loot?”

“No,” the small man replied. “Not at the museum. But in a grand ancient chamber convenes a regular meeting of scholars, the Homunculi, dedicated to the return of such purloined treasures.”

“The Homunculi?” Aly said in an undertone. “You mean there’s a whole group of creepy little humanoids like Canavar?”

Canavar gave her a severe look and raised his voice slightly. “A group to which, I must add, I have been elected Grand Carbunculus Wizendum for twelve years straight.”

“Grand what?” Cass asked.

“Roughly equivalent to treasurer,” Canavar said. He slipped off the sofa and moved toward the door. “Our rituals are sacred, our methods arcane. Thou shall be the first of the noninitiates to enter the inner sanctum.” He smiled. “It is fitting, I suppose, for those named Select.”
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CHAPTER FORTY

THE FENCE

OUR VAN PUTTERED to a stop in an empty, weed-choked lot. Torquin parked right up next to the entrance of a warehouse building with corrugated metal walls. A cardboard sign hung lopsided over the front door. On it, in thick marker, were three lines of words in Greek, Turkish, and English. The bottom line read GRAND AND SECRET ORDER OF THE HOMUNCULI MAUSOLIENSIS.

“Behold!” Canavar said, his face pinched with pride.

“I quiver with awe,” Cass drawled.

“Very secret,” I whispered to Aly. She smothered a laugh.

As we poured out of the van, Canavar skittered to the front door and fiddled with the rusty combination lock. After a few unsuccessful tries, he gave the door a swift kick and it swung open.

He reached in and flicked on a light switch. A chain of bare lightbulbs illuminated a vast, musty room. It was lined with metal bookshelves, file cabinets, piles of papers, tables containing unfinished jigsaw puzzles, and a spilled container of congealed orange liquid labeled SEA BUCKTHORN JUICE. Black streaks wriggled along the baseboards as unidentified small creatures ran for shelter.

“Love the scent,” Cass said. “Mold, mildew, or mouse?”

Canavar went straight to a desktop PC with a monitor the size of a small doghouse. He pressed a button on a giant CPU and waited as a logo lit up the screen: WINDOWS 98.

“Even the computer is an antiquity,” Aly said.

Canavar let out a disturbed fnirf-fnirf-fnirf sound, which I realized was a laugh. “Ah youth, thou canst not envision a world without the flash and blaze of computerweb. I shall now use the mouse-clicker upon its pad, to activate the documents folder . . .”

Aly slipped by him and sat in a ragged office chair. “I’ll do it.”

She stared at the screen for a moment, motionless. I gulped, remembering our encounter with the river Nostalgikos. “Aly,” I said. “It’s okay if you can’t do it. You’ll be able to build your skills again . . .”

Aly raised an eyebrow in my direction. “Dude, that griffin scared the pants off all of us. Whatever it was that I lost—it’s back, big-time.” She turned back, clicking confidently away at the keyboard. “Lots of data here. Shipwrecks . . . sonar scans . . . correspondence . . . auction house records . . . periodical archives . . .”

“Yes. That one—the archives!” Canavar blurted. “Most are in Turkish, of course, but owing to my English education, I have endeavored to include many translated pieces from the international press. I would draw thy attention to a newspaper report dated March of 1962 . . .”

“Got it,” Aly said, clicking on a pdf that instantly filled the screen:
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“‘Glowing blue ball,’” Cass said. “That could be it.”

“It could be the ale talking,” Aly said. “Do you have anything on this guy Gencer?”

“Naturally,” Canavar said, directing Aly to another folder marked RESEARCH: LOOTING, PERSONNEL.

Another pdf opened on the screen, and Aly read aloud from a blurry image of a typewritten list: “‘Arrested for public misconduct, 1962 . . . arrested for impersonation of public official, 1961 . . . arrested for forging the name of the Beatle Ringo Starr on a check, 1963 . . . arrested for assaulting a prominent German art and antiquities dealer named Dieter Herbst, 1965 . . .’ Nothing on Gencer after that . . .”

“Dieter Herbst?” Cass said. “I would kill for a name like that.”

“Why would an art dealer consort with a small-timer like Gencer?” I asked.

“Fence,” Torquin grumbled.

Cass scratched his head. “They had sword fights?”

“A fence is someone who sells stolen goods,” Dad spoke up, “someone who has a side deal with a thief. Since the fence didn’t actually steal the stuff, he or she can claim ignorance. Fences can be a sleazy lot, but sometimes they run outwardly respectable businesses.”

“It sounds like the two men had a falling out,” Dr. Bradley said, “maybe over a deal gone bad. Canavar, have you collected any info on Herbst?”

“No, but I believe he has a . . . what dost thou call it? Web screen page?” Canavar replied. “Thou canst make a connection with the internet.”

Aly rolled her eyes. “Thanks for the tip.”

In a moment, she was looking at a badly designed site that seemed like it hadn’t been touched in years. “Not a lot about him,” she said. “There’s no date on the site and it looks like it was designed the day after they invented HTML. Opened shop in 1961, but I can’t tell if he’s still in business. I guess we could call or email him. He’d be really old, if he’s still alive at all . . .” She quickly opened a new browser tab and typed “Dieter Herbst obituary” into the search bar. Her face fell. “Died in 2004. While conducting a transaction at an auction house called the Ausser . . . Ausserge . . .”

“Aussergewöhnliche Reliquien Geschäft,” Torquin piped up.

Cass’s mouth dropped open. “You can pronounce that?”

“Professor Bhegad . . .” Torquin began, but at the mention of the name, he let out a squelched sob and rubbed his eyes. “Sorry . . . hrruphm. Sometimes Professor sends Torquin to auctions. Collectors sell relics. Torquin buys. Mostly two auction houses. Smithfield and ARG.”

Aly already had the ARG home page open. “Much slicker site . . .”

I leaned over her shoulder. “What are the chances you can find records from back in the sixties?”

“I’m not hopeful,” she said, as her fingers flitted on the keys, “unless they park the scans in some archive on the FTP site.”

A window popped up, and digits began scrolling in a blur. In about twenty seconds, Aly had broken through the firewall and was rooting around in a company file structure.

Canavar gasped. “In form and movement how express and admirable! In action how like an angel! What alchemy hath possession of this callow child? What arcane wizardry in her soul, what access to worlds unknown—”

“What a gasbag,” Torquin said. “Shut mouth.”

“Woo-hoo!” Aly nearly leaped from her seat. “Check this out.”
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“Amazing,” Dad said.

“Old Herbster was busy,” Cass said. “And in Asia Minor—which is what Turkey used to be called.”

“The guy had a big haul in September,” Aly said. “He sold them off on the same day.”

“And he wasn’t very good at it,” I added. “Look at the other sellers—Heller and Henson. They offered their relics at one price and totally got what they asked for. Sometimes more. But Herbst sells at a way lower price than he asks, every time. Like he’s totally incompetent.”

“Or,” Aly said, “he’s in a hurry. Which he would be, if he knew the goods were stolen.”

“‘Relic, spherical stone,’” I said. “That could be a Loculus, I guess. Sold for four thousand dollars to AMNH. Which is . . .” I took the mouse and scrolled down to the list of abbreviations. “The American Museum of Natural History, in New York City.”

“Yyyesss!” Cass said. “Brunhilda to the Big Apple!”

As we headed for the door, Torquin shouted, “Wait!”

We turned. He had lifted Canavar by the back of his shirt collar, and he was holding him toward us as if he were a kitten. “Must say thank you to Canavar. He helped do the work of Professor Bhegad.”

“’Twas nothing,” Canavar said, his voice choked by the pressure of his shirt collar. “Wouldst thou kindly release me?”

As Torquin set the little guy down, we each shook his gnarled hand. “Peace out, Canavar,” Cass said. “How could we ever repay you?”

Canavar gave us his odd, twisted smile. “When thou hast successfully reached the age of fourteen years, consider returning to Bodrum to give me the joyous news.”

“Will do,” Cass said.

“We promise,” I added.

Dad was heading back toward the door of the warehouse. “Let’s load in some good Turkish grub now,” he said. “Food is expensive in New York City.”
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CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

CODE RED

ERROR.

Aly’s monitor beeped at her for what seemed like the dozenth time on the flight to New York.

She pounded on the screen and sat back in her seat. “I need a nap . . .”

“Whoa, another new tower on Fifty-Seventh Street near Seventh Avenue,” Cass said, his face plastered to the window. “Construction on the West Side Highway, too—and check out Williamsburg, on the horizon!”

“Will you stop that, Cass?” Aly said, rubbing her forehead. “They’re buildings, that’s all.”

Cass spun around. He looked hurt. “Sorry, Aly. I geek out over this stuff.”

“Apology accepted. Wake me when we’re there.” Aly’s head lolled back in her seat. By the time it clonked against the window, she was fast asleep.

I glanced at Dr. Bradley. She had a newspaper unfolded in her lap, open to a crossword puzzle. But she was ignoring that now, staring intently at Aly.

As Brunhilda began her descent, Torquin yanked the steering mechanism this way and that in an attempt to do tricky moves. Dad was radioing the Marine Air Terminal for runway instructions. Cass was grinning out the window like a little kid.

Aly let out a sharp snoring sound. Her head began to slide downward. As she slipped off the seat, I realized she hadn’t fastened her belt.

“Aly?” I said.

She thumped to the carpet, her legs twitching.

Dr. Bradley was already on the move. She lifted Aly, swung her around to the back of the plane, and deposited her on the reclined seat that had once held Professor Bhegad. “Someone take the phone from my purse!” she shouted.

Aly’s chest lurched up and down. A cccchhhh sound came from her mouth, and her eyes rolled back into her head. I knelt by Dr. Bradley’s purse and fished out the phone.

Cass’s face was bone white. “She’s . . . she’s not due for an episode . . .”

“I have the phone!” I shouted.

“Do exactly as I say,” Dr. Bradley said. “Send a text to one-four-two-eight-five-seven. Two words. Code red!”

Dr. Bradley was holding Aly’s arms down. Trying to keep her from flailing. From hurting herself. My fingers shook as I tried to follow instructions.

CODE RESD.

Steady. Backspace . . .

CODE RED.

I jammed my thumb on send.

“No phone now!” Torquin bellowed. “Give treatment!”

“I would if I could!” Dr. Bradley shouted. “I don’t have my equipment! I may be able to sedate her briefly, but that’s it!”

Aly’s face was turning blue. Dr. Bradley’s hand was in Aly’s mouth, trying to keep her from swallowing her tongue.

The phone vibrated. I nearly dropped it.

Its screen now glowed with a string of characters:

1W72PH4

“What the heck does this mean?” I said.

Cass was out of his seat, staring over my shoulder. “It’s an address,” he said. “Number One West Seventy-Second Street. Right off Central Park. Not sure about the last part—PH four . . .”

“Penthouse four!” Dad said. “The apartment on the top floor, most likely. Is this where we’re supposed to go?”

“Who are we seeing?” I asked.

“Never mind that!” Dr. Bradley said. “And don’t even think of calling nine-one-one. We have no time. We need to land now.”

“We’re third in line for landing clearance!” Dad said.

Torquin yanked hard on the throttle. “Now we are first.”

 

The taxi screeched to a stop in front of 1 West 72nd Street. Dad had pulled some sort of strings to get us through customs in no time. He also promised the cabdriver double pay if he got us to the address on Dr. Bradley’s phone in twenty minutes. He made it in eighteen fifty-three.

Torquin, Dr. Bradley, and Aly were in another cab. It pulled to the curb directly in front of us.

The building loomed overhead, a brick urban castle surrounded by a black cast iron fence festooned with carved angry faces. In a dark, arched entranceway, two guards stood, hands folded. Cass gazed at them, a spooked look in his eyes. “This is exactly where John Lennon was shot and killed,” he whispered.

“Will you stop it?” I said.

As Dad paid the fare, a man darted out of the archway toward the first cab. He wore a wool cap, dark sunglasses, jeans, and a black leather jacket, and he had something shiny and metallic in his hand.

“What the—?” Dad murmured.

The man leaned into the open back window of Aly’s cab. I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but when he backed out, his hands were empty.

Before we could do a thing, he was pulling open the back door of our cab. “To the river!” he shouted to the taxi driver, yanking open the rear door and squeezing into the backseat with Cass and me. “And step on it.”

In front of us, Torquin was lifting Aly out of the other cab. I caught the flash of silver as her arm flopped limply down.

“Sir,” the cabdriver said meekly, “I must discharge these passengers—”

“I said go!” the man barked.

As the taxi squealed away from the curb, Dad whirled around. “I beg your pardon!” he said. “We have urgent business in that building.”

The man put a hand into his jacket pocket. “If you know what’s good for you, you will do exactly as I say.”
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CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

HACKED?

IF YOU EVER wondered what it was like to ride down a New York City street in the backseat of a taxi whose driver is whimpering “We are going to die, we are going to die, we are going to die,” I’ll tell you: it’s not fun.

He was careening from side to side. He sideswiped a parked minivan, then cut across two lanes and nearly collided head-on with a baby-supplies truck driver with a potty mouth.

The car screeched to a halt at a red light on Columbus Avenue. “I said go, not kill your passengers,” said the man in the leather jacket. He was holding a leather wallet, which he had just pulled from his jacket pocket. “If you expect a tip, I recommend you drive in a sane manner and deposit us alive at Riverside Drive.”

The driver looked warily over his shoulder. “This is not a stickup?”

“What? Of course it’s not.” The man sighed and sat back, removing his hat and then his sunglasses. His hair was silver and thick, swept straight back like a marble sculpture. His eyes were a cold blue-gray, set into a rocklike face that was tanned and deeply cragged.

“Who are you?” I demanded.

“Your dream come true,” he said. “Dr. Bradley did well. By calling a Code Red, she was following KI protocol for emergencies.”

“You’re a part of the KI?” Cass said. “But the KI was destroyed!”

“Correction—the island was occupied,” the man said, “but the Karai Institute still exists. For reasons of security, the leader of the KI is never on-island. All Code Red messages go directly to the central office. We have satellites in many places, one of them here.”

Number One.

Omphalos.

Professor Bhegad had told us about a Karai leader, someone who he took orders from. But not much. Not even a name. “Is that who Aly is seeing?” I said. “Bhegad’s boss?”

“Your friend is in very good hands.” The man leaned forward. “Driver, let us off at the far corner, end of this block.”

We climbed out on Riverside Drive, at the entrance to a park. Just beyond the jogging path flowed a wide, silver-blue river. “The Hudson,” Cass said. “And that’s New Jersey on the other side —”

“Quickly,” the man said, ushering us past a low stone gate. He was shorter and older than my dad. Under his leather jacket was a white turtleneck shirt that revealed a little paunch. “You were followed to New York.”

“We couldn’t have been,” Dad said. “We were in Turkey. And before that—”

“Mongolia, yes, we know this.” Reaching into an inner pocket, he took out two thin, silvery bracelets. “Put these on. Iridium bracelets. Aly has one, too.”

I took one and turned it over in my hand. Iridium. These bracelets were replicas of the ones given to us at Massa headquarters in Egypt.

“This is the only substance that blocks our trackers—the ones you implanted in our bodies on the island,” I said.

“Why do we have to wear them now?” Cass asked.

The man looked at Cass stonily. “The Massa are on high alert. They have access to your trackers—which means we have just led them here, away from your friend Aly. Once you put yours on, the signal becomes a dead end.”

I shook my head, remembering Aly’s antics in Building D. “No. Aly disabled the KI’s tracking machines. Fried them with an overload of electricity.”

The man’s rocklike expression twitched.

“You . . . have this much confidence in her ability?” he said.

“If you knew her, you would, too,” I said.

The man nodded. “So if they’re not tracking, how did they find you?”

Cass and I exchanged a look and shrugged.

The man took our arms. He pulled us toward Seventy-Second Street, back the way we’d come. “Tell me who exactly you met in Turkey.”

 

“What do you mean they hacked you, Canavar?” I barked into the speakerphone.

We were back in the KI meeting room in the New York City headquarters, in a sprawling corner apartment in the castlelike building. Dad was glaring at the silver-haired man, still upset about the way he’d hijacked the taxi.

Canavar’s reply squeaked through the tiny speaker. “Perhaps I have not used the proper terminology. It appears that early this morning thy dreaded nemesis the Massa made several phone calls. They reached out to each vicinity that is home to one of the Seven Wonders—including our museum at Bodrum. My employer. Naturally by that time, I had, well, mentioned our exploits to a discreet friend or two . . .”

The back of my head hit the seat’s leather headrest. “That’s not hacking, Canavar,” I said. “That’s a big mouth. You weren’t supposed to say anything!”

“But . . . an experience so momentous!” Canavar said, “of such singular archaeological interest!”

“Canavar, did you tell them where we were headed?” Cass demanded.

The phone stayed silent for a long moment. Then a tiny, “Mea culpa.”

The gray-haired man pressed the off button. “That’s Latin for ‘my fault.’ We have our answer.”

He sat back in his thick leather seat, closing his eyes and pressing his fingers to his temples. The room fell into a tense silence. Cass gave me a kick under the table. His hands still in his lap, he pointed to our companion.

Omphalos, he mouthed.

I don’t know if it was a question or a statement. But I felt a shiver up my spine.

Was it possible?

The man was no-nonsense. Steely. Smart. Cagey. Hadn’t answered when we’d asked his name. He kept his cool, said exactly what he meant and no more, and understood Latin. He didn’t draw attention, yet he could strike fear with a glance or a gesture. The perfect profile for a leader.

And this realization made my heart sink.

Because he was no longer the KI’s best-kept secret. He was here with us, on the ground. Pulling antics in a cab. Totally misunderstanding how we were tracked. Taking unnecessary risks. Revealing his weaknesses. To me, it was a sign. This centuries-old organization, the KI, was on its last legs.

The Massa were out there. Somewhere. Stronger than ever. About to win the game.

I gazed through the window. Below us, tourists wearing green-foam Statue of Liberty crowns were heading into Central Park. Some of them were tossing flowers onto a colorful mosaic that spelled out one word:

IMAGINE.

I turned away.

I didn’t want to.
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CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

LOSING IT

DR. BRADLEY’S LATEX gloves snapped as she pulled them off her fingers. Her face was lined and haggard. “Aly will be all right for now. Thanks to my New York colleagues. They are lifesavers.”

Cass and I stood in the doorway of the makeshift operating room, watching the two other medical personnel carefully unhook electrodes from Aly. Her mouth moved slightly. I could hear a soft moan. As the KI doctors left with the silver-haired man—Number One, aka the Omphalos—we shook their hands. Torquin sat quietly on a stool, which barely contained him. “No ukulele . . .” he said sadly to no one in particular.

“This is amazing news, Dr. Bradley,” I said, “because we were just told we have to move Aly right now.”

She shook her head. “She’ll need some recovery time. I told that to Number One.”

Cass gave me a quizzical look.

“When did you talk to him?” I asked, puzzled.

“I didn’t. Not directly.” She pointed to a monitor on the wall. “He texted us, on that.”

“Sneaky guy,” Cass said. “I didn’t even see him take out his phone, did you, Jack?”

“Take out his—What are you talking about?” Dr. Bradley asked. “You’ve seen Number One?”

“We took a cab ride with him,” I said.

Dr. Bradley dropped a length of IV tubing. “You what?”

Before we could answer, our taxi companion came running up the hallway. “They’re onto us. The Massa. We were hacking into their text messages and they just went dead cold.”

“Do you know where they are?” Dr. Bradley asked.

“Unclear whether they’ve landed in New York yet,” he replied. “If the girl isn’t ready, the other two must get to the museum now.”

“Not two,” Torquin grunted. “Three.”

Behind us, the monitor on the wall beeped. A message instantly materialized:

NOT SO FAST.

Cass jumped back. “Who’s that?”

The response crawled quickly across the screen:

GREETINGS, CASSIUS. YOU WILL EXCUSE ME FOR NOT SPEAKING. ANONYMITY IS KEY. YOU AND JACK LOOK WELL, FOR TWO WHO HAVE SURVIVED THE UNDERWORLD. AND THE INCOMPETENCE OF MR. KRAUS.

The silver-haired man’s face lost its composure. “The iridium bands were an honest mistake.”

“Wait—you’re not the Omphalos?” Cass said, slowly looking from the silver-haired man to the screen. “And that is?”

SECURITY HAS BEEN COMPROMISED AT ALL LEVELS. THE KARAI INSTITUTE WILL BE OFF-LINE UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE WHILE WE RESTRUCTURE. MR. KRAUS WILL COMMENCE ERASING ALL EVIDENCE OF OUR EXISTENCE.

“I have a patient!” Dr. Bradley said. “She needs to recover. There will be more episodes. We will continue to need emergency protocols.”

“I—I’m good,” Aly said, rising groggily from the bed. “Maybe not ready for a marathon right this minute, but I’m good.”

BRAVA. TAKE WHAT YOU NEED TO CONTINUE YOUR MISSION. PORTABILITY IS NECESSARY. I AM ASSEMBLING A HANDPICKED COMMITTEE OF OUR ABLEST REMAINING SPECIALISTS. WE WILL REPORT WHEN WE CAN.

“What does this mean for us?” Dr. Bradley blurted out. “What good is the KI if you disappear?”

A TRANSPORT WILL ARRIVE FOR TORQUIN IN EXACTLY 20 MINUTES AT THE TRUCK DOCK ON WEST 68TH BETWEEN BROADWAY AND COLUMBUS. FURTHER INSTRUCTIONS WILL AWAIT. TILL THEN, TAKE HEART.

Torquin stood abruptly, knocking over his stool. “Leave Select? Cannot. Will not!”

The screen glowed again as words formed.

I COUNT ON YOU TO BE THE CORNERSTONE OF OUR PHYSICAL REBUILDING. AND PLEASE BE AWARE, THERE ARE CONSEQUENCES FOR DISOBEDIENCE.

I saw Torquin’s fists flex. I nudged him. In the hall outside was a man I hadn’t seen before—a man almost as big as Torquin, with a serious-looking pistol hanging from his belt.

Torquin’s fists uncurled.

Mr. Kraus wiped his forehead and gave old Red Beard a sympathetic look. “Brother, trust me, you don’t have much of a choice.”

 

Seven minutes later we pulled to a stop at a sprawling building with broad stone steps.

“Who’s the dude on the horse?” Cass said, gazing out at a statue of a heroic-looking horseman with a Native American standing by his side.

“Theodore Roosevelt,” Dad said as he stepped out of the taxi, clutching the bag with both Loculi. “He and his father played huge roles founding this place.”

We left the cab and began climbing the steps, passing a school group about my age. They were taking selfies near the Roosevelt statue, making faces and goofing off. One of the girls looked at me and turned away, giggling. She was annoying, but she was normal. For a moment I imagined Dad and me as normal people visiting the museum. The thought of it was . . . well, amazing.

Fat chance that would ever happen now.

I looked left and right. I didn’t know what I was looking for. The Massa could be anybody.

“Buddy, dollar for a cup of coffee?”

I gasped and jumped away from a stringy-haired man in tattered clothing, who was standing at one of the top steps, holding out a cup to us. “Easy, Jack,” Aly said, fishing coins out of her pocket and dropping them in his cup.

“Bless you,” the man replied, then winked at me. “And take care of that anxiety, kid. It’ll kill you.”

Easy. Aly is right.

Dad led us into the front hall of the museum, which contained a gargantuan skeleton of a dinosaur raised up on its hind legs. “Looks familiar,” Cass murmured.

I nodded. It resembled a slightly smaller version of the skeleton in the Great Hall of the House of Wenders, back on the island. As we stepped to the end of a long, snaky ticket line, I craned my neck up to see its head.

I almost missed the man wearing a dark robe, who disappeared into the exhibit hall behind the skeleton.

I jabbed Dad in the side. “Look!”

“Massa?” Dad asked.

“Where?” Cass said.

“You are too hyped up!” Aly said.

“Normal people don’t wear robes!” I shouted.

I bolted toward the front of the line, barged past the ticket taker, and raced into the exhibit hall. It was a high-ceilinged room with a balcony, and in the center was a circular display of enormous elephants. The floor on all sides was crowded with families and school groups. I ran to the right, leaping to see over people’s heads.

There.

I caught a better glimpse of him now, his robe swinging as he walked. I thought he was heading out the other side, but he seemed to change his mind. Picking up speed, he made a full circle and headed back out the exhibit entrance.

Had he seen me?

“Excuse me . . . sorry . . .” I pushed my way through, nearly trampling a two-year-old in my path, and stumbled into the hallway outside the room.

Elevators lined both walls, but only one car was open—and it was closing, jammed with people. I saw a bearded face, a flash of the robe’s material, before the door shut.

A “down” arrow lit up. Behind me was a set of marble stairs. I nearly fell trying to run down. I got to the next level just in time to see the door shut again. A crowd had exited, but the Massa was not among them.

I ran to the next floor. The bottom. I could smell burgers from a food court behind me. A sign pointed to the subway entrance. I heard the ding of the elevator, but it was a different door. A different car. I’d missed the one I’d been chasing.

“Pardon me, young man,” said an old lady with an American Museum of Natural History hat. “Are you lost?”

“I’m looking for a guy in a robe,” I said.

She nodded cheerily. “Ah yes, I just saw him.”

“Do you know where he went?” I blurted.

“Of course.” She pointed to a room with two wood-paneled doors, just beyond the food court. The guy was disappearing inside. I sprinted after him. “Yo!” I yelled as he entered the room. “Stop!”

A million words welled up from my gut and collided together in my brain. I was breathing so hard and fast I could barely speak. “I don’t know . . . how you got here, but you . . . will never . . .”

The man turned. He was wearing thick glasses, a clerical collar, and a long black beard. “How I got here? Why, I took the C train. There is an exit from the platform—so convenient. Do you need directions, son? Have you lost your parents?”

That was when I noticed a name tag just below his collar: REV. JONATHAN HARTOUNIAN, MID-ATLANTIC ARMENIAN ORTHODOX COUNCIL. On a blackboard in the room behind him, someone had written GLIMPSES OF ARMENIAN RELIGIOUS CULTURE IN MODERN ARCHAEOLOGY. A crowd of bearded, black-robed guys turned in their seats, all staring at me with placid smiles.

“Um, sorry,” I said. “So sorry . . .”

I backed into the hallway. Two kids were staring at me, holding tightly to their mom’s hands. The old guide was approaching me with a curious expression.

Without a word, I turned for the stairway and ran.

I was losing it.
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CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

THE SONG OF THE HEPTAKIKLOS

“PROMISE YOU’LL STAY with us,” Cass whispered over his shoulder as he climbed the basement stairs.

“Yes, Cass,” I said wearily, “I promise.”

“No chasing nice priests,” he said.

“Ha-ha-ha,” I said.

“Or being scared of beggars?”

“Knock it off!”

“Ssshh!” said Dad.

“Easy, Jack,” Aly whispered. “We don’t have a Loculus of Soundproofing.”

We were walking fast, heading up from the lower level to the museum’s first floor. At this point Cass was the only one holding on to the Loculus of Invisibility, which had hidden us nicely while the museum had closed for the night. But in a narrow stairwell it was hard for everyone to hold hands while one person held a Loculus, so Dad, Aly, and I were in plain sight. But that was fine. We’d snuck into a supply closet and found a custodial uniform for Dad. If someone did see us, Dad would say he was an employee and we were his niece and nephews from out of town, who he was showing around.

We gathered at the top of the stairs. The place echoed with the whine of distant vacuum cleaners. Just to be safe, we all held hands—Cass to Aly to me to Dad—and went invisible. We tiptoed through the empty Native American exhibit, under the disapproving frowns of dark totem poles that lined the aisles like trees in a forest.

At eight P.M., the museum had been closed for over two hours. We’d already seen a lot of the place, and I hadn’t yet felt any sign of the Loculus of Healing. We were going to cover every inch until we did.

“Uh, guys, I have to go,” Aly said.

“Go where?” Cass asked. “You have a hot date?”

“Go there, I mean.” Aly gestured toward the restrooms.

As she headed in that direction, we all followed to maintain our invisibility.

We walked past a huge wooden longboat filled with Native American mannequins and a bear. To our left was a locked exit. Windows looked out to a circular driveway and a row of old apartment buildings across the street.

Aly gave us a raised eyebrow look. “Guys. You’re not invited,” she said.

“Not—wha?—we know!” Cass stammered. “We’ll just, um, wait outside.”

But then I began to feel a tingling in my feet. Then my knees. My heart started to thump.

“Wait a minute,” I said. “It’s here. The Loculus.”

“In the bathroom?” Aly asked.

“Farther away,” I replied. “But in this building. I feel it.”

Aly’s face lit up. “Go find it! Now. You, too, Mr. McKinley. Give me your phone, Jack. Cass and I will follow with the Loculi and catch up.”

I fished out my phone and handed it to her. As Aly darted into the restroom and Cass vanished from sight, I went quickly into the next room. And the next. Dad followed close behind. Exhibits raced by us, but I hardly noticed. Rodents hanging on a wall. A roped-off exhibit in preparation. A stairway.

Floor Two. Secretary birds. African costumes. Antelopes.

The feeling was getting stronger, throbbing in the marrow of my bones, tickling the follicles of my skin. I stopped at the bottom of a dark stairway. “Up there,” I said quietly.

At the base of the stairs was a sign on a brass post that said RESEARCH AREA/PERMIT REQUIRED. Dad slid it aside. “I think an exception to the rule can be made.”

We scampered up the stairs and paused at the top, staring into a dimly lit hallway with closed doors on either side. Down at the far end was a T, two hallways leading left and right.

I froze. From the left hallway I could hear the steady tap-tap-tap of distant footsteps.

“Don’t worry.” Dad smoothed his uniform and began whistling softly.

Whistling?

“Why are you doing that?” I whispered.

“So they know someone’s here and won’t be startled when they actually see us,” Dad said. “It’ll be less suspicious. Now come on. Look like you belong.”

I tried not to feel completely dorkish as we walked up the corridor. But the Song of the Heptakiklos was screaming inside me, pulling me forward. Telling me where to go. “Go right,” I said through Dad’s warbly whistle.

When we turned, we nearly collided with a woman in a simple custodial uniform, with her hair pulled back into a tight ponytail. “Howdy!” Dad said, way too loudly.

“Yesterday,” the woman said.

“Huh?” Dad replied.

“The song you were whistling—‘Yesterday,’ by the Beatles—I like it.” She looked closely at Dad’s name tag. “How do you pronounce your name? Kosh . . . Koz . . .”

For the first time I saw the name tag on Dad’s uniform: KOŚCIUSZKO.

“Koz!” I blurted out. “Everybody calls him Koz.”

“This is my, er, nephew,” Dad added. “Just giving him a little private tour.”

“Nice to meet you,” she said, pointing to her own tag, which read MARIA. “My name’s easy.”

“Well, Maria, we were just heading to grab something from room number . . .” Dad said, glancing toward me. “Room number . . . which one, young man?”

I didn’t know!

It could have been any of the doors. There were three of them, one on each side and one at the end of the hallway. The sound was so unbearable I couldn’t believe they weren’t hearing it. I staggered closer. The room numbers swirled before my eyes—B23 . . . B24 . . . B25 . . .

I could feel Maria’s gaze. “Is the boy all right?” she asked.

“Fine,” Dad said.

“Fine,” I said at the same time.

She suspects something’s off. Pick a room. Any room. “B twenty-four!” I blurted out.

I bolted to the door and turned the knob, but it wouldn’t budge.

Dad forced a chuckle. “That door is locked . . . um, Josh. We lock our doors here, heh-heh.” He patted his pockets. “I, er, I think I left my key in my other pants.”

“Very energetic young man,” Maria said, fiddling with a lanyard around her neck. She stepped toward B24, holding out a plastic card. “Maybe he’ll be a paleontologist someday.”

What if that’s not the right room?

I knew I might need to try them all.

“Can I do it?” I said. “Operate the key. I just want to see how it works.”

Lame, lame, lame!

“That’s a good idea,” Dad piped up. “That way you can leave us here, Maria. James can open all the doors. We’ll return your key to you.”

Maria looked at him curiously. “I thought you said his name was Josh.”

“He always makes that mistake!” I blurted out, grabbing the key and sliding it down the slot.

The door clicked open. It was a small meeting room with one long table, bookshelves, and a whiteboard. But I was interested only in the two file cabinets along the opposite wall. I raced over and pulled them open.

Papers. Folders. “It’s not here,” I said.

Now Maria looked alarmed. “What isn’t?”

“Excuse me,” I said, backing out of the room, into the hallway. Dad continued talking, chortling, grabbing her attention, stalling.

There. B25.

The room at the end had double doors. As I stepped closer, the Song cranked up to eleven. It was deafening.

“The Beatles’ Abbey Road, actually, was my favorite album . . .” came Dad’s cheery voice from down the hall.

I had to find the Loculus before he bored Maria to death.

I slipped the card through the slot, hands shaking. The door opened and I flicked on a light.

The room was square and huge. Some kind of staging area for dioramas. Its smell made me gag, at once musty, sweet, and bitter—equal parts rot, animal odor, chemicals. A lifelike figure of a Neanderthal stood with its back to me, half-covered with hair. African tribal masks were lined up on a table next to bottles of cleaning fluid. Some kind of deity was sitting on a table, its headdress practically touching the low ceiling. It smiled down, surrounded by goats and cattle, balancing what looked like the sun in one hand and the moon in another.

In the center was a blocky wooden table about waist-high. On it were furry hides, rocks and gems, half-stuffed bird specimens, tools, half-used tubes and jars, lengths of rope. A strange raccoonlike creature seemed to be staring at me, but its eyes were missing and the bottom half of its body trailed over a mold like a baggy dress. All around the room were shelves, open wooden cases, cabinets with big doors. I went to work, opening them one by one, pushing aside tiny heads, bushy tails, flattened birds, a box of fake animal eyes, and what seemed to be a rhinoceros horn.

No Loculus . . . nothing . . . nothing.

“Argggh . . .” In frustration I banged my hand down hard on the center table. The deity seemed to jump.

The voices down the hall—Dad’s and Maria’s—had stopped.

But my eyes were rooted to the deity’s left hand. To the replica of the sun it was holding high. It was painted a metallic gold and it seemed somehow too big for the statue’s hand. Bigger than a basketball.

And it was moving.

No.

I stepped closer and realized the object was perfectly still. Its surface—the paint itself—seemed to be in motion somehow, flowing slowly and unevenly around the sun. Light seemed to glow dully from within and then fade.

I placed my hands around it and pulled upward. I felt an excruciating twinge in my injured shoulder, where the griffin had nabbed me.

The sun separated from the deity’s hands. I had it now. And warmth was taking hold of my entire body. It oozed slowly across my shoulder, tickling my skin. My body hummed with the Song of the Heptakiklos, every ache smoothing out as if the pain were being lifted out by invisible strings. I watched an open sore on my arm scab and fade.

He . . . ling.

I thought of Professor Bhegad, and for a moment I wanted to cry. This was what we could have saved him with. Gencer’s theft from the Mausoleum ruins had cost Bhegad’s life.

But I could hear the old man’s scolding voice in my head, telling me that this was what he wanted. If my sacrifice brings forth a Loculus, at least my life will have had some worth.

We had three of them now. We were almost halfway there.

I felt an intense glow of well-being. The only thing that hurt was my face, because of the huge smile that was stretching across it.

“Eureka.”

Maria’s voice shocked me out of my stupor. I spun around to the door, nearly dropping the Loculus of Healing.

She stood in the door with my dad. His eyes were wide with panic. “I . . . found what we were looking for,” I said.

With a quick shove, Maria sent him sprawling against a cabinet. In her right hand was a long gun with a silencer.

“You got here first,” she said. “But I get the prize.”
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CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

SHOULDN’TS

I HEARD THE clatter of fossils raining down around Dad. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him covering his head with his arms. But I couldn’t take my eyes off the weapon. “Your name isn’t really Maria, is it?” I said. “And you don’t work for the museum.”

The woman smiled. “Maria is indisposed at the moment. I expect she will eventually want this uniform back. You will be considerate and avoid soiling it with your blood, won’t you? Now, to business.”

She held out her free hand, palm up.

The beeping of Dad’s phone made me jump. Cass and Aly.

“Don’t even think of answering that,” the woman said. “And don’t even think of not handing the Loculus over.”

“Give it to her,” Dad said.

My brain shouted at me with shouldn’ts. I shouldn’t have let down my guard. Shouldn’t have left without Cass and Aly. Shouldn’t have assumed that we would beat the Massa here.

Shouldn’t have allowed myself to hope.

The phone stopped ringing. I had no choice now.

My body was strengthening by the second, but it didn’t matter anymore. I moved my arms toward Maria, holding out the golden orb. “Give my regards to Brother Dimitrios,” I said. “And tell him we won’t give up.”

“Oh, I’m not through with you, Josh-or-maybe-James.” With a mocking laugh she stepped forward, taking the Loculus from my hand. “Brother Dimitrios is expecting three of these, and so now you can just lead me to the others.”

“They’re right here,” Dad piped up. “I have them!”

I spun around. Out of the shadow came a jagged black fossil, hurtling straight for the woman’s face.

She flinched, turning away. The stone caught her on the side of the head with a thud both solid and sickening.

With a tiny, involuntary scream, she fell to her knees. I lunged forward, grabbing the Loculus from her hand.

Dad was scrambling across the room. His own head was bloody. He yanked away the gun with one hand, shoving her down to the floor with the other.

The rope.

I grabbed it off the center table and tossed it to Dad. Dropping the gun, he took the woman’s arms and held them behind her back. She thrashed and cursed, but he managed to tie her wrists tight.

“That was a petrified dinosaur jaw I conked her with,” he said, catching his breath. “Guess it qualifies as a blast from the past.”

The woman kicked with her legs but only succeeding in turning herself faceup. “You won’t succeed,” she said. “You know this.”

“That’s what my high school wrestling coach said to me thirty-two years ago,” Dad said. “But look—he was wrong!”

“Are you okay?” I asked him. “Your head . . .”

“To quote my favorite son,” Dad replied with a wry smile, “‘it’s only a flesh wound.’ Now let’s find your friends. And be very careful. There are probably more Massa where this charming lady came from.”

We ran out of the room to the sound of the woman’s threats. I held tight to the Loculus of Healing. “On the way down,” I said, “grab my arm. You’ll feel a lot better.”
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CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

ANOTHER EXIT

“WHERE THE HECK are you?” was Aly’s greeting to me over the phone.

“Heading to the front entrance, near the Roosevelt statue, with Dad.” I held Dad’s phone tight to my ear as he and I charged down the stairs. “I have the Loculus in my backpack.”

“You found the Loculus?” she shrieked.

“Aly, listen,” I said. “The Massa are here. We ran into one of them. She’s upstairs, third floor, all tied up. But there are bound to be others, so be careful. And hurry!”

“On our way,” Aly replied. “Cass says emosewa. So do I!”

Shutting the phone, I gave it back to Dad. He led the way, racing past the elephant exhibit, but he stopped short of the museum’s huge entrance hall. Ducking behind the archway, he whirled around, mouthing “Police.”

I ran up next to him and carefully glanced into the hall. Near the giant skeleton, two policemen were peppering a night custodian with questions. Beyond them, outside the main glass doors, I could see the flashing red-and-blue lights of their car at the bottom of the outer stairs.

“What are they doing here?” I whispered.

“We took uniforms, so did the Massa,” Dad said. “The real Maria was assaulted. Anybody could have called in a report. Let’s use another exit. I’ll call Cass and Aly.”

As he pulled out the phone, Cass’s voice boomed out loudly: “Woo-hoo, we’re back in ssenisub!”

I spun around, wincing. Cass and Aly were hurrying toward us. Dad waved frantically, and I put my finger to my mouth to shush them. The conversation out in the exhibit hall stopped. “Hello?” a deep voice called out.

“Go back!” Dad whispered to Aly, Cass, and me.

“We can go invisible!” I whispered. Cass started to shrug off his pack, where the Loculus of Invisibility was stashed.

“No time!” Dad whisper-shouted. “Get to the other exit—Seventy-Seventh Street, where the restrooms are. I’ll stall these guys.”

“But—” I protested.

“Go! I will meet you!” Dad said. “Protect the Loculi!”

I could hear footsteps approaching. Dad gave me a shove and Aly took my arm. She quickly gave me back my phone and I shoved it in my pocket, stumbling back across the elephant exhibit hall with her and Cass. He led us through the museum, past the watchful eyes of thousands of dead animals.

We burst into the exhibit hall with the longboat. Standing in our path, his back to us, was a museum guard. As we stopped short, he turned around, startled.

His eyes went wide and he whipped his radio out.

“Run!” I shouted.

We made a break for the exit, going the long way around the boat. The guard was shouting into the radio now, reporting on us. The police would be here any second.

I raced to the exit. Someone in a black leather jacket and a watch cap was standing outside in the driveway. His back was to us and he was staring across the street. A guard? A cop?

We had room behind him. We could make it.

I slipped through the door with Cass and Aly right behind. The guy turned around, and the light caught his face.

He smiled, and we stopped in our tracks.

“Dudes!”

My legs locked. I blinked my eyes once, twice.

Only one response was possible.

“Marco?”
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CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

THE PRODIGAL SUNSHINE

HE LOOKED OLDER. Bigger. But that was impossible.

Everything about this moment was impossible. He wasn’t supposed to be here. He wasn’t supposed to be smiling at us, like nothing in the world was wrong.

“’Sup, Brother Jack!” Marco bounded toward us, right hand held high. “Aly, my pal-y! Cass but not least! Fives!”

All three of us backed away. Cass looked afraid. Aly could barely contain the disgust on her face. “How—how did you get here, Marco?” I said.

“Clicked my heels three times and said ‘There’s no place like the Big Apple’! Plus Brother D has private wings.” Marco slowly lowered his hand. “What, no high fives for your Prodigal Sunshine?”

“A joke . . .” Aly said, her voice simmering. “It’s all a big joke to you. Well, you just laugh your head off about this news, Marco—Professor Bhegad is dead.”

Marco glanced at Aly warily. “Wait. For reals?”

“Your people did it,” Cass said. “They injured him at the island. We rescued him, and then he sacrificed himself so we could get a Loculus.” He was looking at Marco with crazy intensity, as if he stared hard enough he might flip a sanity switch. “We almost died, Marco. Jack just had a treatment. So did Aly, and me. The episodes are coming quicker. Time’s running out.”

Marco looked out onto the street. Three figures were running toward us. I wanted to run, but he gripped my arm. “Dudes, listen. A couple of weeks, a month tops, you won’t recognize the island. The Massa plans are insane. We throw those Locues on the Hepto? Bam, we live forever and the place is jamming . . .”

“And you will be King Marco and the sky will rain fairy dust,” Aly said, nearly spitting her words out. “We’ve heard it already. Marco Ramsay, you are an idiot. And a monster.”

“But . . . whoa . . .” Marco looked hurt and a little bewildered. “I figured by now you guys would have changed your minds . . .”

Enough.

I ripped my arm out of Marco’s grip and pulled Aly up the driveway. Cass stumbled behind us. As we bolted out toward the street Marco called out once. But he didn’t pursue us.

The two other figures, however, veered in our direction. I saw a taxi speeding across Seventy-Seventh Street toward the park and I waved my arms crazily to hail it. One of the figures left his feet and dived into me, smashing me against a black iron gate. The other pointed a small gun toward Cass and Aly.

As I scrambled to my feet I caught a whiff of cigar and stale cologne. A fist grabbed my collar and yanked me to my feet.

“Nice work, Brother Yiorgos,” said the man with Aly and Cass.

“Thank you, Brother Stavros,” said my attacker.

Marco was running up the driveway now. “Yo, Bluto, why’d you have to go and do that to my peeps?”

“Peeps?” Yiorgos said. “What is peeps?”

My chest was heaving. Brother Yiorgos seemed to have lost a tooth since we last saw him. The thatch of his meager salt-and-pepper hair waved in the night air like a clump of dying crabgrass, and his grin looked like piano keys. “We go, Stavros,” he said. “Police out front.”

Police.

I looked back. Where was Dad? No sign of him at the Seventy-Seventh Street entrance.

Brother Yiorgos’s eyes were darting toward Stavros, his younger, slightly smarter and thinner clone, and then back toward the park. There, another black-clad figure was waving his arms crazily as if swatting flies.

“Whoa, what’s wrong with Niko?” Marco asked.

Stavros shrugged. But his eyes were cautious and intent. At the moment, none of the Massa was paying much attention to me.

I slipped my fingers into my pocket and pulled out my phone. As quick as I could, I sent Dad a text: WHERE R U?

I looked up. Marco had seen me, but he quickly looked away. The two Massa goons hadn’t noticed a thing.

“Hrrrmph!” That was Aly. She stared at me, eyes bugged out, exaggeratedly looking toward Columbus Avenue. As if sending me a mental message: Let’s make a run for it!

I glanced in that direction and spotted two hooded, black-garbed figures a few feet up the block. I sent her a message back as best I could: We are surrounded.

Just beyond Aly, Cass was frozen. Like Yiorgos and Stavros, his glance was slowly sweeping the section of the block between here and the park.

The door in the building across the street seemed to be moving.

And the windows around them.

I blinked. On second glance I realized it wasn’t the buildings themselves. It was a weird trick of light. Something barely noticeable was moving across them, something in the air. Like a giant, sheer black curtain or a cloud of smoke.

Brother Niko was running toward us now, babbling in Greek. His eyes were as bright as streetlamps. “Skia! Skia!”

Stavros ignored him, turning to Yiorgos with an impatient shrug. “Now. Fast. Go.”

“Go where?” I demanded.

The answer I got was a sharp shove. The two men pushed Cass, Aly, and me toward Central Park, against the protests of Niko. “Meet someone,” Yiorgos said.

But the strange smoke cloud was thickening. It seemed to billow toward us from across the street. “Dudopoulos,” Marco called out. “It’s looking like a mad crazy weather front. Or some cockroaches playing Quidditch.”

I could hear a pounding, like a distant herd of cattle. The ground shook slightly under my feet. “What’s that sound?” I asked.

“The subway?” Aly guessed.

“The subway doesn’t run under Seventy-Seventh Street,” Cass said.

Stavros lurched backward, as if something had caught him on the chin. Yiorgos suddenly screamed, falling away.

I saw the flash of two bloodshot eyes in the dark, appearing and disappearing like a phantom. “Run!” I shouted.

Cass, Aly, and I bolted in the opposite direction, past the circular driveway. Behind us I could hear the squealing of a car’s brakes, a bone-jarring crash.

Ahead of us, the two hooded figures had turned. They were staring at the commotion, too. We stepped off the curb to avoid them, to circle around them, but my ankle caught on the curb and I stumbled.

My phone spilled out onto the street. Its screen was lit up. A reply from Dad. ARRESTED. ON WAY TO PRECINCT 20.

I fought back panic, shoving the phone into my pocket as I scrabbled to my feet. I felt a hand closing on my arm. With a grunt I pulled it back, trying to shake loose.

The hood fell off the Massa’s head. A cascade of light-brown hair fell out.

My legs locked in place. For a moment I couldn’t breathe. The woman’s features were lean and sharp, the face of an athlete, a person who was prepared for anything and never took no for an answer. Her eyes, a deep blue-green that pierced through the darkness, seemed to dance in her head, and as she smiled tiny wrinkles spread on either side of her face.

“Hello, Jack,” said my mom.
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CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

MOM

“M—!” I BLURTED out, but her hand was over my mouth before I could finish the word.

Mom.

In that fraction of a second, I wished that Nostalgikos had stolen away my memory. Because if it had, I could have faced her like this and not cared that she was alive and warm and beautiful. I wouldn’t have wanted to wrap my arms around her and breathe the scent of her neck. It wouldn’t have occurred to me that this closeness, in this moment, could bring back six whole lost years.

All I would have known was that I was looking into the face of a killer.

And that would have been so much easier.

I was trembling as she carefully put her finger to her mouth.

I shook my head, not to disagree but because I didn’t know what else to do.

Her eyes were darting over my shoulder, to the noise down the street. “I am Sister Nancy,” she said.

“No!” I said. “You’re not! You’re—”

“Come!” She pulled my hand and began running away from the sound, toward Columbus Avenue. Cass and Aly were already ahead of us.

“Hurry!” Cass shouted.

I looked over my shoulder. Niko, Yiorgos, and Stavros were stumbling toward us, their limbs flailing. Marco was spin-kicking and punching into the thin air. It looked like some strange ritual martial arts dance.

Before I could react, I felt a bony hand around my neck. And another. I grabbed onto them and tried to pull them off. The dense blackness shifted and thickened before me. Eyes materialized out of the air, a jaw, teeth, cheekbones. Now I saw a ragged, grinning face of ripped flesh and empty eyes.

Shadows.

They take on a more diaphanous appearance when they wander the upper realms . . .

Queen Artemisia’s army was here, in the living world. Howling, grunting, spitting, materializing, and vanishing like the flicker of a black mist. Sucking the darkness as they floated in a current of nonlight, both solid and smoke.

How did they get here?

“Let . . . me . . . gggghhhh . . .” I rasped. The zombie’s grip was tight.

A foot lashed out of the darkness, landing a sharp kick on the Shadow’s jaw. With a muffled, gurgling squeak, the zombie fell away.

“Are you all right?” Mom said, pulling me down the street at a run, her arm around my waist. “I—I don’t know what’s happening.”

We were running across Columbus Avenue now. On the opposite side was a busy restaurant, but no one seemed to notice us.

As we pounded down the next block, I saw Aly’s feet leave the ground. Then Cass’s. I heard them scream with surprise. Mom, too. We were caught up in the flow of Shadows now, surging under and around us, lifting us upward. I saw a grimace here, a skin-shredded skull there, and I prepared for another battle.

But their eyes, at least the ones I saw, were looking upward. Over the roof of a nearby brownstone apartment building. I followed their glances, but I saw nothing.

Until the sky shimmered.

I almost missed it. But the atmosphere was gathering up there, too, this time not into black clouds but an oval of dim blue light. It came toward us like a comet in slo-mo, growing larger, rustling the leaves of a scrawny street tree. It was expanding and contracting, forming arms, legs, a head. As it leveled out above the car roofs, it was the shape of a barefoot woman in a torn dress.

“Skilaki . . .” I said.

She scanned the street, scowling at the unseeable undead. Her face seemed to have lost some of its skin, and in her mouth were only two teeth. When she spoke, her voice seemed to enter my brain directly, bypassing my ears. “Whoever harms the Select,” she announced, “shall receive Artemisia’s wrath!”

Below us came an excited flurry of grunts and snorts.

“Bring them quickly,” she continued, her bony finger pointing farther up the street, “and bring them alive, if you will please the queen.”

We were borne higher and higher, flowing down the street on a river of invisible hands. The amber windows around us, the homes of brick and stone, jittered in and out of sight in the shifting blackness. I glanced around for Cass and Aly and saw them floating far ahead, almost to the next avenue. “Do you know who this creature is?” my mother asked, her voice more awed than scared.

Her calmness surprised me. My entire body was shaking. “An ex-sibyl,” I said. “She works for . . .”

No. Keep it tight. Keep it a secret.

“Works for who?” Mom asked.

Could I tell her the truth? Could I ever trust her with anything again?

We were moving faster now, across one brightly lit avenue and then another. Churches, shops, castlelike apartment houses sped by like phantoms, until the light dimmed and the smell of exhaust gave way to grass and soil. We veered right, following the wide band of a moonlit river.

Riverside Park.

Now we were catching up to Cass and Aly. They looked as petrified as I felt. Aly glanced at my mom and did a double take. “Mom?” she mouthed.

I nodded. I could see her whispering to Cass.

“Where are you taking us, Skilaki?” I yelled.

The ex-sibyl turned in midair. “As you may surmise, things have not been so jolly in Bo’gloo since you left. And I had every reason to think they would get worse. So I suppose I should thank you.”

“Thank us for what?” Aly shouted.

“For opening the portals of the dead, of course,” Skilaki said, “so that the dead themselves may pass through.”

“We—we didn’t do that!” I protested.

Skilaki zoomed closer so quickly I thought I’d lurch clear out of the zombie cloud. She tapped my backpack with her bony, clattering fingers. “Yes, you did. By finding and activating this wayward gift of Massarym, you unsealed a breach that had been closed for a very long time. Ironic, isn’t it?” Skilaki threw her head back into a hissing laugh. “The bauble that heals bodies is the one that gives access to the dead.”

“Massarym?” My mother gasped.

My heart sank like a stone. The secret was out now.

I could hear Shadows nodding and snuffling, until Skilaki held up a rigid right arm. “Silence, you nincompoops!”

“Poops,” one of them repeated, making a squeaky choking sound that I took to be a laugh.

Skilaki raised a bony finger toward the giggling zombie and I saw a wash of black careening upward. A moment later I heard a sickening smack against a tree.

“I will return Queen Artemisia’s gift to its rightful place,” Skilaki continued, “and, as she has been in a bit of a snit over your rude and rather destructive departure, she will be especially pleased to finish some business with you.”

Aly and Cass gave me a panicked look. We were moving fast now. The wind was battering my face.

“Did she say Artemisia?” my mother said.

She knew. The Massa knew where we’d been. And they knew what we’d found.

Until today the Loculus of Healing had been lying in storage, nothing but a stone, a decoration, a sale from a crooked art dealer.

Waiting for a Select to come and activate it.

Where the lame walk, the sick rise, the dead live forever.

The Shadows were slowing now. Their voices became frenzied, excited. In the distance I saw a monument with a great dome.

“Skilaki,” I said, “where are you taking us?”

As she turned, her smile ripped a gash in what was left of her face.

“Sightseeing,” she said.
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CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

ARTEMISIA AWAITS

AS WE SET down on the ground, the Shadows dissipated like wind across a burned field. Before us was a columned monument, glowing a pale greenish white in the moonlight. The steps were nearly obliterated by the cloud of Shadows. We were at the top of a hill. To our left, a walkway led to a fenced overlook, and beyond that the hill sloped to the river. At the bottom were train tracks that emerged from a tunnel, leading north.

“Skilaki,” Cass said. He was staring at the monument, his voice shaky. “On that map of Bo’gloo you showed us? There were portals. At first we didn’t know where they were—or where they led. But then Jack and I found one.”

“We traveled from the underworld directly into modern-day London,” I added. “Through a replica of the Mausoleum . . .”

“Aren’t they clever children,” Skilaki said.

I turned my eyes to the monument. The top was a dome, which wasn’t exactly right, and the columns didn’t surround the whole structure, but the influence was pretty obvious—the classic details, the same squarish shape. “Grant’s Tomb,” Cass said. “I knew it was here. But I never made the connection.”

Behind us I could hear a confused rush of oaths and shouts as Marco and the other Massa landed on the grass.

Skilaki smiled. “You know, there’s an old joke. It goes like this. Question: Who is buried in Grant’s Tomb? Answer: Grant. And his wife. And Bo’gloo.”

“That’s not even a little bit funny,” Aly said.

“It kills them in the underworld,” Skilaki said. “Minions, bring these children and their magic backpack to the entrance, so we may begin our adventure.”

I could hear Shadows hooting with excitement. Out of the black cloud came a Shadow shape that seized me, turned me around, and reached into my pack.

“No!” Mom, Cass, Aly, and Marco cried out in unison, running toward me.

Skilaki sent them flying with a wave of her arm.

The Shadow took out the Loculus of Healing. His face was a rigid, skeletal mask, but the shreds of remaining muscle were working hard to pull his lips into a greedy smile.

I grabbed on to the Loculus, and the Shadow jolted involuntarily. The orb began to glow, its golden surface to move. As the zombie let out a surprised grunt, his hand began to radiate light. Tiny waves of crisscrossing movement passed across it, like microscopic silkworms leaving thin trails. Its parchmentlike skin was gaining color and thickness.

The Loculus of Healing was repairing the zombie’s hand slowly.

“Hmrph?” it said, gazing at me.

“Don’t ask me,” I replied. As I snatched the Loculus away, putting it back into my pack, he held his hand up in the moonlight, examining it.

I took a deep breath. “Skilaki,” I said, “we can’t let you have this.”

Skilaki stood by the entrance to Grant’s Tomb. “You have no choice, my little chicken. But by all means, carry it yourself if you wish!” she called out. “Come, Queen Artemisia is waiting.”

I looked at my two friends. “We got out once before,” I said softly.

“We’re in this together,” Aly said.

“We have all three Loculi,” Cass added. “That means we still have hope. Professor Bhegad would be proud of us. Let’s roll.”

Holding the Loculus, I walked up the steps. Aly took my other hand and Cass’s, too.

Mom ran up the steps in front of us. She stared at Skilaki, her face resolute. “No. Take your Loculus but spare them.”

“She means take them but spare the Loculus!” Yiorgos bellowed.

“Silence, Yiorgos, we have plans for them,” Mom said. “Banishment to the underworld is not in our best interest.”

“Dudes,” Marco shouted. “What about me?”

Skilaki rose above the ground again. She pointed her arm in Marco’s direction and he froze in his tracks. “You would like to join them?” she said. She turned to Yiorgos and then Stavros. “How about you? And you?”

“No!” Yiorgos bellowed as he was lifted off the ground. Mom let out a gasp as she rose, too.

Cass, Aly, and I turned. “I thought you just wanted us!” I shouted.

“Well, we are in the business of souls, child,” Skilaki said. “And it appears we have volunteers. My queen will be overjoyed with this abundance!”

Now a gray mist was seeping out around the edges of the tomb’s front door. The door shook, at first gently and then violently. With a deep, loud crack it flew open, spewing wood splinters and paint shards in all directions.

I leaped to the side, nearly falling down the hill. Cass and Aly huddled near. Above us, Brother Yiorgos and Brother Stavros began screaming. With guttural snickers, Shadows began pushing them in the air, sliding them toward the door’s gaping black hole. “No-o-o-o!” Yiorgos shouted, bracing his arms on either side of the doorjamb.

The Shadow grabbed his shoulders and threw him into the blackness. His frightened wail diminished into silence as two Shadows jumped in gleefully after him.

Mom’s face was rigid with fear. The Shadows were toying with Brother Stavros now. After him they would come for Marco, and then Mom. Marco was dancing and shuffling like a boxer, daring them to come closer. Of all of them, he was the only one who had a hope of making it back out again. The only Select.

I felt a rumble that shook the ground. A muffled whistle.

The train.

I looked down the hill. From under the park, I could hear the squeaking of brakes, the slow chug of an engine. The northbound train would be emerging from the tunnel soon. When?

“Jack, look!” Aly shouted.

I turned. Mom was floating toward the Tomb, her arms locked by her side. Her face was shrouded by the moving black mist, but I could see her eyes looking at me, full of tears. And I could make out the movement of her lips forming words: I love you.

She was next.
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CHAPTER FIFTY

A RUSH OF AIR

THE TRAIN’S MUFFLED blast belched up from the bottom of the hill. Its wheels thumped slowly on unseen tracks. I couldn’t tell exactly where it was. All I knew was that it was closer. And it would soon emerge, heading north.

I looked back upward for Mom. She was putting up a good fight. Even though her arms were locked, she was managing to spin in the air, kicking at zombies only she could see. Skilaki laughed as she watched.

No one was paying any attention to me.

Move. Now.

I squeezed Aly’s hand. She turned to look at me. So did Cass. Sweat beaded my forehead.

HOOOOO . . .

I let go of Aly, ran down the walkway to the left of the tomb, hopped the fence, and sprinted down the hill. The incline was steep and my knees buckled.

“Hurry, Jack!” Aly cried out.

She and Cass were behind me. I knew Skilaki would see us. I expected to feel her power lifting us from the ground, boomeranging us back to her.

There. A tugging at my limbs. A force that was pulling me backward. I could see Cass stumbling beside me. I grabbed one arm, Aly the other. “Keep going!” I shouted.

“The farther we get . . .” Aly said, “the weaker her power!”

With each inch we were gaining strength. I guess even an ex-sibyl’s power isn’t infinite. “Keep it up,” I said. “This is distracting her from Mom!”

Soon we were running free down the grassy surface toward a highway ramp. Just beyond it were the tracks.

We hopped a barrier and sprinted across the ramp. I could hear the approaching train clear and close. The only thing separating us from the tracks was a tall chain-link fence.

“What are we doing?” Cass asked.

I whipped off my backpack and held up the glowing orb. “Destroying this,” I said.

Cass’s jaw dropped. “It’s a Loculus, Jack! You destroy that, we die!”

“If I don’t destroy it, my mom dies!” I shouted. “The portal remains open. The Shadows can come and go. They can suck souls from innocent people whenever they want. Are our lives worth that?”

I dropped the Loculus back into the pack, ran to the fence, and hopped as high as I could. Clutching onto the links, I climbed upward. Fast.

Cass and Aly were scrambling on to the fence to my left, yelling words I couldn’t hear. As I hopped down the other side, I could see another silhouette racing down the hill from the Tomb.

Marco.

The locomotive burst out of the tunnel with a sound like a bomb blast. I dropped the pack, took out the orb, and reared back with my arm. No chance to second-guess. No matter what Cass and Aly said. All that was in my mind were Professor Bhegad’s final words to my dad.

I am always willing to do what’s right.

I threw the Loculus as hard as I could, spiking it directly down at the track. Toward the train that was now inches away.

“He diiiives for the block!”

Marco’s voice startled me. He was over my head, leaping from the top of the fence, flying over my head at impossible speed.

“Marco, don’t!” I grabbed for his shirt in midair but he was already by me. He slapped the Loculus off course to the left. It thudded to the ground and rolled away from the track.

“Have you lost your mind, Brother Jack?” he yelled.

I ran for the golden orb, but it was no contest. Marco’s G7W skill put him light-years ahead of me. So I did the only thing I could. I rammed into his side, hard. It didn’t do much, just slightly threw him off balance. But it bought me a fraction of a second. Just enough to grab his shirt.

I hooked my leg around his, and we both fell to the ground.

Marco swatted me aside with his palm. “Sorry, Brother,” he said, leaping away toward the Loculus.

The train was coming closer, moving slowly. The Loculus had stopped rolling now, about three feet from the track. I scrambled to my feet, but Marco had gotten a big head start.

On me. But not on Cass. He had run ahead while we were scuffling.

He scooped the Loculus off the ground as Marco leaped high, ready to swat aside Cass’s throw. Instead, Cass underhanded the orb toward me. It spun in the air. I dived for it. Aly was running toward me, too. Behind her, a Shadow was scaling the fence.

Got it.

My fingers closed on the golden sphere and I thudded to the ground. The tracks were to my left, inches away. The locomotive was a blur of black looming closer, and my teeth rattled with the noise.

I stretched my arm out and tossed the Loculus directly on the tracks.

Marco yanked me away from behind, pulling me to safety. Together we rolled onto the gravel, huddling protectively as the hulking train sped by. The ca-CHUNK-ca-CHUNK-ca-CHUNK of its wheels on the track was deafening.

“Duuude, what did you just do?” Marco screamed.

His face was red, distorted. I had never seen him so angry.

But my eyes were drawing upward, to a small, fast-moving cloud of blackness floating over the fence. It was dropping fast, gaining human form.

“Watch out!” I cried as a zombie materialized, its shredded clothes flapping in the air directly over Marco’s head.

He spun around, crouching for impact.

But the Shadow never reached the ground.

Instead it vanished into thin air.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

ONE LAST LOOK BACK

WE STARED SILENTLY at the place where the Shadow had disappeared. The train had moved north, its rhythmic clatter mixing with the sound of cars on the highway. I couldn’t see the Loculus now, but I knew it was gone. Destroyed.

I felt like a part of me had been ripped out and thrown under the train, too.

“What the heck just happened?” Marco moaned.

But I didn’t answer. Instead I looked up the hill. In the darkness, at this distance, it was impossible to make out faces. But I could recognize a few shapes up there, walking unsteadily away from Grant’s Tomb. There. I recognized the walk. “She made it,” I muttered. “Mom’s alive.”

I felt Aly’s hand on my arm. I watched Mom for a moment, not sure what to do. I noticed that she was gazing upward now. They all were, their necks craned toward the sky.

I followed their glance. The black smoke had lifted, and I could see a dull shimmer passing across the faces of the park path lights, working its way up toward the moon.

“The Shadows . . .” Cass murmured.

“That’s it?” Aly said. “They’re gone?”

Marco scratched his head. “That was killer, dude.”

“I had to do it,” I said.

“Yeah. Maybe you did,” Marco replied with a big sigh. “I guess I owe you. For keeping my peeps out of Zombieland. Well, most of them. I think Stavros is going to want to kiss you.”

“What about you, Marco?” Aly asked. “What about all four of us? That’s the end of the game. No sudden-death overtime. I hope you’re proud of yourself.”

“Well, who knows?” Marco said. “Maybe Brother D has something up his sleeve. He’s up there now.”

Cass glanced up the hill. “Oh? Nice of him to show.”

“He’ll be happy to see you.” Marco climbed the fence and jumped to the other side. “He likes you.”

“Wait,” Aly said. “You’re leaving us?”

“Dudes, the invitation’s open,” Marco replied. “Come with me. It’s never a bad idea to side with a winner.”

“Winner?” Cass said. “That coward Dimitrios? What planet are you from?”

“Dude, every game has to have a winner and a loser,” Marco said. “Just think about it.”

We stared at him in utter disbelief. He shrugged sadly. “Hey, I gotta have faith. I know you’ll get it. You guys are too smart not to.”

As he turned to walk up the hill, I could see two other figures at the top, making their way downward.

“Jack?” my mom called out. “Jack, are you all right?”

I turned to answer but stopped myself.

Mom’s voice tugged at me hard. It was the voice that summoned and soothed. Encouraged and brightened. Well, it had, way back when. But six years was a long time, and she had become someone else. Something else. Something I couldn’t trust.

“Jack, honey?”

Peanut butter sandwiches. Hot cocoa. Read alouds.

Fakery. Betrayal. Attacks. Slaughter.

I pulled Cass and Aly into the darkness, far from any streetlamp. “Cass,” I whispered. “Give me the Loculus of Invisibility.”

He looked at me a good long moment. “Are you sure?” he said softly.

“Torquin’s gone,” Aly reminded me. “Your dad is under arrest. The Loculus is destroyed. We’re not going to live much longer. We have nothing.”

“Take it out,” I said.

Quickly Cass removed the canvas sack. I reached in and took out the orb. “All of us,” I said.

We put our hands on it. I felt the shimmer of energy course through me.

“Jack?” Mom was nearly to the fence now, looking. Looking right through me. “Where are you?”

Her eyes were wide, and even in the darkness I could see the fear in them as she stared at the track. “Oh dear heavens, the train . . .”

She leaped up the fence, getting herself over in quick, expert moves. When she landed on the other side, she let out a sob and scrambled across the gravel. The train was long gone, its rear red lights winking distantly along the Hudson. She scanned the tracks, her face etched with horror, her glistening cheeks wet in the streetlamp light.

She was worried. About me. Convinced that since I was no longer here I must have died.

My heart was sinking. Words welled up from my gut—I’m right behind you. I’m okay.

Aly took my hand.

Slowly Mom walked onto the track. Jammed into the gravel in the center of the track were the pieces of the broken Loculus—dozens of them, glowing golden in the dim light. Mom stooped to pick some of them up. I could hear her crying now.

I couldn’t do it any longer. Couldn’t hide.

As she turned back, I let go of the Loculus. Cass let out a gasp.

Mom’s eyes immediately looked up and locked on mine. In the flash of a moment I saw grief give way to shock and joy.

But before I could move, before I could do a thing, her eyes moved and her expression changed abruptly.

When she looked at me again an instant later, her intent was so strong, so direct, that the strength of her glance nearly knocked me back on my heels.

Stop now. Don’t do this.

“Sister Nancy!” Brother Dimitrios’s deep, unmistakable voice boomed from behind us.

I shoved my hand backward and touched the Loculus. Behind us, the tall monk was stepping awkwardly down the steep incline, eyes on his sandaled feet. In the darkness, his beard seemed to obliterate the bottom of his sallow, bony face. But as he neared the bottom, glancing toward Mom, there was no mistaking the coldness in his eyes.

“Where did they go?” he demanded. “Where are our assets?”

“You ask now, Brother Dimitrios,” Mom said, “but when we were fighting the forces of Artemisia, where were you then? Protecting your own assets?”

He climbed the fence with some difficulty and fell awkwardly to the ground. Brushing himself off, he looked at the shards in Mom’s hand.

“Oh, by Massarym’s grave . . .” he said, his voice falling to a dismayed hush. Carefully he lifted a piece of the Loculus and turned it in his hand. “He didn’t . . .”

“Threw it under a train,” Mom said. “The boy did. Jack.”

“So the prophecy of Brother Charles has been fulfilled,” Brother Dimitrios murmured. “The destroyer . . .”

“Shall rule . . .” Mom continued.

Brother Dimitrios gazed slowly back up the hill. “I thought it was the athletic one. Marco the warrior. What an . . . interesting surprise.”

“He’s a strong young man in his own right,” Mom said.

Brother Dimitrios shook his head uncertainly. “I suppose there is no arguing what is meant to be.”

My head was reeling.

The message in the Charles Newton letter—The destroyer shall rule—wasn’t about Mausolus. It wasn’t about Artemisia.

It was about Atlantis. About the person destined to rule it.

In the new world, you can keep calling me Marco. But to everyone else, I’ll be His Highness King Marco the First. That was what Marco had told us in Babylon—Brother Dimitrios’s plan for him. A plan that had been misunderstood.

Mom was still holding tight to the shards. What did they say? What ruler did they predict? And what was going to happen to Marco now?

“We must convene immediately,” Mom said. “Go ahead, Brother Dimitrios, tell the others we will have a very long night. I will collect pieces of the Loculus.”

Mom watched Brother Dimitrios climb back over the fence and begin the trek up the hill. But she did not turn back to the track to pick up any more shards. Instead, she waited a good thirty seconds, motionless.

Aly gripped me tight. I didn’t dare move.

Mom began walking, veering toward us. I wanted to reveal myself but her face was still closed up, still a mask of unmistakable no. As she passed, she let something drop from her hand. Without pausing, she continued on.

I stooped to pick it up.
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When I finally managed to look back, Mom had turned. I realized I had let go of the Loculus and was visible again.

Mom’s eyes blazed. I gave her a shrug, holding out the shard. “Who?” I mouthed.

“Acch, these miserable sandals,” came Brother Dimitrios’s voice from the darkness. “Will you help me, Sister Nancy?”

Mom’s face went taut with panic. I reached back quickly to touch the Loculus of Invisibility, but my eyes never left Mom.

And as she climbed up toward Dimitrios, I saw her point directly toward me.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE WRATH OF YAPPY

HAVING LESS THAN a year to live doesn’t feel great, but it’s worse when you’re in a cop car that smells of armpits, cigarettes, and dog poop. “Don’t New York City cops ever clean their cars?” Cass Williams mumbled.

I turned my nose to the half-open window. Aly Black was at the other end of the backseat, but Cass was stuck in the middle. Outside, music blared from a nearby apartment window. An old woman walking a Chihuahua eyed us and began yelling something I couldn’t quite make out.

“Okay, what do we do now, Destroyer?” Cass asked.

“‘Jack’ is still my name,” I said.

“‘The Destroyer Shall Rule,’ that was the prophecy,” Aly replied. “And your mom pointed at you.”

“We were invisible! She could have been pointing at . . .” My voice trailed off. It was after midnight, but the way they were both glaring at me, I felt like I needed sunglasses. I was beginning to think throwing that last Loculus under a train might not have been a great idea. “Look, I’m sorry. I really am. But I had to do it, or everyone would have died. You would have done the same thing!”

Aly sighed. “Yeah, you’re right. It’s just . . . an adjustment, that’s all. I mean, we had a chance. And now . . .”

She gave me a sad shrug. We’re dead, is what she didn’t say. A genetic mutation was on target to kill us before the age of fourteen. And I had sabotaged our chance to be cured. Seven Loculi was what we needed. Now one of them was in pieces under a train.

I sank back into the smelly seat. As the car slowed to a stop in front of a squat brick police station, our driver called out, “Home sweet home!”

She was a tall, long-faced woman named Officer Wendel. Her partner, Officer Gomez, quickly hauled himself out from the passenger side. He was barely taller than me but twice my width. The car rose an inch or so when he exited. “Your papa’s inside, dude,” he said. “Make nice with him and make sure we don’t see you again.”

“You won’t,” Aly replied.

“Wait!” cried the old woman with the Chihuahua. “Those are devil children!”

Officer Gomez paused, but another cop waved him in. “You go ahead,” he said wearily. “We’ll take care of Mrs. Pimm.”

“I recognize her,” Aly whispered. “She’s the person who shows up in movie credits as Crazy New York City Neighbor.”

As Officer Gomez rushed us inside and down a short, grimy hallway, I eyed my backpack, which was slung over his shoulder. The Loculus of Flight and the Loculus of Invisibility formed two big, round bulges.

He had peeked inside but not too carefully. Which was lucky for us.

Officer Wendel walked ahead and pushed open the door to a waiting room. Dad was sitting on a plastic chair, and he stood slowly. His face was drawn and pale.

“Officers Gomez and Wendel, Washington Heights Precinct,” Gomez said. “We responded to the missing-persons alert. Found them while investigating a commotion up by Grant’s Tomb.”

“Thank you, officers,” Dad said. “What kind of commotion? Are they in trouble?”

“Healthy and unharmed.” Gomez unhooked the pack and set it on a table. “We had reports of noises, people in costume—gone by the time we got there.”

Officer Wendel chuckled. “Well, a few weirdoes in robes near the train tracks, picking up garbage. Guess the party was over. Welcome to New York!”

Dad nodded. “That’s a relief. I—I’ll take them home now.”

He reached for the backpack, but Officer Wendel was already unzipping it and looking inside. “Just a quick examination,” she said with an apologetic look. “Routine.”

“Officer Gomez did it already!” I pointed out.

Before Gomez could respond, a sharp barking noise came from the hallway. The old lady was inside, with her dog. Officer Wendel looked toward the noise.

I reached for the pack, but Wendel pulled it away. She opened my canvas sack and removed the basketball-sized Loculus of Flight. “Nice . . .” she said.

“A world globe,” I blurted. “We have to . . . paint the countries onto—”

“What the . . . ?” Officer Wendel’s hand had hit the invisible second Loculus.

“It’s nothing!” Cass blurted out.

“Literally,” Aly added.

Wendel tried to wriggle the Loculus out. “Is this glass?”

“A special kind of glass,” Dad said. “So clear I’ll bet you can’t see it!”

“Wow . . .” Wendel said. She lifted her hands high, holding up . . . absolutely nothing. Nothing that the human eye could see, that is. “I can feel it, but I can’t—”

“I am not crazy stop treating me like I’m crazy, I saw them, I tell you—they were floating like birds!” Mrs. Pimm’s voice was rising to a shriek—and I remembered where I’d heard her voice and seen her face.

An open window, a dim light. She had been staring at us as the Shadows from the Mausoleum at Halicarnassus lifted us through the streets. She’d been one of the only people who’d noticed the flurries of darkness, the fact that we were being borne down the street in the invisible arms of Artemisia’s minions.

I darted toward the door and looked out.

Yiiiii! The Chihuahua saw me first. He wriggled out of her arms and skittered down the hallway toward me, baring his teeth.

“There—those are the wicked children!” Now Mrs. Pimm was heading our way, followed by two burly cops. “They were floating above the ground . . . talking to spirits! Come back here, Yappy!”

I sprang back into the room as Yappy clattered inside, yapping away.

Officer Wendel let go of the backpack. She and Gomez surrounded Yappy, reaching for his collar. Mrs. Pimm began lashing at them with her cane. Two other cops grabbed at her shoulders.

“Where’s the Loculus?” Aly whispered.

There.

I couldn’t see it, but I saw a perfectly rounded indentation in the sack on the table—a logical place where an invisible sphere might be resting. Shoving my hand toward the air above it, I felt a cool, round surface.

Now I could see the Loculus. Which meant I was invisible. “Got it!”

Aly sidled close to me. I reached out and grabbed her hand. Just before she disappeared, Cass reached for her, too.

Dad stood there against the wall, looking confused. Now Cass and Aly both had hands on the Loculus, so I let go of Aly and reached toward Dad with my free hand. “If you touch us,” I said softly, “the power transfers.”

He flinched when I took his arm. But it was nothing like the looks on the faces of Mrs. Pimm and the group of police officers. Their jaws were nearly scraping the floor. A cup of coffee lay in a puddle below them.

I could hear Yappy heading for the entrance as fast as his little legs could carry him.

We followed after him, but we didn’t rush.

Even the NYPD can’t stop something they can’t see.
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CHAPTER TWO

TWERP PERPS, SNALP, AND THE FAT LADY

DAD’S DISGUISE WAS a porkpie hat and a fake, glued-on mustache that made him sneeze. Aly’s hair, colored blond with cheap spray-on hair color bought at Penn Station, was bunched into a baseball cap. Cass wore a hoodie and a fake scar on his cheek, and I opted for thick sunglasses, which were now hurting my nose.

Dad and Aly sat on one side of a narrow table, Cass and I on the other. We were the only ones in our little train compartment, which made our disguises kind of ridiculous. At least I thought so.

None of us had been able to sleep. Now the countryside was aglow with the first hints of the morning sun. “We are two hundred forty-nine miles into Pennsylvania, fifty-four point three miles from the Ohio border,” Cass announced.

“Thank you, Mr. GPS,” Aly said.

“Seriously, how can you do that?” I asked. “The angle of the sun?”

“No,” Cass replied, gesturing out the window toward a narrow post that zoomed by. “The mile markers.”

Dad covered his mouth. “Ahh-haaaa-choo!”

“Guys, maybe we can take off the disguises?” Aly said. “I’ve been checking news sites, feeds, social media, and there’s nothing about us.”

“What if we’re America’s Most Wanted?” Cass asked. “What if our pictures are in every post office from here to Paducah?”

Wincing, Dad pulled off his mustache. “Cass, let’s examine that word—wanted. The best way to predict how people will act is knowing what they want. One thing the New York police don’t want is the press to know that four people vanished from under their noses.”

“‘Tonight’s headline: Twerp perps pop from cops! Details at eleven!’” Cass said.

Aly pulled back her newly blond hair into a scrunchie. “When we get to Chicago, I’m washing out this disgusting color.”

“Your hair was blue before this,” Cass remarked.

Aly stuck out her tongue.

“I think it looks nice,” I said, quickly adding, “not that blue wasn’t nice. It was. So was the orange.”

Aly just stared at me bewildered, like I’d just said something in Sanskrit. I turned away. Sometimes I should just keep my mouth shut.

Cass cracked up. “Maybe she can borrow the red coloring from your skin.”

“Once we’re in Chicago, Aly, you’re getting on a plane to Los Angeles,” Dad said. “To see your mom.”

“What am I going to tell her?” Aly asked.

“The truth,” Dad replied. “She has to know everything. And she has to keep what happened to you a secret—”

“She won’t do that!” Aly said. “I mean—I vanished for weeks. She’s going to open a federal investigation!”

Dad shook his head. “Not when she realizes what’s at stake. That there’s still a hope of curing you kids. Our job now is to create an airtight alibi, which we all will use. It has to explain why three kids disappeared and then slipped back weeks later, all at the same time. We have to somehow contain this. People in our hometown are going to ask questions. Yours, too, Aly.”

“So . . . um . . .” Cass said uneasily. “How do I figure into these snalp?”

“Snalp?” Dad said.

“Plans,” I translated. “It’s Backwardish. Remember? He uses it when he’s feeling silly. Or nervous.”

“Or deracs,” Cass added.

Dad looked him straight in the eyes. He knew about Cass’s background. Honestly, I couldn’t imagine what Cass was thinking. Mainly because I don’t know what’s it’s like to have two parents in jail on a robbery conviction. What I did know was that he’d be sent back to child services until he was eighteen. Which meant, under our circumstances, forever.

“Of course I have plans,” Dad said. “Don’t you y-worr . . . wy-orr . . .”

“Yrrow?” Cass said. “As in, worry?”

Dad was already scribbling on a sheet of legal paper. “Exactly,” he said.

“Okay then, I won’t,” Cass said, looking very, very worried.

“Next station stop, Chicago, Illinois!”

As the conductor’s voice echoed in the train car, the sun burned through the window. Aly and Cass had fallen asleep, and I was almost there, too.

Dad’s eyes were bloodshot as he put the final touches on the list we’d been working on for hours. I read it for about the hundredth time.

“Um,” I said.

Aly sighed. “Complicated.”

“Out of our minds,” Cass added.

“I think we can make it work,” Dad said with a deep breath.
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“I like the ‘hardened street tough’ part,” Cass said.

“Now for your story, Aly,” Dad went on. “We need something your mom can jump on board with.”

“Mom and I are no strangers to alibis,” Aly said. “I’ve been working with covert government groups for a long time. We can say I was on a CIA project. Much less complicated than your epic lie.”

Dad removed his porkpie hat and ran his fingers through his steadily graying hair. “One thing you need to know, guys. Your disappearances have been in the news. Luckily for us, the reports have stayed local. Three separate communities, three separate disappearances, three different times. Well, four, including Marco. Now three of you are showing up at once. Up to now, no one has connected the disappearances. That’s our task—containing the stories. Keeping them strictly local news.”

“No publicity,” Aly agreed, “no photos on the web, play it down on social media.”

Dad nodded. “Ask—insist—that your friends not blab about it. For privacy’s sake.”

“I will keep the news away from hardened-street-tough circles,” Cass said.

“Contain, concentrate, commit—that’s the only way we are going to solve this genetic problem,” Dad said.

No one said a word. We were all trying our hardest to avoid the great big fat imaginary elephant in the room—and on its side was an imaginary sign that said HAPPY FOURTEENTH BIRTHDAY crossed out in black with a skull underneath.

“This may be the last time we see each other,” Aly said in a tiny, weak, unAlylike voice.

“I will die before I let that happen to any of you,” Dad replied. His face was grim, his eyes steady and fierce. “And I won’t rest until my company finds a cure.”

“What if they don’t?” I asked.

Dad gave me a steady have-I-ever-let-you-down? look. “You know the McKinley family motto. It ain’t over . . .”

“Until the fat lady sings.” I couldn’t help smiling. There were about a dozen McKinley family mottoes, and this was one of Dad’s favorites.

“La-la-la,” Aly sang, smiling.

Dad laughed. “Sorry, Aly, you don’t fit the bill.”

Cass, who hadn’t spoken in a long time, finally piped up softly. “Mr. McKinley?” he said. “About number seven on your list . . . ?”

Dad smiled warmly. “That’s the only one we don’t have to worry about. Because it’s the only item that’s one hundred percent true.”
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CHAPTER THREE

THE ENEMY OF INTERESTING

“IT MEANS A soprano,” I said, scrolling through a Wikipedia page on my trusty desktop. We’d been home for ten busy days, buying a bunk bed and a desk and a bike and clothes for Cass, catching up with teachers and friends, telling the alibi over and over a thousand times, buying hair dye to cover up the white lambda shape on the backs of our heads, blah-blah-blah. Today was going to be our first full day in school, and I was nervous. So of course it was a perfect time to procrastinate—like looking up Dad’s odd saying about the singing fat lady.

“I hated that show,” Cass called out from the top bunk.

“What show?” I asked.

“The Sopranos,” Cass said. “My last foster family binge-watched all seventeen years of it. Well, it felt like seventeen.”

“No, I’m talking about ‘the fat lady,’” I said. “It means a soprano—like, an opera singer. It’s a way of saying the opera’s not over until the soprano sings her big showstopping tune.”

“Oh,” Cass said. “What if she’s not fat? The show keeps going?”

“It’s a stereotype!” I said.

Cass grunted and sat up, dangling his legs over the side of the bed. “I hate stereotypes, too.”

Since returning, Cass had been a thirteen-year-old curly-haired version of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. Half the time he was his bouncy self, thanking Dad a zillion times for agreeing to adopt him. The other half he was fixated on our . . . timetable. Our predicament. Dilemma.

The fact that we were going to die.

There. I said it.

I’ll admit, I hated actually putting that idea into words. I tried not to think of it as a fact. Or even think of it at all. Hey, the fat lady hadn’t sung, right? Dad was trying to keep the show going.

I had to stay positive for Cass and me.

“It’s weird,” Cass murmured.

“What’s weird?” I said.

“G7W,” Cass replied.

“Of course it’s weird,” I said. “It sits in DNA for generations and then, bam—it shows up in people like you and me.”

“No, I mean it forces us all into stereotypes,” Cass said. “That always bothered me. You know, like when P. Beg called us Soldier, Sailor, Tinker, Tailor. It’s like another way of saying Jock, GPS-Guy, Geek, and . . . whatever Tailor is supposed to be.”

“The one who puts it all together,” I said. “That’s what Bhegad said.”

“He slices . . . he dices . . . he figures out ways to find Loculi in ancient settings! But wait, there’s more! Now the new improved Jack is also the Destroyer!” Cass let out a weary laugh. “How does that make any sense? It doesn’t. At first this whole thing seemed so cool—we were going to be superhumans, woo-hoo! But the last few weeks have been like this bad dream. Don’t you wish we could be normal—just kids like everybody else?”

“Cheer up, Cass,” I said, scooping stuff up from my desk. “Normal is the enemy of interesting.”

I dumped my pen, phone, change, and gum into my pockets. The last thing I picked up was the Loculus shard.

It was my good luck charm, I guess. For ten days I’d been carrying it with me all the time. Maybe because it reminded me of my mom. I really did believe that she had dropped it at my feet on purpose, no matter what Cass or Aly thought.

Besides, it really was awesome to look at. It felt smooth and cool to the touch—not like metal exactly, or plastic, but dense and supertough. I held it up to the sun for a quick glance:
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“You’ve been wearing that thing out,” Cass said. “It looks like it shrunk.”

“Shrank,” I corrected him.

“Thunk you.” Cass hopped down from the bunk. “Anyway, you’re much more Tailor than Destroyer. That description fits Marco.”

“Now who’s stereotyping?” I said.

Cass giggled. “Somewhere in this world, the Massa are training Marco Ramsay to be the new king of Atlantis, while you, me, and Aly are going off to seventh grade. I think we get the better deal.”

As he disappeared down the hall and into the bathroom, I heard the front doorbell ring—which seemed kind of weird for 6:39 A.M. Dropping the shard into my pocket, I glanced out the window. I saw a white minivan parked at the curb. The van’s sides were emblazoned with the call letters of a local TV station WREE-TV.

Uh-oh. So much for keeping things under the radar.

“Sorry, no interviews.” Dad’s muffled voice echoed upward.

“We think the nation will want to hear this brave story,” a woman’s voice piped up. “It’s got heart, grit, pathos—”

“I appreciate that,” Dad said firmly. “Look, I know your station owner, Morty Reese. He’ll understand as a father, we’d like our privacy.”

The woman’s voice got softer. “If it’s compensation you’re concerned about, we are prepared—”

“Compensation?” Dad shot back with a disbelieving laugh. “Wait. Morty asked you to bribe me?”

“Mr. Reese has your best interests at heart,” the woman said. “This story could lead to awareness of traumatic brain injury. Hospitals will realize they need to increase security—”

“I’m sure Mr. Reese can donate directly to the hospitals if he’s so concerned,” Dad replied. “My private life is not for sale, sorry. Between you and me, he should learn how legitimate news organizations operate.”

“Mr. Reese is an excellent newsman—” the woman protested.

“And I’m an excellent trapeze artist,” Dad shot back. “Thanks but no thanks.”

I heard the door shut firmly.
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE BARRY

“SO, DID HE work there before or after you were born?” Cass said as we walked up the street toward school.

“Did who work where?” I asked.

“Your dad, in the circus,” Cass said. “Did you get to see him?”

Trapeze. It took me a moment. “Dad was being sarcastic,” I explained. “He doesn’t like Mr. Reese.”

“Your dad has a weird sense of humor,” Cass said.

“Reese is like the Donald Trump of Belleville,” I said. “Except with normal hair. Dad says he owns half the town, but still Mr. Reese wants to be a media mogul. He’s the head of Reese Industries, the Bathroom Solutions People.”

“Whoa. As in ‘Reese: The Wings Beneath Your Wind’?” Cass asked.

“Yup,” I replied. “Those little plastic toilet thingies that attach the seat to the bowl. Everyone has them. That’s billions in profit. And billions in profit buys local TV stations. Anyway, the most important thing is that Dad’s trying to protect us. To keep our faces out of the news so he can work on saving our lives.”

“Hope springs eternal,” Cass said, kicking a stone up the sidewalk.

I smiled. That was the first positive thing Cass had said all day. “You know, that’s one of my dad’s favorite sayings.”

“That’s a sign!” Cass said with a grin. “I do belong in your family!”

I put my arm around his shoulder, and we walked quietly along a wooded area.

When Cass spoke again, his voice was soft and unsteady. “It’s so hard to stay optimistic. How do you do it?”

“I try to list all the good things,” I said. “Like number one, I have a new brother.”

“Is there a number two?” Cass asked.

“We both feel healthy,” I suggested. “We haven’t needed treatments yet. Your turn.”

“Um . . .” Cass replied. “Number three, it could be that this whole thing will blow over? I mean, it’s possible the Karai Institute was lying to us—you know, about needing those Sesulucol?”

“Ilucol,” I corrected him.

Cass laughed. “Number four, you are getting really good at Backwardish!”

I veered off the sidewalk onto a dirt path that led into a tangle of trees that sloped downward to a creek. “Come on, this is a tuctrosh . . . tushcort . . . shortcut.”

“Wait—what? There’s a stream down there!” Cass protested. As he walked, his foot kicked aside a busted-up baseball glove, festooned with a banana peel. “This is disgusting. Can’t we take Smith Street to Whaley and then the jagged left-right on Roosevelt? Or bypass Roosevelt via the dog run?”

“Even I don’t even know my neighborhood that well!” I said over my shoulder.

“Wait till I learn to ride a bike,” Cass grumbled. “Then we’ll have great options. And I won’t seem like such a doofus.”

“You’re not a doofus,” I said.

“I am the only kid in the country who can’t ride a bike!” Cass replied.

“Yeah, well . . .” I said. “You had a different kind of childhood.”

“As in none,” Cass said. “You try growing up with criminal parents.”

WHOOOOO . . . WHOOOO! An eerie call made me stop in my tracks.

“Cool,” Cass said, bumping into me from behind. “An owl?”

Slowly a plaid shirt appeared among the rustling leaves—and then the moonlike, grinning face of Barry Reese. “Whooooo do we have heeeere?”

He jumped in front of us—well, if you consider slowly moving nearly two hundred pounds of well-fed and expensively dressed flesh into a narrow dirt path jumping.

“Not owl,” I said. “Foul. Cass, meet Barry Reese.”

“Son of Donald Trump?” Cass said.

Barry ignored the comment, or maybe he was too busy thinking up his next move. Barry had a hard time doing two things at once. He held up three pudgy fingers to my face, then five, then one. “How many fingers? I heard you had some mental problems, like losing your memory. Just want to test to see if you’re okay, Amnesia Boy.”

There were approximately three hundred middle-school kids in Belleville who would be quaking in their boots at this kind of bullying. But after facing up to killer zombies, sharp-taloned griffins, and acid-spitting vizzeet, I wasn’t bothered by Barry Reese. “Stick two of them into your eyes and I’ll count slowly,” I said.

He shoved both of us backward. His face was covered with a sheen of sweat as he grinned sadistically at Cass. “Look! It’s Cash! The hardened LA stweet tough who still wides a twicycle!”

“Wait, how did you know that?” Cass said.

“Um, maybe because you just announced it to the world?” Barry replied. “Can I have your autograph? It’s okay if you want to use cwayons.”

I lunged forward and gave Barry a shove. “It’s Cass. And he only gives autographs to people who know how to read.”

Unfortunately pushing a guy of Barry’s bulk was like trying to move a boulder. He bumped me hard with his belly and grabbed my backpack straps. “That was disrespectful, McKinley. The Barry sent you to the hospital once and he can do it again. Now give me your phone.”

“My phone?” I said. “Doesn’t the Barry have a phone?”

His beefy fingers were already in my jeans pocket. As I wriggled to get away, the pocket popped inside out along with Barry’s hand. All my stuff spilled out onto the ground, including the Loculus shard.

Cass and I scrambled to grab it, but Barry was shockingly fast when he was excited. “What’s this?” he asked, scrunching up his face at the shard.

“Nothing!” I blurted.

“Then why did you both grab for it first?” As he lifted it upward, the shard glinted in the sunlight. “What’s that weird star shape on it? A symbol from a secret nerd society?”

“Mathletes!” Cass said. “It’s . . . a club. Of math people. We talk about . . . pi. And stuff like that.”

“I like pies, too . . . but I don’t like lies!” Barry snickered at his own idiotic joke. “Especially lies about anti-American world-domination cults that kidnap kids for weeks at a time!”

Cass was shaking now. “Jack, is he going loony tunes on us? Should we be calling nine-one-one?”

Barry stepped closer, his beady eyes shifting from me to Cass. “You’re not a street tough, Casper, are you? And, Jack, you didn’t lose your memory and travel across the country. Your little story? It’s full of holes. My dad thinks your dad has connections with terrorists. Where does he fly all the time? What’s with all the long trips to Magnolia?”

“Mongolia,” Cass corrected him.

“Wait—terrorists?” I said. “There are no terrorists in Mongolia!”

“Ha—so you were there!” Barry said.

“My dad runs a genetics lab there,” I replied. Barry’s face went blank, so I added, “That’s the study of genes, and not the kind you wear.”

Barry grabbed my shoulder and turned me around. He cradled the back of my head in his right hand. “Where’s the white hair, Jack?”

“What?” I squeaked.

He let go of my head and spun me back around. “That day you fell into the street—I saw this, like, upside-down V shape on the back of your head. Now it’s gone. It means something, doesn’t it? A secret symbol from some hidden organization?”

Cass’s eyes were huge. Leave it to Barry, the dumbest person I knew, to come the closest to the truth.

“Uh . . .” Cass said.

“I’m right, huh?” Barry barked. “Go ahead, tell the Barry he’s right!”

Let your enemy give you the lead.

Dad had recited that one to me at least a thousand times. And now, in this moment, I finally understood it.

I stepped right up to Barry and refused to blink. Then I took a deep breath and spoke fast. “You want the truth? Okay. My hair and Cass’s? Yup, it did go white in the back, in the shape of a Greek lambda, which is their letter L. Now our hair is dyed. The lambda means we inherited a gene from a prince who escaped the sinking of Atlantis. See, the gene unlocks part of our DNA that turns our best ability into a superpower. But it also overwhelms the body, and no one who’s ever had it has lived past the age of fourteen. In the last year of life, the body begins to break down. You get sick every few weeks. You can stay alive for a while if you get certain treatments, but eventually you die. We learned this from a group called the Karai Institute on this island that can’t be detected. They told us we can be cured if we find seven magical Loculi that contain the power of Atlantis, which were hidden centuries ago in the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World. As you know—well, maybe you don’t—six of the Wonders don’t exist anymore. The thing in your hand is a piece of a destroyed Loculus.”

“Jack?” Cass mouthed, as if I’d just lost my mind.

Barry’s mouth was sagging. His eyes narrowed, as if he were still stuck on the second sentence. Which he probably was.

Would he try to repeat his own mangled version of what I’d just said to his dad? I hoped so, because any sane human being would send him straight to a psychologist. And he knew it.

“Well, that’s everything,” I said, reaching to grab the Loculus from Barry’s hand.

He pulled it back.

“Okay, so if you’re supposed to get sick every few weeks . . .” he said quietly, “how come you’re not sick?”

“The fresh, rejuvenating Belleville air?” Cass said.

Barry’s face curled. “You guys are playing me. That was the obvious-est lie! I’m going to get to the bottom of this. You watch, I’ll find out the truth.”

“Great,” I said. “Meanwhile, will you give me that back?”

“Why should I give you a piece of a destroyed Oculus?” Barry asked. “It might be worth something.”

“Loculus,” Cass said. “With an L.”

“Trust me,” I said, “it’s worth absolutely nothing to you.”

“Awwww, really?” Barry said. “Nothing?”

With an exasperated sigh, Barry held out the shard to Cass. Both of us reached for it at the same time.

Before our fingers could touch it, Barry spun away. With a grunt, he tossed it far into the scrubby, trash-strewn woods.

“Fetch,” he said. “With an F.”
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CHAPTER FIVE

SHARD LUCK

“WHAT HAPPENED TO your face?” Dad stared at me oddly, standing in the front door.

I peeked past him to the sofa, where a strange man dressed in black was rising to his feet. “Thorns,” I said, touching my cheek, where the edges of thin gash peeked out from behind a Band-Aid. “We lost something in the woods.”

I didn’t want to mention the shard in front of a stranger. It had taken us about a half hour on our hands and knees in the woods to find it. Which made us very late for school. The cool thing was, no one seemed to care. Cass and I were like returning war heroes. Everyone was nice to us. The nurse cleaned us up and gave me a whole box of Band-Aids. The principal herself, Mrs. Sauer (pronounced Sour), brought a Welcome Back cake into homeroom. Barry ate most of it, but it was still nice. I even had a session with the school psychologist, who said she was screening me for PTSD. At first I thought that was some kind of a sandwich, like pastrami, turkey, salami, and dark bread, but it means post–traumatic stress disorder. The only stress I felt was from thinking about the great sandwich I wasn’t going to eat.

“Jack . . . Cass,” Dad said, “this is Mr. Anthony from Lock-Tite Security. After that strange little visit from the TV station this morning, I figure we’d better make ourselves safe from intrusions, wiretaps, recording devices. Somebody in this town—who shall remain nameless—thinks he’s going to win an Emmy Award for investigative journalism.”

Cass nodded. “I understand, Mr. McKinley. I met his son. I don’t blame you.”

“We’ll go upstairs,” I said.

We raced each other through the living room and up the back stairs. Cass reached the second-floor landing first. He quickly tossed off his shoes and socks before walking on the Oriental rug that lined the long hallway. “I love the way this feels. This house is so cool.”

“You could have a whole room of your own, you know,” I said. “We have a lot of them. There’s more on third floor, too.”

“We already decided we were going to share,” Cass said. “Are you changing your mind?”

“No!” I said. “I just thought . . . if you ever felt like you needed space. It’s a big house and all.”

Cass shook his head, his face darkening. “Besides we have to be prepared. We can’t be separated if it happens . . .”

“It?” I said.

“You know . . . it,” Cass repeated. “Dying.”

I leaned over, softly banging my head on the wood railing that looked out onto the first floor vestibule. “I thought we talked about this. We’re going to stay positive, remember? We’re feeling good so far, Dad is on the case—”

“Right,” Cass said. “But doesn’t that first part seem scary to you? About us feeling good?”

“Dying is scary, Cass!” I said. “Feeling good is not scary!”

“But we shouldn’t be feeling good!” Cass replied. “By now, both of us—or at least you—should have had an episode. Which would mean we’d need a treatment. No one knows how to give us one!”

“Dad is working on it,” I said.

“He has no contact with anyone in the KI, so how can he figure it out?” Cass said. “I’ve been thinking all day about what Barry Reese said. Why are we still healthy, Jack? We shouldn’t be!”

“Uh, guys?” Dad’s face appeared directly below me. He was scowling. “Can you please take it inside?”

Cass and I ran into our room and shut the door tight. I emptied my pockets onto the desk, yanked off my ripped pants, and quickly pulled on a pair of sweats I’d left on the floor. That was another agreement Cass and I had made. I could keep my side of the room as messy as I wanted.

Feeling more comfortable, I began pacing. “Okay, let’s think about this. The intervals are irregular. Always have been. We know that.”

“Yeah, but the older we get, the closer they should be,” Cass said.

I couldn’t argue that. Professor Bhegad had warned us exactly that would happen as we neared the Day of Doom.

Closer. Not farther away.

“I think it’s the shards,” Cass said. “Remember, it was the Loculus of Healing. It was supposed to restore life to the dead.”

“You mean shard,” I said.

“Shards.” Cass shrugged. “I took one, too.”

I looked at him. “You did? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t think it was important,” Cass replied. “I just took it as a souvenir. It’s not as nice as yours. No designs or anything. I thought it was just a busted, useless piece of junk. But now . . .”

He went to his desk and pulled open a drawer. From the bottom he took out a hunk of material maybe three inches long, wrapped in tissue. “It’s kind of ugly.”

I heard a rustling noise from my pile of junk on my desk and jumped away.

Cass dropped the shard. “Whoa. Did you bring in a mouse?”

The rustling stopped. I darted my hand out and pushed aside some candy wrappers. No critters there.

Just my shard.

“Pick it up, Cass,” I said softly. “Your shard.”

Cass swallowed. He lifted the little disklike thing from the floor. On the desk, my shard began to twitch like a jumping bean. “Whoa . . .” Cass said.

I leaned over, peering closely at my shard, then Cass’s. “They’re not two random pieces,” I said. “It looks like they may have broken apart from each other.”

“It feels warm,” Cass said.

“Hold the long side toward me,” I said.

As Cass angled his arm, I reached out to my shard and turned it so its longest side faced Cass’s.

“Ow—it’s like a hundred degrees!” Cass said.

“Hold tight!” I said.

I felt a jolt like an electric current. As I pulled my fingers away from the shard, it shot across the room toward Cass.

With a scream, he dropped his relic and jumped away.

Bluish-white light flashed across our room. As Cass fell back on the lower bed with a shriek, the two shards collided in midair with a loud DZZZZZT and a blast that smelled like rotten eggs.

Flames shot up from the carpet as the pieces landed. I raced to the bathroom for a glass of water and doused the small fire quickly. I could hear Dad yelling at us from downstairs.

But neither Cass nor I answered him. We were too busy staring at what remained in the singed, smoking patch of carpet.

Not two shards, but one.

They had joined together, without a seam.
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CHAPTER SIX

ALY-BYE

“WAIT, THEY JUST flew together and joined in midair,” Aly said, “like snowflakes?”

Her hair was purple now, her face pale on my laptop screen. Belleville, Indiana, may have been overcast, but the Los Angeles sunshine was pouring through Aly’s bedroom window.

“It was more like massive colliding spacecraft,” Cass said. “Only . . . tiny. And not in outer space.”

I held up the joined sections. Together they formed one larger shard. “You can’t even tell where they were separated.”

“That’s awesome,” Aly replied, as her face loomed closer to the screen. “Absomazingly ree-donculous. It means that—” Aly turned away from the screen and let out a loud sneeze. And then another.

Cass’s eyes widened. “Are you okay?”

“A cold,” Aly said.

“Because Jack and I were wondering, you know, about the treatments,” Cass went on. “It’s been a while since your last episode . . .”

“It’s a cold, that’s all,” Aly said, clacking away at her laptop. “Let’s get down to business. I’ve been doing research. Tons. About the Seven Wonders. About Atlantis.”

“Why?” Cass asked.

“Because what else am I going to do?” Aly said. “I know you’re feeling bad, Cass. But I refuse to give up. We start by trying to get back in touch with the KI. They’re lying low, but I’m betting they’ll want to be in contact with us. Which means we need to protect our alibi. So I pretended to be, like, an evil spy searching for clues to break our story. All kinds of things didn’t add up. That doctor friend of your dad’s? His employee records showed he was in Mexico the day he supposedly treated Cass. And the convenience store where Marco was last seen? Its video feed showed a seven-foot-tall, red-bearded barefoot guy who bought three peanut butter sandwiches and a dozen doughnuts. The owner was suspicious, so he sent the feed to the local cops, who ran a primitive facial ID scan. They came up with three hundred and seven possible suspects. Including one Victor Rafael Quiñones.”

“Who’s that?” Cass asked.

“Tor from Victor, quin from Quiñones,” Aly said. “I’m figuring Torquin is a nickname.”

“Wait. His name is Victor?” Cass said.

“So of course I deleted the footage of Torquin from the FTP servers,” Aly said. “Even the backups. And I altered the doctor’s hospital records, too. I even hacked into his Facebook account and deleted the pictures of Mexico. I am covering our tracks so the alibi is clean. But the point is, I can’t do everything. Things can go wrong. What if there are off-line copies of the originals? Arrrrrghh!” Aly shook her fists in frustration. “Okay. Okay, Black, stay calm and hack. I will try to locate Torquin or anyone who seems connected to the KI.”

“Is that possible?” Cass asked.

Aly shrugged. “Anything’s—” She broke off in a fit of coughing, swinging away from the screen. All we saw now was her bookcase.

“Aly?” Cass said.

Something thumped. I heard a choking noise. A pounding on the floor. “Mo-o-om!” came Aly’s voice.

A blur passed across the screen—a woman with salt-and-pepper hair, wearing a T-shirt and jeans. She passed from top to bottom, falling to her knees and out of the screen. “Aly? Aly, wake up!”

I was on my feet now. “ALY!”

The image on the screen juddered. And then all went black.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

DOWN AND OUT IN LA

“GALLUP, MCKINLEY!” Cass said, staring out the window of the jet.

“I’m not piloting this plane, Captain Nied is,” Dad replied. “And he’s going as fast as he can.”

“That’s not what I meant.” Cass gestured to the distant ground below, which was clearly visible even in the dimming sunlight. “That little town near the river? It’s called Gallup, New Mexico. Right near the Arizona border. It also happens to be in McKinley County. So it’s Gallup, McKinley.”

I took a deep breath. I could barely focus on what Cass what saying. Except for the “Gallup” part. Because my heart was galloping.

“I think it’s named for US president William McKinley,” Cass said. “He was shot. But he didn’t die right away. He died because no one got to him in time.”

“That’s cheerful,” Captain Nied said.

“Cass,” Dad said softly, “we’re doing the best we can. We’ll get to Aly. She’s with the best doctors in Southern California. Dr. Karl has promised me she’ll see to her personally.”

Dr. Karl was another college friend of Dad’s. She was the head of emergency medicine at St. Dunstan Hospital, where Aly had been taken. I was becoming convinced Dad knew at least half the doctors in the United States. In my left hand I clutched my phone. Before leaving, I’d sent Aly three unanswered texts. There was no cell reception up here, but that didn’t stop me from looking at the screen for about the thousandth time.

In my right hand I turned the shard around and around as if it were a magic charm. As if I could somehow massage it to full size. “I wish we were taking her a whole Loculus of Healing.”

“That wouldn’t cure her,” Cass said. “Or us. It takes seven of these things to do that.”

“Yeah, but it would buy some time,” I said.

“You and I are feeling fine without a Loculus of Healing,” Cass remarked with a deep sigh. “Why us and not her? Why does she get the bad luck?”

I stopped turning the shard. My hands felt warm. My first thought was body heat.

My second thought was, Are you crazy?

Spoons and forks didn’t heat up in your hands when you fiddled with them. Neither did joysticks, worry beads, action figures, whatever.

I handed it to Cass. “Notice anything?”

“Whoa,” Cass said. “Do you have a fever or something?”

“It’s warm, right?” I said. “Like, unnaturally warm?”

Cass turned it around curiously. “It looks smaller to me.”

“Cass, what if that heat isn’t just heat?” I said. “What if it means something—like, it’s active in some way?”

“Like, alive?” Cass said.

“No!” I said. “It’s the shell of a Loculus that’s existed for thousands of years, right? What if it absorbed some of that healing power? Maybe that’s what’s keeping you and me from having episodes.”

Cass’s eyes were as wide as baseballs. Dad was staring at the shard, too, from the copilot’s seat. Together we looked at Captain Nied.

He yanked back the throttle, and the jet began to dive. “Fasten your seat belts, gents. And welcome to LA.”

It is amazing what $200 will do to a Los Angeles cabdriver.

As we twisted and turned through the city streets, palm trees and white stucco houses zoomed by in a blur. We could see the freeway in the distance, the cars at a total standstill. “Freeway is not free!” the cabdriver said in an accent I couldn’t quite figure out. “Is prison for cars!”

No one laughed. We were too busy keeping our stomachs from jumping through our mouths. Dad was on his cell phone with the hospital the whole way.

According to Dr. Karl, Aly was alive, but it wasn’t looking good.

As the taxi screeched to a stop in the hospital parking lot, we pushed our way out. I hooked my backpack around my shoulders and sprinted after Dad. He flashed his ID left and right, fast-talking his way past guards. In a moment we were on the fifth floor, barging into the intensive care unit. It was a massive room, echoing with beeps and shouts and lined with curtained-off areas.

A dark-haired woman with huge eyes peered out from behind one of the curtains. “How is she, Cindy?” Dad asked, marching across the room as if he were a regular.

“Breathing,” Dr. Karl said, “but unresponsive. Her fever is spiking around a hundred four.”

I pulled the shard out of my pocket and held tight. I almost didn’t recognize Aly. Her skin was ashen, her eyes were only half-open, and her hair was pulled back into a green hospital cap. A breathing tube snaked from her mouth to a machine against the wall, and a tangle of tubes connected her arm to an IV stand with three different fluids.

Over her head was a screen that showed her heartbeat on a graph.

Aly’s mom was holding her daughter’s hand. Her face was streaked with tears, and her narrow glasses had slipped down her nose. She looked startled to see us. “Doctor . . . ?”

“Sorry,” Dr. Karl said, “I’m going to have to ask the kids to stay in the waiting room. Standard procedure for intensive care.”

“I have to speak to her,” I insisted.

“She won’t hear you,” Aly’s mom said. “She’s completely unresponsive.”

“Can I just touch her?” I said.

“Touch her?” Mrs. Black looked at me as if I were crazy.

“This is way beyond ICU protocol,” Dr. Karl said. “If you don’t leave now, I will have to call security—”

BEEP! BEEP! BEEP!

Cass and I jumped back. “Are they coming to get us?” Cass asked.

“It’s not a security alarm. It’s something to do with Aly!” I said. Aly’s monitors were flashing red. Her eyes sprang open and then rolled upward into her head. She let out a choking sound, and her body began to twitch. As three nurses came running from the center of the room, Dr. Karl strapped Aly’s arms down.

“What’s happening?” I demanded.

“Febrile seizure!” Dr. Karl said. “Clear the area!”

“But—” I said.

A nurse with a barrel chest and a trim beard pulled me back, and I nearly collided with Cass. As the hospital staff closed in around Aly’s bed, we both stumbled back toward the entrance.

“They’re killing her, Jack!” Cass said. “Do something!”

I dropped my pack. “I’m going invisible. It’s the only way I can get to her.”

“There’s no room for you,” Cass said. “If you barge in, they will feel you, Jack. It’ll freak everybody out. Total chaos, and it won’t be good for her.”

“Any other ideas?” I said.

Cass nodded. “Yeah. I’ll distract them. Give me three seconds.”

“What?”

But Cass was already running away, heading toward the table that contained the medical equipment and monitors.

One . . .

I reached into the pack and lifted out the Loculus of Invisibility.

Two . . .

As I stepped forward, the loud beeps stopped. I looked toward the monitors. They were dark. Aly’s equipment had shut down completely. Cass was scampering away from the wall socket, where he had pulled out the plugs.

Three!

I heard a shout. Two nurses broke away from Aly, scrambling toward the equipment, leaving her right side wide open. I raced toward her, clutching the Loculus of Invisibility with one hand and the shard with the other. Dr. Karl was injecting something into her left arm, concentrating hard.

Aly’s chest was still. She wasn’t breathing. I placed the shard on her stomach, just below her ribs.

“The pads—now!” Dr. Karl shouted. “We’re losing her!”

“Come on . . .” I said under my breath. “Come on, Aly. You have to live.” Aly’s eyes stared upward, green and bright, dancing in the light even in her unconsciousness. I felt like I could talk to her, like she’d answer me back with some kind of geeky joke. I wanted to see her smile.

But there was no reaction. Not a fraction of an inch of movement.

A doctor was racing toward Aly with two pads strapped to his hands. They were going to try to shock her alive. I pressed the shard harder into her abdomen. I guess I was crying, because tears were falling onto her face.

Aly’s mom bumped into me and screamed. It wouldn’t be much longer before my invisible presence was going to be a big deal.

“We have power!” a voice barked. With a soft whoosh, the monitors fired up and the lights blinked on. The heartbeat graph showed a long, horizontal, flat line.

Dead. A flat line meant dead.

The doctor placed the pads on either side of Aly’s chest but I did not take my hand away—not even when they shot electricity through her, and her body flopped like a rag doll.

It wasn’t working.

Aly was ghost white and still. Her chest wasn’t moving. As Dr. Karl finally called off the electric shocks, I pressed harder than ever, leaning toward her face.

“I’m . . . I’m so, so sorry,” Dr. Karl said to Aly’s mom.

I had failed.

She was the first to die. One of us would be next, then the other. And then there would be none.

I brushed my lips against her cool forehead. “Good-bye, Aly,” I whispered. “I—” The words clogged up in my brain, and I had to force them out. “I love you, dude. Yeah. Just saying.”

I let go of her and walked away toward the center of the room. I felt numb. My eyes focused on nothing.

“Jack?” Cass whispered, wandering toward me, looking all teary and confused. “Where are you?”

I picked up the backpack and slipped the Loculus of Invisibility back inside. As I became visible, I noticed I was next to two doctors who must have seen me materialize out of thin air.

But they hadn’t seemed to notice. They were both staring over my head toward Aly. Gaping.

Cass turned. His jaw dropped. “What the—?”

As I wiped away tears, the first thing I noticed was Aly’s mom. She was on the floor, fainted away.

The second thing I noticed was Aly sitting up, staring straight at me.

“You love me?” she said.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

THE HUMPTY DUMPTY PROJECT

SHE WAS ALIVE.

Half of me wanted to jump with joy. The other half wanted to sink down and melt into the linoleum. Dad and Dr. Karl stood by the bed, gaping as if their mouths had been propped open by invisible pencils.

“I heard you say it, Jack McKinley!” Aly laughed as if nothing bad had happened. “You said, ‘I love you’! I heard it!”

My mouth flapped open and shut a couple of times. “The shard . . .” I finally squeaked. “It worked.”

Aly’s smile abruptly vanished. She looked around the ICU. “Wait. Jack? Cass? What are you doing here? Why am I in a hospital? Why is Mom on the floor?”

I rushed over. Dad and I both lifted Mrs. Black to her feet. Her eyes puddled with tears. As she hugged her daughter, the place was going nuts. Cass was screaming, pumping his fists. The hospital staff high-fived each other like middle school kids. Dr. Karl looked bewildered. I thought I could see some tears on her cheeks as Aly’s mom hugged her, too.

“You are a miracle worker, doctor,” Mrs. Black said. “Thank you.”

“I—I’m not sure what did it,” Dr. Karl said. “I guess . . . the pads?”

Aly pulled me closer. “What happened?” she whispered. “I had an episode, right? And you guys flew out to see me.”

“Um, yeah,” I whispered back.

“So how did the doctor figure out—?” she asked.

“She didn’t,” I replied.

“Wait—so you did it?” she said. “You saved my life?”

“It’s a long story,” I said.

Aly smiled. Her eyes moistened. “Backsies.”

“What?”

“About what you said,” she said, “into my ear . . .”

I felt my face heating up. “That’s because I thought you were dead!”

Doofus. Idiot.

She was looking at me like I’d just slapped her. But before either of us could say anything, the crowd of medical people began elbowing me away. Dr. Karl was shouting orders. All kinds of tubes were being hooked up to Aly’s arms.

I backed away, standing with Cass. “Boj emosewa,” he said.

“Thanks,” I said.

I took a deep breath. I felt a million things. Happiness. Relief. Embarrassment. Pride. I could finally feel my body relaxing. That was when I opened my clenched palm and looked at the shard.

It was the size of a quarter.

And the only thing I felt was scared.

“What if it just . . . vanishes?” Cass paced back and forth in our hotel room. Behind him was a huge picture window. The sunset looked like an egg yolk spreading on the Pacific Ocean. “We use up its power, it gets smaller and smaller, and then, poof, it’s gone?”

“I wasn’t expecting it to shrink like that,” I said.

“Jack, it’s been getting smaller all along,” Cass said. “I tried to tell you that back home. It must be like a battery. You and I used up some of its power. Aly used up a lot more.”

“We have to preserve it somehow,” I said. “But we can’t exactly hide it away. It’s buying us time.”

“I wish we could contact the KI,” Cass said with a sigh. “I wish we hadn’t been cut off like that. Don’t you think that’s weird—they take Torquin away and then . . . radio silence?”

“Maybe they’ve given up on us,” I said.

Cass flopped on one of the double beds and stared out the window. “Now you sound like me.”

I could feel my phone vibrating in my pocket. Aly was calling. “Hello?” I said.

“I’m bored,” Aly’s voice piped up.

I put her on speaker. “Hi, Bored. I’m Jack. Cass is here, too. How are you feeling?”

“Good,” she replied. “Too good to be sitting here in the dark in a hospital room. The doctors have finally stopped coming in and gawking. They’re talking about releasing me tomorrow. I’m like the Miracle Girl. I feel like an exhibit at the Museum of Natural Hysteria, and I’m tired of talking. So it’s your turn, Jack. You know what happened to me, and I want you to tell me now.”

I explained it all—the shards, the shrinkage, the healing power, the trip to LA, and my stunt with the Loculus of Invisibility.

When I was done, the phone fell quiet for a long moment. “Um, are you still awake?” I finally said.

“That silence,” she said, “is the sound of my mind being blown. Do you realize what this means? If your two shards fused like that, we may be able to put the whole thing together again.”

“Like Humpty Dumpty!” Cass added.

“Which means we have to get to the other pieces,” Aly went on.

Cass hopped off the bed. “Yes!”

“Whoa, hold on—the Massa took the other pieces,” I said. “They’re probably back on the island right now, trying to fit them together.”

“Exactly,” Aly said. “So there are two possibilities. They manage to do it, and they realize there’s a piece missing. In which case they will be coming after us.”

“Or?” I said.

“Or they won’t be able to do anything with those shards at all,” she said, “because you guys are G7W and they’re not. Don’t forget, the Loculi get their power from us. Without us, there’s a good chance those shards will just be shards.”

“You are a genius,” Cass said.

“How do we get to the island?” I said. “My dad can get us anywhere from Chicago to Kathmandu in a private plane. But even he can’t get to an island shielded from detection. Torquin’s the only person who can get us there, and he’s gone.”

“It’s findable by the KI, and by the Massa,” Aly said. “If they can do it, so can we.”

“How?” Cass asked.

“I’m thinking,” Aly said.

I was thinking, too. I was thinking about Brother Dimitrios and my mom, heading across the ocean. Dimitrios was probably happy to have the Loculus pieces. Maybe the Massa couldn’t fuse the shards, but they could try to fit them together like puzzle pieces. Would Dimitrios find out that Mom had dropped one? What would happen to her if he did?

I began to sweat. Even now, I wasn’t sure which side Mom was on. She seemed to want to help us. Which would make her a mole inside the Massa organization. But she had left Dad and me to join them—faked her own death and kept it secret all these years. How could I trust her? How could I not trust my own mom?

My mind was firing in all directions. I pictured Mom on a plane with the Massa, staring out the window, scared.

“The Massa,” I said. “Somehow we have to get the Massa to take us there.”

“Are you crazy?” Cass said. “We just risked our lives escaping them!”

“Jack, we don’t know where they are,” Aly said.

Something Dad had said on the train was still echoing in my head. The best way to predict how people will act is knowing what they want.

“Maybe not,” I said. “But we know what they want. And it’s the same thing the KI wants.”

“World domination?” Cass asked.

“Loculi,” I replied. “And we still have two of them. At some point—probably after the heat is off us—they will come after us.”

“We don’t have time to wait,” Aly said. “It may take them weeks, or months. That shard is going to shrink to nothing.”

“Exactly,” I said. “We have to make that happen ourselves. We have to make them find us. There are four likely places they are monitoring right now—four places that have the unfound Loculi.”

“The four remaining Wonders of the World!” Aly blurted out.

“I’ll work on my dad,” I said. “You work on your mom, Aly. Explain that it’s a matter of life or death. We get ourselves back to the island and find Fiddle. He’s hidden away with some KI operatives. They’ve got to be planning something. They’ll help us. The moment you get out of the hospital—”

“Wait,” Cass said. “We’re supposed to sneak away, travel to one of the sites, and look for the Massa?”

“No.” I shook my head. “All we need to do is go there. And let them come to us.”
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CHAPTER NINE

MAUSOLEUM DREAM

I LOOK OVER my shoulder. He is not here yet. But he will be.

WHO?

All I know, all I recognize, is that I am back in Bodrum. The last place in the world I want to be. The place where we failed to find the Loculus. Our last stop before NYC, where all our hope was lost—

The others—Dad, Cass, Aly, Torquin, and Canavar—are nowhere. The hotels and houses are gone, too. I’m wearing sandals and a robe. My mind goes from confusion to panic. Before me is an expanse of blackness, the contours of surrounding hills lit only by moonlight.

Bodrum is Halicarnassus. I am in another time. And my Jack thoughts are being crowded out of my head.

In rushes a flood of other, more distant memories. Of beauty and pain. Of deep-green forests and smooth blue lakes, happy laughing families, scholars teaching children, athletes wrestling deadly piglike vromaskis, sharp-clawed red griffins swooping overhead.

Of smoldering clouds and raging fires, blackened corpses and shrieking beasts.

Over my shoulder is a leather sack. Inside is a sphere. It looks like the Loculus of Healing, but I know it’s not. It is fake. I planned it this way. I am also heading in the wrong direction—away from the distant silhouette of the great half-finished structure in the distance. The Mausoleum.

I planned that part, too.

I hurry onward quickly, keeping the sea to my left.

I know now. I am Massarym. And I have a plan.

Not far ahead, maybe a half mile, is a hill. Trees and thick bushes. A team of mercenaries awaits there. They will take me to safety. After my plan is fulfilled.

I want to be found before I reach them. I must be found. The plan depends on this. My mind conjures up an image: the real Loculus, I see, is safe underground. Or so I hope.

I am scared. But I slow my steps, deepen my breaths.

When the explosion happens, I am barely prepared for the blast of light, the cloud of dirt like a giant fist. I stagger back. I fall to my knees.

Then the cloud begins to lift, and a tall, bearded man emerges. He wears a white, gilt-edged robe. Although his hair is gray, he stands straight, like a warrior, his shoulders thickly muscled. His body radiates power, but his face, which is familiar to me, is etched in sadness.

Part of me wants to run to him, to hug him. But those days are over. The lines have been drawn. He is my enemy now, because he is an enemy of the world.

“I am hoping you have come to your senses,” he says deeply, forcefully.

I am both comforted and repulsed by the sound of my father’s voice.

As the old man comes nearer, his robe snaps in the sea-thick wind. I see the hilt of his sword, his prized possession, jutting from its scabbard. But the scabbard’s leather is frayed and ragged looking. I know Father must not be happy about this indignity. Slowly I sidestep closer to the edge of the cliff. Below us, the waves crash against the shore.

“My senses,” I say in a voice with false confidence, a voice that isn’t my own, “have never been lost, Uhla’ar.”

The old man’s face softens slightly into a rueful smile. He holds out a powerful arm, his palm extended.

I step closer and then turn. With a swift, sure thrust, I toss the Loculus into the sea.

I watch the sphere turning and growing smaller in the dull light of the moon. My father’s eyes bulge. His mouth becomes a black hole.

As he dives into the raging churn below, his scream slices me like a dagger.
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CHAPTER TEN

IF IT LOOKS LIKE A HOAX . . . ?

TWO DAYS.

That was how long it took the doctors to release Aly. I thought about the dream a lot during that time. But neither Cass nor I could figure out what it meant.

The more important thing was convincing Dad about our plan. He tried hard to act like we were happy beach-going tourists in la-la land, but we pounded him with logic and pleading, to no avail. I’m surprised he didn’t drop us both into the La Brea Tar Pits.

When Aly was released, we had a great reunion, on two levels. On the top floor of her house, Aly, Cass, and I pored over her research materials, trying to figure out where to get ourselves captured.

On the first floor, her mom and my dad were having lunch. And arguing. Well, okay, discussing.

“My dad doesn’t love the idea,” I said.

“He’s gone from ‘Are you out of your minds?’ to ‘Can we change the subject?’” Cass said.

“I think Mom is willing,” Aly said. “I told her this was the only way to keep me alive. She said she’d already seen me die and didn’t want it to happen again. Give her a chance. She can be very persuasive.” Her fingers clicked over the keyboard. “Okay, take a look at this.”
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“Looks like Torquin on a bad hair day,” Cass said.

“Is this a joke?” I asked.

“Stay with me,” Aly said. “I thought this was cheesy, too, but there was something about it. So I did a little digging around. And I found this.”

Now she was clicking away to another page:
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I took a deep breath. “If it looks like a hoax and the experts say it’s a hoax . . .”

Aly clicked the back button and returned to the Routhouni website. “Take a look at the thing in the statue’s hand.”

She zoomed in to the image:
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“A bowling ball?” Cass said.

Aly smacked him. “What if it’s a Loculus? Think about it. The Seven Wonders were built to protect the Loculi. When we found the Colossus, he tried to kill us. What if the statue of Zeus came to life, too?”

“So it went after somebody who tried to take its Loculus, stabbed him, then went back to being a statue?” Cass asked. “Who would try to take a Loculus? Who would even know what it was?”

“Another Select, I guess,” I said with a shrug.

“So Zeus the statue came to life and went after the thief,” Aly said. “He actually transformed into Zeus the god. And he chased the thief until he caught up to him. After killing the thief, Zeus turned back into a statue.”

Cass gave her a dubious smile. “Okay, that’s one possibility. What about the other Wonders?”

“Well, there’s the Lighthouse at Pharos,” she said, “but that’s in Alexandria, which is a big bustling city—too exposed. The Temple of Artemis is in a big tourist area—Ephesus, Turkey. We’ve been to the Pyramids, and we know the Massa cleared out of there. I think Zeus is our best shot. Look, the question is not Is this convincing? The question is Would the Massa think this is convincing? I’m betting yes. I’m betting they have this thing staked out.”

Before she finished the sentence, I could hear footsteps on the stairs.

We froze. Dad and Mrs. Black appeared in the doorway. Their faces were grim and drawn. Dad had his phone in his hand. I could practically read the no in their eyes.

I decided to talk first.

“January, August, April, July,” I said. “Those are the months Aly, Marco, Cass, and I turn fourteen. I know what you’re going to say, Dad. MGL is hard at work on a cure. But—”

“We had a setback at McKinley Genetics Lab,” Dad said. “Our team was developing a shutoff mechanism. But it doesn’t work. The gene mutates, Jack. When you attach anything to its receptors, they change shape. It’s like a beast that grows a new heart after you kill it.”

“That so totally sucks,” Cass said.

“What does it mean?” I asked.

Dad sighed. “It means we’ll need six months of new research, maybe a year . . .”

I felt the blood drain from my face. “We don’t have that time.”

Aly’s mom ran her fingers through her daughter’s hair. “No, you don’t.”

Dad nodded. “We’re going back to the hotel. How long will it take you to be ready, Aly?”

“Five minutes!” Aly shot back. “Maybe four.”

Dad turned toward the door and said the words I hadn’t expected to hear. “Wheels up in one hour. Wherever you guys want to go.”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

GOD OF COUCH POTATOES

LEAVING THE LOCULI at home was out of the question. Dad and I were both paranoid the Massa—or some snoop hired by Morty Reese—would break in and steal them. So we took them with us on Dad’s jet. For protection. We also packed flashlights and supplies in our packs and made sure our phones were charged.

The ride was bumpy. We argued for six hours about how to proceed. Aly was still thin and quiet from being sick. But by the time we reached the Kalamata International Airport, we had a plan. Cass, Aly, and I would grab a taxi. Alone. Bringing Dad with us, we decided, would make the Massa suspicious. Plus, it would do us no good if he wound up captured along with us.

So Dad and the Loculi stayed behind with the plane.

I was a nervous wreck. The taxi had no air-conditioning and there was a hole in the front passenger floor. Rocks spat up into the car from the road as we sped noisily across Greece. Soon the mountains of the Peloponnese rose up in the distance to our right, and Cass had a revelation. “Whoa,” he cried out, looking up from his phone. “The meaning of Routhouni is ‘nostril’!”

“Is geography!” our driver said. (Everything he said seemed to come with an exclamation point.) “Just north of Routhouni is long mountain with—how do you say? Ridge! To Ancient Greeks, this looks like straight nose! Greek nose! Strong! At bottom is two valleys—round valleys! Is like, you know . . . thio Routhounia . . . two nostrils!”

“And thus,” Cass announced, “Routhouni picked its name.”

“Cass, please . . .” Aly said.

Cass began narrating like a TV host. “Our car develops a moist coating as it enters the rim of the Routhouni. It is said that the people here are a bit snotty, tough around the edges but soft at the core.”

“Ha! Is funny boy!” the driver exclaimed.

Cass gestured grandly out the window. “Exotic giant black hairs, waving upward from the ground and dotted with festive greenish globs, greet visiting tourists as they plunge upward into the—”

“Ew, Cass—just ew!” Aly said. “Can we leave him by the side of the road?”

On the outskirts of town, goats roamed in vast, sparse fields. Old men in ragged coats stared at us, their backs bent and their hands clinging to gnarled wooden canes. Black-clad old ladies sat knitting in front of rickety shacks, and a donkey ignored our driver’s horn, just staring at us in the middle of the street. I felt strangely paranoid. I clutched the backpack tightly.

As we drove slowly through a flock of squawking chickens, I read the English section of a big, multilingual road sign:

YOU ARE APROCHING ROUTHOUNI

THE PRID OF THE PELOPONNESE!!!

“Prid?” Cass said.

“I think they mean ‘pride,’” Aly answered.

Where on earth were we?

“Maybe we should have brought Dad along,” I said. “This is pretty remote.”

“We want the Massa to think we’re alone,” Aly said. “That was the plan. If we need to, we can call him.”

I nodded. Dad had promised to hire a chopper if necessary, if anything were to go wrong. Which seemed weird, considering that “going right” meant being captured.

I tried to imagine Brother Dimitrios and his gang actually traveling to this place. I couldn’t imagine anyone in his right mind traveling here.

We rounded a bend, following a narrow alley lined with whitewashed buildings. The car began swerving around potholes, bouncing like crazy. “Who paved this road,” Aly grumbled, “Plato?”

“Is funny girl!” the driver barked.

He slowed to ten kilometers an hour as we crept toward the town center. I knew we were getting close by the sound of Greek music and the smell of fried food. Soon the dark, tiny street opened up into a big cobblestoned circular plaza surrounded by storefronts. We paid the driver and got out. I don’t know what they were cooking, but I had to swallow back a mouthful of drool.

Did I say I was starving?

I was starving. I hadn’t eaten in five hours.

Most of the shops were shuttering for the evening, but the cafés and restaurants were jumping. People strolled across the plaza, slowly and aimlessly, arm in arm. Kids chased each other and played catch. In the restaurants, stray cats wove around people’s legs, looking for scraps, while entertainers in flowing costumes sang and played tambourines, guitars, and strange instruments that sounded like oboes. Old men sat silently outside the cafés at backgammon tables, sipping coffee and amber-colored drinks. An outdoor bar called America!! had two huge flat-screen TVs, one blaring a soccer game in Greek and the other an old rerun of Everybody Loves Raymond in English.

In the center was Zeus.

Or something Zeus-ish.

The statue glowered over the surroundings like a creepy, unwanted party guest. No one seemed to be paying it much notice. Its face and shoulders were peeling and pockmarked, like it had a skin disease. Its eyes were pointed in the direction of a flat-screen TV. Over time the eyeballs had eroded, so it looked like a grown-up Child of the Corn. In its raised hand was a big soccer ball–like thing, but I could barely see it under a dense crowd of birds.

“Behold, the Loculus of Pigeon Droppings,” Cass mumbled, as we slowly walked around the plaza. “Held aloft by Zeus, God of Couch Potatoes, now approaching his record two millionth consecutive hour of TV viewing.”

“Can’t you be serious for once?” Aly hissed.

I could feel the curious eyes of the café-dwelling old men. One of the musicians moved toward us through the crowd—a girl about our age, maybe a little older. The hem of her skirt was raggedy, but the fabric was a rich patchwork of reds, purples, and blues, spangled with bright baubles. Her ankles and wrists jangled with bracelets. As she caught my eye, she smiled and then said, “Deutsch? Svenska? Eenglees?”

“Uh, English,” I said. “American. No money. Sorry.”

One of the café waiters came running toward us, shouting at the beggar girl to chase her away. As she ran off, he gestured toward the café. “Come! Eat! Fish! Music! I give you good price!”

Now customers and coffee sippers were staring at the commotion. “This is bad,” I whispered. “We don’t want to attract public attention. This is not how you stage an abduction. Kidnappers need quiet.”

“Don’t look now,” Cass said, “but they’re here. Other side of the plaza. We’re six o’clock, they’re twelve. Just to the left of the big TV!”

The TV was no longer playing Everybody Loves Raymond but an old black-and-white episode of I Love Lucy. Sitting at a small round table were four men in brown monk robes.

The Massarene.

I couldn’t tell if they were the exact same goons who’d tried to kill us in Rhodes. We were too far away. Those pious robes hid a gang of thugs who would shoot at thirteen-year-old kids from helicopters.

“What do we do?” Aly asked.

“They tried to murder us once already!” Cass said.

“That was before the Massa knew who we were,” I said. “Remember, they need us.”

“So we just walk up to their tables?” Cass asked. “Like, ‘Yia sou, dudes! Can we offer you some baklava for dessert, or maybe a kidnapping?’”

“Just let them see us,” I said. “Come on, follow me.”

The shortest route was directly across the plaza. People crisscrossed back and forth in front of us, as the sitcom’s laugh track washed over the town square. The monks were eating and talking quietly, ignoring the TV. As we passed the statue, one of them looked up toward us. He had a thick brown unibrow and an intense, angry stare.

Aly tugged at my arm. “Where’s Cass?”

I whirled around. I could see Cass a few feet behind us, at the base of the statue. He was helping up a crying little boy who had fallen on the cobblestones. The kid’s parents smiled and thanked him, jabbering away in Greek. Cass backed away and tripped over a stone, too, landing against the statue. It looked like he was doing it on purpose, to cheer up the little boy and make him laugh. “I’ll get him,” I said.

But as I stepped toward Cass, I heard an odd cracking noise, like the turning of an ancient mill wheel.

The little boy shrieked, jumping into his father’s arms. I could hear chairs scraping behind us, people screaming.

Pop! A jagged projectile of broken stone flew toward me and I ducked.

Pop! Pop! Pop! They were flying all around now.

I scrambled backward toward the café. The monks had left their seats and were backing away. Desserts and dinners lay abandoned on tables, dropped to the ground.

“Jack!” Cass screamed.

High above him, the statue of Zeus turned, shedding more marble pieces. And it reared back with its staff, pointing it toward Cass.


[image: image]

CHAPTER TWELVE

BIIIIG TROUBLE

“CASS, GET AWAY from it—it thinks you’re trying to steal the Loculus!” Aly screamed.

She dived toward Cass, pulling him away from the statue.

Zeus was moving by centimeters. Each jerk of his arm cracked the marble that encased him. “Lll . . . oc . . . ul . . . ssss . . .”

The word was just barely recognizable. Each syllable was accompanied by a sickening creak.

“Um . . . um . . .” I crawled backward. My tongue felt like a strip of Velcro.

I heard a chaos of noise behind us. Screams. Chairs clattering to the pavement. Children crying. The square was clearing out. Aly clutched my left arm, Cass my right.

Within minutes, the square had completely emptied. No more old men. No bumbling waiters. No begging gypsies or bouzouki-playing musicians. Just us, the sound of the TVs, and the deep groans of the marble cracking.

A mist swirled up from the ground now in tendrils of green, yellow, and blue. It gathered around the statue, whistling and screaming.

The statue’s expression was rock stiff, but its eyes seemed to brighten and flare. With a pop of breaking stone, its mouth shot open, and it roared with a sound that seemed part voice, part earthquake. The swirls sped and thickened, and in moments Zeus was juddering as if he had been electrocuted by one of his own thunderbolts.

In that moment we could have run.

But we stayed there, bolted to the spot by shock, as a bright golden-white globe landed on the stones with barely a sound and rolled toward a café. Its surface glowed with an energy that seemed to have dissolved the centuries of grit and bird droppings. I felt my body thrumming deeply, as if each artery and vein had been plucked like a cello.

“The Song of the Heptakiklos . . .” I said.

“So it is a Loculus!” Aly said.

I couldn’t take my eyes from the orb. I staggered toward it, my head throbbing. All thoughts were gone except one: If we could take this and then rescue the Loculus of Health, we would have four.

“Jack, what are you doing?” Cass screamed.

I felt Aly grabbing me by the arm, pulling me away. We rammed into Cass, who was frozen in place, staring at the statue. We all looked up. Before our eyes, the statue’s veins of marble turned blue and red, slowly assuming the warm, fluid texture of human skin.

Zeus was shrinking. The massive statue was becoming a man.

Or maybe a god.

As the mist receded, Zeus lowered his head. His eyes were a deep brown now, his face dark, and his hair iron gray. The muscles in his arms rippled as he stepped toward us, lifting the staff high above his head. “Loculussss . . .” he murmured.

“Give it to him!” Cass screamed. “He doesn’t see it! He thinks you stole it! Yo! Zeus! Your godliness! O Zeus! Look—it’s on the ground!”

“He doesn’t understand English!” Aly said.

“IIII’LL GUB YOUUUU, MY PITY!” the statue bellowed.

“That sounds like English!” Cass said. “What’s he saying?”

“Wait. ‘I’ll get you, my pretty’?” Aly said. “From The Wizard of Oz?”

The statue was moving slowly, creakily. It clearly hadn’t moved in a long time and its eyesight wasn’t good. I had no intention of backing away. I wanted that Loculus. “Guys, I’m going after it. Back me up. Distract Zeus.”

“Are you out of your mind?” Cass screamed. “We came here to be kidnapped!”

“We came here to win back our lives,” I said. “Who knows if we’ll ever have this chance again? Back me up!”

“B-but—” Cass stammered.

Aly placed a hand on his shoulder. Stepping between Cass and the statue, she straightened herself to full height. “Yo! Lightning Boy!”

The statue turned to face her.

And I moved slowly, step by step backward, through the shadows, toward the Loculus. The statue’s eyes didn’t waver from Aly. He was speaking a string of words in a strange language. It sounded vaguely Greek, of which I understand exactly zero, but the rhythms of it seemed weirdly familiar. Like I could hear the music but couldn’t identify the instruments.

Go, McKinley. Now.

I turned. The pale moonlight picked up the contour of the fallen orb in the shadow of a café. As I crept closer, my head was jammed up with the Song of the Heptakiklos now. Gone was the noise from the TVs, from Aly’s conversation. The Loculus was calling to me as if it were alive. As I reached for it, I heard something behind me, in a deep, growly rasp.

“OHHHH, LUUUUCY, YOU ARE IN BIIIIG TROUBLE NOW.”

I turned. Aly and Cass were both gawking at the statue. “Could you repeat that?” Aly said.

The statue lifted one leg and hauled it forward. It thumped to the ground. “TO THE MOOOON, ALIIICE!”

“What’s he saying?” Cass asked.

“I Love Lucy,” Aly said. “The Honeymooners. Those—those are lines from old sitcoms.”

From behind me came the sound of a laugh track. “That TV . . .” I said. “Zeus has been watching it for years. Decades. It’s the only English he knows. The sitcoms and the ads.”

The former statue was staring at me now. Its pupils were dark black pools. The muscles in its face seemed to be tightening, its mouth drawing back. As I grabbed the Loculus, I felt a jolt up my arm, as if I’d stuck my finger in an electric socket. I tried to hold back a scream, gritting my teeth as hard as I could.

“Jack!” Aly screamed.

I turned just in time to feel a whoosh against my cheek. Zeus’s staff flew past me, embedding itself in the ground.

Holding tight to the Loculus, I ran for the edge of the town square. In a moment Aly and Cass were by my side. “Follow me!” Cass shouted, leading us down an unlit alleyway.

As we raced out of town, I could see pairs of eyes staring at us out of darkened windows. Mothers and fathers. Children.

A voice behind us thundered loudly, echoing against the stucco walls. “LOOOOCUULUUUUS!”


[image: image]

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

THE FOURTH LOCULUS

IF I THOUGHT Zeus was a creaky old has-been, I was dead wrong.

We were running so fast I could barely feel my feet touch the cobblestones. But I could hear the steady thump of leather sandals behind us. The street was ridiculously narrow. We were running single file, with me at the rear, Aly in the middle and looking over her shoulders, and Cass in front.

“COWABUNGAAAA!” the statue shouted.

Aly’s eyes widened. “Duck!” she cried.

I hit the ground. And Zeus’s staff hurtled past us overhead like a javelin, impaling itself in the grate of a steel sewer basin with a metallic clunk.

I leaped to my feet, holding the Loculus under my arm like a football. Zeus wasn’t more than twenty yards away now. I was going to be shish kebab unless I got the staff before Zeus did.

I scrambled and slid to a stop at the staff. Zeus roared when he saw what I was trying to do. The weapon was pretty well jammed into the grating, but on the third tug, I managed to pry it loose—along with the sewer grating, which went flying across the sidewalk.

“GGEEEEAAAAAGGHHH!” I didn’t recognize the sound of my own voice. I lifted my arm and felt the weight of the staff. The thing must have been nearly as heavy as I was, but it felt impossibly light in my hands.

Zeus leaped toward me, arms outstretched. My body moved into action. I spun to the left. My arm swung the staff, connecting with the statue’s legs in midair. He flipped forward, his face smacking hard onto the street. Without missing a beat, I raised the staff high and stood over him.

He rolled over and scrambled away on his back, a look of terror spreading across his face.

I could see Cass and Aly now, looking at me from behind the building in astonishment.

I was pretty scared, too. What had I just done?

“I WOULD HAVE GOTTEN AWAY WITH IT, TOO . . .” the statue said, “. . . IF IT WEREN’T FOR YOU MEDDLING KIDS . . . !”

“What?” I replied.

“I THINK THIS IS THE BEGINNING OF A BEAUTIFUL FRIENDSHIP.”

“Scooby-Doo!” Aly shouted. “Casablanca!”

“Is that his only English?” I said. “Aly, you’re an old movie geek. Can you give him an answer he’ll understand?”

“Um . . . ‘Surrender, Dorothy’?” she said.

But Zeus wasn’t listening. Cocking his head, he stepped forward, staring at me. I raised the staff, and he stopped. “Masssarrrymmm?”

His voice was softer now. It was a question. A real question. And in a flash I was beginning to understand this thing. “Wow . . .” I said. “He thinks I’m Massarym. He thinks I’m the one who gave him the Loculus.”

“M-m-must be a family resemblance,” Cass said.

I stepped forward. “Jack,” I said, pointing to myself. “I am Jack.”

“Dzack,” the statue said, pointing to me.

“Right—Jack, not Massarym,” I said. “So. Can’t you leave us alone? Go back! You don’t need this Loculus. What are you going to do with it? You’re Zeus! You can throw thunderbolts and stuff. Do you understand? Go back!”

Zeus shook his head. His cheeks seemed to sag. “GO . . . ?”

“Home!” I said.

“PHONE HOME . . . ?” Zeus growled.

Oh, great. E.T. He was stomping closer to me now. That was the only way to describe it. His legs were muscular but still a little stiff. I could see now that his eyes were not a solid color but a roiling mass of shapes and colors, all tumbling around like a miniature storm. I backed off, keeping Cass and Aly behind me. With one hand I held tight to the Loculus, with the other I kept the staff firmly pointed.

“Just give it to him or he’ll kill us!” Cass said, grabbing the Loculus out of my hands.

He caught me by surprise. As the Loculus came free, the staff fell from my grip. It was too heavy for me to hold. With a crack, it broke into three pieces against the cobblestones.

And in that moment, I knew exactly what kind of Loculus we had. Lifting that staff, leaping like a ninja—it wasn’t adrenaline that let me do those things.

“Cass, that’s a Loculus of Strength!” I cried out. “Give it back to me!”

Zeus and I moved toward him at the same time. With a scream, Cass jumped back and dropped the Loculus like it was hot. It rolled away down the street and I dived after it, landing with a thud on the sidewalk. As I hit the side of a building, I saw the Loculus resting against the bottom of a rain gutter opening a few feet away.

As I closed both hands around it tightly, I turned.

Zeus was coming at me now. In his hand was a dagger. Its hilt was huge, its blade jagged like the edge of a broken glass bottle.

I heard Aly and Cass screaming. But I had the Loculus, and it gave me a power I never thought possible. I felt my free arm swinging downward, picking up a broken section of Zeus’s staff.

I whirled, swinging the shaft like a bat. It connected with Zeus’s torso and sent him flying across the narrow alley. As he hit the wall and sank down, I grabbed him by the collar and lifted him above my head.

I, Jack McKinley, had Zeus in the palms of my hands!

A thick, rusty nail jutted from the outer wall of a stucco building. I thrust Zeus against it, taking care that the nail ripped only through his thick tunic, not him. Because that’s the kind of guy I am. At least when I have a Loculus of Strength.

Zeus roared, flailing wildly as he dangled from the wall. I knew he wouldn’t stay up there long.

At the end of the alley were a couple of abandoned pushcarts. One of them was full of leather goods—satchels, sandals, sacks, clothing.

I ran over and grabbed an extra-large vest. Tucking the Loculus under my arm, I ripped a long shred of leather as if it were paper. “Stay calm,” I said, approaching Zeus with caution. “This isn’t going to hurt.”

I grabbed his arms. I couldn’t believe I was actually wrestling them into position. As I tied them together tightly, Zeus cried out, “I’LL GET YOU, YOU SKWEWY WABBIT!”

As I backed away, Aly was laughing.

“What’s so funny?” Cass said. “Did you see what Jack just did?”

“Sorry . . . sorry,” Aly said. “It’s just . . . Elmer Fudd?”

“Yeah, well, he doesn’t look so godlike,” I said, “but he’ll break loose. Trust me, he’s not going to stop until he gets his Loculus back. And I don’t want us to be near him when that happens.” I glanced over my shoulder. In the moonlight, the steep foothills of the Peloponnesian mountains looked to be about a mile or so away. They were dotted with trees and small black holes.

Caves.

“Let’s book,” I said.

We ran up the alley and wound through the streets away from the center of town, leaving Zeus’s anguished cries behind.

Just behind a shack at the edge of town, I stopped. “Wait a second.”

“Jack, we have to keep moving,” Cass said. “We can’t stay here. That thing is going to get loose and kill us.”

“He turned into Zeus because we got close to him—we activated him,” I said. “The same way that the other Select did, centuries ago. I’m hoping he goes back to being a statue once we’re far enough away.”

“Yeah, but he killed that guy, like, centuries ago,” Cass said. “What if he doesn’t turn back into a statue until he gets the Loculus back—and then kills us?”

“I say we call your dad,” Aly suggested. “He can get us out of here. This was a bad choice. We need to put an ocean between us and him.”

I thought a moment. Leaving Routhouni now, when I knew the Massa had spotted us, didn’t seem like the best idea. We didn’t have time before one of us had another episode and we used up the last of the shard. “We’ll hide for a while up in the mountains,” I said. “That way, if Zeus escapes, we’ll see him coming. There’s a chance the Massa will come after us there; you know they’re going to want to get this Loculus. But at least we’ll be safe. For a little while.”

“If Zeus comes after us, we’re going to need more than the Loculus of Strength,” Cass said.

“I’ll text Dad on the way,” I said. “Maybe he’ll have some ideas.”

We turned and ran, leaving Zeus hanging.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

ESCAPE FROM THE NOSTRIL

I MANAGED TO strap my flashlight to my head by making a kind of cap with leather strips. Holding the Loculus in one hand, I used the other hand to scrabble up the side of a rocky cliff. The Loculus was making this as easy as walking.

By the time I reached the first broad ledge, Cass and Aly were way behind me. “Show-off,” Cass called up. His flashlight beam surfed up and down the scrubby mountainside.

“Take your time, mortals,” I said.

I sat, unhooked my pack, and took a look at the text Dad sent me as we were leaving Routhouni. Just as I figured, he did have some ideas about what we should do:
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I didn’t know what was in the package. I hadn’t had time to ask. But already I heard an engine roar overhead.

From the direction of the airport came a helicopter. I stood, waving. As it hovered overhead, a bay opened in its keel. A sack, tied to the end of a sturdy rope, lowered toward me.

He was sending us the Loculi!

“Honey, we’re home,” Aly announced, her arm appearing over the rim of the ledge.

I reached down and hauled her into the air and onto the ledge with one hand—as if I were lifting a rag doll. She sprawled in the dust.

“Curb your enthusiasm, Superboy,” she said.

“Sorry, I’ll try a different method.” I sat on the ledge, dangling my legs just over Cass’s head. “Grab on!”

“What?” Cass said.

“My ankle,” I said. “Go ahead.”

When I felt his hand clutching my ankle, I rolled onto my back. Curling my legs upward, I lifted Cass high. With a scream, he sailed clear over my head and came down onto the ledge near Aly. “Welcome,” I said. “You’re just in time for Santa.”

Cass dusted himself off and looked upward. “What the—? Why is your dad giving us those?”

The sack was just over our heads now. I reached up and untied it. “He thinks that we’re going to change our minds. Like, we’ll take one look at the Loculi and say, ‘Hey, let’s go invisible and fly back to the airport!’”

“Actually, not a bad idea,” Cass said.

“We’re going to stay put and wait,” I said.

We untied the rope and then I gave it a sharp tug, to indicate we were done. The rope rose back up into the bay. In moments, the helicopter was disappearing into the night, toward Kalamata.

Dad had attached a handwritten note to the sack: Good luck and hurry back!

I quickly stuffed the note into my pocket and shone the flashlight around the ledge. Behind me, in the mountain face, was a cave about four feet high. It was empty, its rear wall maybe twenty feet deep and covered with Greek graffiti. “If we need to, we can hide the Loculi in here,” I said. “I’ll try to text Dad to pick them up, after the Massa find us. I wish he hadn’t sent those things to us.”

Aly was scanning the countryside. Routhouni was a distant cluster of dim lights in the darkness. The only other building between here and there was a tiny white house with a cross on its roof, in a field farther down the base of the mountains. “I don’t see any headlights yet,” I said.

“Do monks drive?” Cass asked.

“Of course they drive!” Aly said. “How else would they travel?”

“Sandals?” Cass said. “Camels? I don’t know. We’re just sitting ducks here.”

I wanted to face the Massa. I wanted that badly. I don’t know if it was the Loculus of Strength, or just the incredible rush of feeling that the hunt for the Seven Loculi was still alive. “We can’t count on the Massa following us,” I said. “Let’s wait out the night here. If nothing happens, then we can get back to Routhouni in the daylight.”

Cass was pacing now, squinting into the distance. “What about the lightning?” he said.

“What lightning? It’s a clear night,” Aly pointed out.

“He’s Zeus, right?” Cass said. “What if he throws lightning bolts at us?”

“Zeus is mythological,” I said.

“Oh, that’s a relief!” Cass shot back. “I mean, whew, myths aren’t real. That’s as ridiculous as, like, I don’t know . . . statues coming to life!”

“Easy, Cass,” I said.

“He has a point,” Aly piped up. “We’re in the middle of nowhere. We saw a bunch of monks and we’re assuming they’re the Massa. Maybe the real Massa know enough not to be anywhere near this place.”

Cass threw up his hands. “Yeah, well, maybe this whole thing was just a dumb idea.”

“Whoa, what happened to our team?” I said. “We came up with this idea together. We can’t just give it up. Not only that, we found another Loculus—so the way I see it, we’re one step ahead. Plus, I just saved our lives and hung Zeus on a nail, and no one even said thanks. You guys want to call my dad and be picked up? Fine. But I’m going to finish this quest or die trying. I’ll do what we’re supposed to do, by myself.”

I walked to the far end of the ledge and leaned against the rock face. I could hear Aly and Cass mumbling to each other. As far as I was concerned, I’d go back to the island alone. I had nothing to lose.

After a quiet moment I felt a hand on my shoulder. “Hey,” Aly said.

“I don’t know what’s bothering you, Aly,” I said. “You and Cass.”

She was silent for a long moment. “When I came so close to death, Jack, it changed me. I’m not as afraid of it anymore, I guess. Part of me just wants to go home and be with Mom and my friends.”

“I don’t want you to die,” I said. “Or Cass. Or me. Fourteen is too early.”

Aly nodded. “Yeah. I think you’re right. Thank you for nailing Zeus, Jack. You came through for us. I guess what I’m trying to say is, we are in this together. To the end.”

“Bad choice of words,” I said.

Aly laughed. “Sorry.”

We sat, dangling our legs over the cliff. Cass joined us, leaning his head against Aly’s shoulder. “I’m tired. And don’t say, ‘Hi, Tired. I’m Jack.’”

“I’m tired, too,” Aly said. “We’re twins.”

“You guys get some sleep,” I said. “I’ll keep a lookout.”

“How do we know you won’t sleep, too?” Aly asked.

I grabbed the Loculus. “Popeye had spinach. Superman had the power of Krypton. I, Jack, have the Loculus of Strength.”

Cass’s eyes fluttered shut. A few seconds later, Aly’s did, too. I was worried about both of them. I wasn’t Popeye and I wasn’t Superman. I needed them both, and I could feel them pulling away.

Overhead another military plane zoomed by, but neither of them stirred. I held tight to the Loculus and cast a wide glance over the barren countryside from left to right and back again.

And again.

By the fourth time, my eyes were heavy, too. There would be no fifth time until daybreak.

The “Strength” in the Loculus of Strength did not include staying awake.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

THE DREAM CONTINUED

HE HAS FOUND me.

Again.

I thought I’d lost him in Halicarnassus. But here he is in Olympia, standing before me in the shop. Standing before a great, massive lump of marble that has traveled here by the work of twenty slaves over three months.

He has that look in his eyes. The Betrayed Commander. The look that caused troops to quake in their sandals. The look that made me cry when I was a coddled little princeling. But now, after all I’ve been through—after all my land has been through—he annoys me.

“You would do this to your own flesh and blood, Massarym?” are his first words. “This trickery? This disloyalty?”

I look deeply into his gray, stern eyes, trying to find the man I once adored and respected. “I would ask the same of you,” I say. “As the king, your people are as your own flesh and blood. And you have allowed them to die. The ultimate disloyalty.”

“The queen is at fault,” he shouts, “and you, ungrateful wretch—”

“You cast a blind eye to Mother’s actions then—but now you protest,” I say. “You did not protest while she disturbed the balance of Atlantean energy. While she dissected and analyzed the power like some curious experiment. When she trapped it away from the earth itself into seven spheres—”

“Stealing those spheres is what caused the destruction!” he bellows. “Playing with them! Showing off!”

I am tired of this argument. I have work to do.

“Of that last part I am indeed guilty,” I say. “But I realized early on that I was wrong. I returned them. If you are correct, everything should have been perfect again. Was it?”

The king is silent.

“Why the earthquakes, my king?” I say. “Why the monsters?”

He turns away.

“Mother’s actions—not mine—depleted the energy,” I say. “She doomed Atlantis. Had we left the Loculi in place, they would have sunk away with the rest of the continent. Only by taking them and making them safe—stealing, as you say—could we have any hope for rebuilding. Minds of the future, minds greater than ours, will figure out what to do. I am not seeking glory; I am not foolish. I want to house the Loculi for future generations, in the most magnificent forms imaginable.” I gesture toward the block of marble. “Behold Zeus, Father! Does he not look like a living man?”

It looks nothing like a man. One can discern only the back of a giant throne—and the outline of what will one day become, according to plan, a likeness of the mighty god. The architects would have liked Zeus to be standing tall, but no temple could have been built high enough to do justice to this vision. So he will sit on a regal throne, his feet planted firmly. His staff has been separately sculpted, and it leans against the marble block. By its side is the Loculus of Strength.

It is this I want my father to see.

The lines of his face deepen, his eyes hollow. I have been waiting for this moment. In my time since leaving Atlantis, I have marshaled my own powers.

IMMOBILITUS.

My father is rooted to the spot. He tries to move toward the Loculus but cannot. “I will not allow this,” he bellows. “I command you to return that to me!”

“I am not your soldier,” I say.

“You are my son!” he replies.

I must fight a desperate pang of guilt. Shall I show mercy? His words tug at my heart.

But the deaths of thousands of Atlanteans tug harder.

I have much work to do. Structures to build. And I will not be stopped. Not by any army. Not by Uhla’ar.

“You wish for your hands to be around that Loculus, rather than Zeus’s?”

“Immediately!” he thunders.

“Then your wish, my father, shall be granted,” I say. “Now and forever.”

I feel the power welling up from my toes, spreading through my body like an intruder. It hurts. It blinds. I raise my hand toward my father, and I feel a jolt as if a hundred knives course through my veins.

Father’s mouth drops open. His feet leave the ground, and he floats.

He is in midair now, screaming. I have never heard the king scream before. I know it is the last time I will ever see him.

But I turn away. I have already mourned the loss of my father. The loss of my people. My family now is the future. The people of the world yet unborn.

I walk away, forcing my ears to hear nothing.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

A GOAT MOMENT

MY EYES FLICKERED open. I tried to hold on to the dream, but it was fading. I wanted to remember the details, to trap them in my brain, because they always seemed to mean something.

Already, in early versions of the dream, I’d seen Atlantis destroyed and the Loculi stolen away. Back then, it was as if I’d been trapped in the body of Prince Karai. But in these latest dreams, I’d been Massarym.

Somehow, being Massarym felt a whole lot worse.

“Hey,” Aly said softly. “Are you okay?”

I sat up. The images were drifting away like smoke. I was on the ledge outside Routhouni. It was still dark. Middle of the night. Aly lay next to me on the ground, and Cass was curled up into a fetal position behind us. I blinked myself deeper into reality.

“I wanted to kill him . . .” I mumbled. “Not me. Massarym.”

“You wanted to kill Massarym?” Aly asked.

“No! I was Massarym,” I said. “In my dream. I wanted to kill my father. The king of Atlantis, Uhla’ar. It was the second time I dreamed about him. The first was back when you were getting sick. I was Massarym then, too. Back then, the king was mad at me for stealing the Loculi. I threw a fake Loculus over the cliff in Halicarnassus. To fool him. This time we were near the Statue of Zeus. But it wasn’t a statue yet.”

The details were growing faint. Aly put an arm around my shoulder. “I have nightmares, too, but they’re not like that. Shhh, it’s okay.”

“Yeah. Just a dream.” Her arm felt warm, and I let my head touch her shoulder. In the distance, the lights of Routhouni flickered faintly. “Is it almost morning? We’re going to have to make our move.”

I heard a dull thump from above us.

Cass’s eyes flew open. He spun around, looking up the hillside. “Did you hear that?”

Aly and I stood. “What kind of animals live on Greek mountains?” Aly asked.

“Goats?” I said.

My flashlight was still strapped to my head. I shone it upward just in time to see something small and sharp hurtling downward.

Cass fell back, almost to the ledge. “OWW! The goats are throwing rocks!”

Another rock flew downward. And another. “I don’t think those are goats.”

“Let’s get in the cave,” Cass said.

As Aly and Cass headed for the opening, I grabbed my backpack and the Loculus of Strength. I meant to follow them, but something happened when I tucked that thing under my arm.

I didn’t want to hide. I was angry. Someone was trying to scare us. What if this was a trap, bandits trying to force us into a cave, a place we couldn’t escape? After all we’d been through, no way was I going to let this happen. I held tight to the Loculus and dug my foot into the mountain wall.

“Jack?” called Aly from inside the cave. “Jack, what are you doing?”

My fingers dug into the dirt wall like hooks. They were both yelling at me from the cave opening, but I blocked it out. My muscles felt like steel coils as I climbed the cliffside.

“Woo-HOO!” I couldn’t help shouting. I mean, come on. Jack McKinley, the last guy picked for any sports team. The boy who collapsed after one push-up. The winner of the Most Times Shoved to the Ground by Barry Reese Award five years running. Now my friends were in danger and I could do something about it. I was climbing with the ease of . . . a goat!

This felt awesome.

Concentrate.

I hauled myself upward, maybe fifty feet, and reached my fingers over the rim of the next ledge. Then I hoisted myself straight upward and managed a three-sixty somersault in midair. Well, maybe three-forty, because I landed on my back. It wasn’t the Loculus of Perfect Coordination, I guess.

Still, it didn’t hurt at all, and I sprang to my feet. I turned my head, training the flashlight beam right and left. This ledge was narrower but longer from side to side.

There.

Above me. A tiny movement. Black against the blackness.

“Hello?”

As I looked up the hill, an outstretched body leaped at me. It knocked me off-balance, spinning me around. I fell to the ground, dropping the Loculus.

As I rolled away, my flashlight slid off my head. I grabbed it, the leather strips dangling. “Who’s there?” I shouted, shining the light into the blackness.

“Jack? Are you okay?” Aly yelled from below.

I felt a hand land heavily on my shoulder. Leaping away, I spun to face my attacker.

Two eyes glared at me as if they contained light sources of their own. They were silvery white and definitely not human. “What do you want?” I said.

“WHAT DO YOU GO-O-O-OT?” came the reply, as the massive figure of Zeus hurdled toward me.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

BATTLE ON THE MOUNT

IT FELT LIKE a cow had dropped out of the sky and landed on my chest. I couldn’t breathe under the weight. Zeus’s mouth was inches from my face, but I felt no warmth and smelled no breath. He had one hand on the Loculus and it took all my effort to keep hold of it myself.

As long as I had contact, I could match his strength. I twisted my body hard. I kicked. Finally I just reared back my head and butted him on the forehead.

It hurt like crazy. But I guess it didn’t feel too great for him either. He roared with surprise. And I took that moment to curl my legs upward, between his body and mine, and push hard. He fell away.

Unfortunately, the Loculus fell the other way. I scrambled to my knees, swinging the flashlight.

The god-statue stood before me, legs planted wide, the broken section of his staff in his right hand.

“We’re coming!” came Aly’s voice from below.

I swung the beam around, looking for the Loculus. Zeus saw it first. He dived like a shortstop, reaching with his arms. I threw myself into his path.

Big mistake. Without the Loculus, my body took the hit hard. I bounced away, but I’d managed to knock him slightly off-balance, too, and we both tumbled to the rim of the ledge.

The Loculus rolled out of reach. Zeus and I lunged toward it at the same time. I was closer and my finger grazed the surface. But all I did was knock it over the ledge.

As it disappeared, I cried out, “Catch!”

Zeus roared and came for me, his fingers reaching for my neck. I could see the tempest in his eyes. So I did the only thing I could.

I bit him on the shoulder.

His eyes bulged. His arm froze. I jumped to the rim and flung myself over, praying I wouldn’t overshoot the lower ledge.

“Jack!”

Aly was climbing up from below, her body pressed against the mountainside. She had caught the orb and was clutching it to her. I tried to jump clear of her, but my foot clipped the Loculus, dislodging it from her grip. Cass, who was below her, jumped back down to the ledge to get out of my way.

I landed beside Cass. Aly landed on top of me. It hurt but we were basically unharmed.

“Where’s the Loculus of Strength?” I said, leaping to my feet.

“At the bottom,” Cass cried. “I saw it falling.”

I glanced upward. Zeus was at the edge, scanning the area. I would need to get down there, fast. I unhooked my backpack and took out the sack with the two Loculi. “I’ll fly down there,” I said, carefully removing the Loculus of Flight. “You and Aly take the—”

“GERONIMO!”

Zeus had jumped off the top ledge and was diving straight for me like I was a pool on a hot summer day.

I left the ground. Zeus landed at the spot where I’d been. He reached toward me, swinging with the broken staff. I heard it crack against my ankle, and I winced. But I was aloft, hanging tight to the Loculus of Flight.

I fought back the pain. The Loculus dipped and rose crazily. I felt like a disoriented bat.

Don’t let it throw you off. Control. Think.

As I took a deep breath, the Loculus leveled out. The sun must have just risen above horizon, because I could see the outline of Zeus now. He was on our ledge, staring at me open-mouthed with astonishment. Cass was nowhere to be seen, but Aly was lowering herself downward from the ledge.

Of course. She had to let go of the Loculus of Invisibility. She needed two hands. “Jack! Cass fell!” she called out.

I looked down quickly, but the base of the cliff was a black pit, angled away from the moonlight.

“Cass!” I called out. “Caaasssss!”

I swung around and flew straight downward, landing on the ground harder than I meant to. My ankle throbbed so bad I expected it to fall off. I pulled out my flashlight and shone it around. The bushes and trees were a scraggly, dusty green, like fake props in a movie.

It took me three sweeps of the light beam before I saw a wink of solid-colored fabric from beyond the thick copse at the base of the cliff. I kept the light trained on it as I limped through brambles, somehow managing to step into every small animal hole along the way.

Cass’s body was twisted so that he was facing up, while his torso was nearly turned to the ground. I knelt by him, cupping my hand around his head. The backpack, with a telltale round bulge, was on the ground next to him. He hadn’t even gotten the Loculus out. “Cass,” I said. “Are you all right?”

His eyes blinked. He seemed to have trouble focusing on me. “Aside from the pine needles in my butt,” he said, “I’m pretty comfy. Owwwwww . . .” Grimacing, he rolled into a fetal position—just as Aly let out a scream from above.

I felt my blood run cold.

“Grab . . . the Loculus . . . of Strength . . .” Cass said.

I followed his glance with my flashlight until I saw the Loculus of Strength resting about ten feet away on a small, flat bush. I ran to it, flicked off the light, and dumped it back into my pack. “Thanks, Cass.”

Holding one Loculus under each arm—Strength and Flight—I shot upward. The statue was scrabbling down the mountainside, inches from Aly. “Hey, Zeus!” I called out.

He turned to face me, his gnarled fingers digging into the dirt.

I circled above him. His teeth shone in the moonlight, gritted with anger. With my hands full of Loculi, I would have to use my legs. “You’ll get a kick out of this,” I said.

Swooping down, I smashed my foot into his jaw. His grip slipped. As he tumbled down the mountainside, head over heels, pain shot up my leg and my vision went totally white.

“Jack!” Aly cried out.

I steadied myself and flew up toward her. She reached out, grabbing my arm. “Are you okay?” she said.

“I’m glad I have Strength,” I replied, sailing down toward Cass. “But at the moment, I kind of wish I had Healing.”

I dropped to the ground, taking care to land on my good leg. “Can you . . . move, Cass?” I asked, grimacing at the pain.

“Break dancing, no,” Cass replied. “Running from a deranged killer god, yes. What about you? You don’t look so good.”

I sat next to him, my eyes scanning the horizon. “Where is he—Zeus?”

“It was a pretty bad fall,” Cass said. “If he wasn’t dead, he might be now.”

“He’s a god,” Aly replied. “How can he be dead?”

“We have to book before he sees us.” I glanced around and noticed the small white shack in the distance. There was a cross on the roof. A church. “There.”

“Wait. I thought we were going to go back to where the monks are,” Aly said.

“I thought the statue would turn back to stone,” I said. “He hasn’t. He’s going to come after us. Those innocent kids and families and old people in Routhouni—you think none of them will be hurt?”

“But—” Aly said.

“We have three Loculi, Aly,” I said. “The Massa will know this. Wherever we go now, they will follow. We can’t put all those people at risk. So let’s move on!”

I put the Loculi down, reached for my phone, and sent Dad a text:
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“Vamanos,” I said, standing up.

On the other side of the bush, a great black shadow rose like a wave from the sea. “WHO YOU GONNA CALL?”

A fist slammed against my chest and I fell backward.

Zeus crashed through the bush. I tried to stand but my ankle collapsed, shooting pain up the side of my body.

Through slitted eyes, I watched the god-statue sprint back toward town, the Loculus of Strength tucked under his arm, as another jet passed overhead.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

LOSER, LOSER, LOSER
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LIMPING TOWARD THE white church, I stared at the message from Dad.

My ankle felt like it had been twisted off and shoved back on again. Cass’s shirt was in tatters, his face scarred by branches. Aly looked like an extra from The Walking Dead. Now that the sun was peeking up, I could see every painful detail of my friends’ injuries.

Zeus was long gone. By now he’d probably turned back into a statue again. Maybe back in Routhouni, maybe on the way.

I didn’t want to find out. There’d be time to battle him again later. “How do I begin to answer this message?” I muttered.

“How about: ‘’Sup, Pop?’” Cass said. “‘We tried to steal a Loculus from a god who learned English by watching TV sitcoms. Jack pinned him to a wall, but he came back and nearly killed us. How was your sleep?’”

“It’s not only sitcoms,” Aly said. “Movies, too. When Jack asked him what he wanted, he answered, ‘What do you got?’ That’s a line from The Wild One. Marlon Brando, 1953.”

Cass nodded. “For you, that counts as a new release.”

I blocked them out and began typing out a message to Dad:
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Shoving the phone into my pocket, I continued the trudge across the rocky terrain. No one said much. I tried to look on the positive side. We were alive. We had located a Loculus.

That was about it for the positive side.

Destroyed Loculus of Healing? Check.

Lost Loculus of Strength? Check.

Brought maniac god to life and possibly set him loose on innocent Greek townspeople? Check.

Didn’t even come close to attracting Massa, which was the whole reason we got into this mess in the first place? Check.

We were a team of losers, alone in the dark in the middle of nowhere, without a clue.

Loser, loser, loser.

I took a deep breath. Professor Bhegad had had names for the four of us. Soldier, Sailor, Tinker, Tailor. Cass was the Sailor who always knew how to navigate. Aly was our geeky Tinker of all things electronic. We’d lost our Soldier, Marco the Great and Powerful, to the Massa.

As the Tailor, I was . . . well, nothing, really. The one who puts it all together, according to Bhegad. As far as I was concerned, that was his lame way of saying none of the above.

There was nothing inside me for the G7W gene to make awesome.

Looking at my bedraggled friends, I figured the least I could do was put on a good face. “Hey, cheer up,” I said. “It ain’t over till the fat lady sings.”

“Loo-loo-loo-LOOOOO!” Cass crowed like a demented soprano.

I had to laugh. But my ankle buckled again and I stopped.

Aly knelt by my side, touching my leg gently. “Is it broken? Zeus hit you pretty hard.”

“No, I don’t think it’s broken,” I replied. Her touch did nothing for the pain, but I liked the way it felt. “He did hit it hard, though. If my leg were a baseball, it would have been over the center field wall.”

“Let’s rest,” she said gently. “Oh. And, by the way—thanks, Jack.”

“For what?” I said.

“For your bravery,” she replied. “You really took one for the team.”

My temperature shot up about ten degrees.

“Um, I don’t want to spoil your magic moment, but we have to move.” Cass fumbled around in his pocket and pulled out the shard of the Loculus of Healing. Squatting next to Aly, he wrapped his hand around my ankle, pressing the shard into my skin.

“No! Cass!” I cried, pulling my leg away. “Save it. Look, we’ve missed our chance with the Massa and we don’t know when we’ll see them again. Let’s save the shard.”

I stood and balanced my weight from leg to leg. It hurt, but I knew I could make it.

“You sure?” Aly said, and I nodded.

We began trudging to the church again. My ankle throbbed, but the pain seemed to get better the more I walked. “One thing—let’s all promise to stay healthy from now on,” I said. “So we don’t use that thing up any faster than we have to.”

Aly and Cass both grunted in agreement.

For all the good it will do us, I did not say.

Sleeping isn’t easy when the saints are staring at you.

The little church had white stucco walls. In it were a few rows of pews, a small altar made of polished wood, and a hard marble floor.

Plus gigantic paintings in brilliant reds and golds that were so realistic it felt like you were being judged from all directions.

Somehow Cass and Aly had nodded off, but I was wired.

I looked at my watch. It had been nearly an hour since I’d texted Dad. Where was he?

Outside the sun had risen. The air was cool and crisp. I scanned the horizon but it was completely still.

Taking out my phone, I tapped out a quick message:
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It didn’t take long for the reply:
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Oh, great. For all I knew there were tons of these little churches and he was completely confused.
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I figured Dad was either panicked or driving. Or both. Those short texts were not his usual old-school style, with complete sentences. “Later, guys,” I said to the saints as I headed outside to wait.

The moment I stepped out the door, I spotted a movement on the horizon. My pulse quickened. “Here! Over here!” I shouted.

Cass stumbled outside, yawning, his hair all bunched on one side. “I hope he’s bringing breakfast.”

Aly emerged behind him. Her purple hair hung at her shoulders, and her face seemed softer somehow. I smiled. “Good morning.”

“What are you staring at?” she asked.

“Nothing.” I turned away, gesturing out toward the horizon. “Dad’s coming!”

Cass squinted into the distance, shielding his eyes against the sun. “Uh . . . did he grow a huge black beard since yesterday?”

I could see the shape of the car now. Dad had rented a Mercedes coupe at the airport, but this was a minivan jammed with people. The driver’s window was down, and as the van got closer, I could make out a guy with gray hair, glasses, and a ZZ Top beard. He called out something in Greek, waving his arm.

“A priest,” Aly said. “Oh, great, we’re trespassers in a house of worship.”

I didn’t like the looks of these guys. But then again, I wasn’t used to seeing Greek priests. “Hello!” I called back.

“No speaky Greeky!” Cass chimed in.

As the car pulled up to the church, the man smiled. I could see now that he was wearing a dark robe. “Americans?” he asked. “Early for the service?”

“Right!” Cass squeaked.

Now the back doors were opening. Two other men, all in long robes, climbed out of the minivan. It seemed like a lot of priests for such a little church.

And priests did not usually carry firearms.

“Jack . . .” Aly said, taking my arm.

My eye was on the person now emerging from the passenger door. As he stood and walked toward us around the minivan, he smiled and held out his arms.

Cass and Aly stiffened.

“Good morning,” said Brother Dimitrios. “I always had faith I would see you again.”
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

DEIFIRTEP

THE BACKPACK.

I still had it. We hadn’t hidden it away.

Great. The plan was to be captured by the Massa, but not to give them the whole store!

Cass and Aly were both staring at the pack. It was too late to do anything about it now. “What did you do to my father?” I asked. “How did you get his cell phone?”

“Jack, whatever are you talking about?” Dimitrios said, laughing. “Your father is still with his plane. We don’t need to steal a cell phone to find you.”

He stepped forward, open arms, as if he wanted to give me a hug hello. But I knew enough about Dimitrios’s friendliness. It was as fake as a plastic jack-o’-lantern. I shrank away, out of his grip. “Come now, no need to be afraid. You should be delighted.”

One of Dimitrios’s goons was opening the back door of the minivan.

“So . . . we’re supposed to go with you?” Cass squeaked.

“It’s not uncomfortable,” Dimitrios said. “We will drive smoothly.”

“So, um, what are you going to do to us?” Cass blurted out.

Dimitrios chuckled. “Celebrate, of course. Over the triumphant news—that there is new hope for your lives!”

Cass and Aly eyed me warily. Neither of them moved.

“Children, let’s be open,” Dimitrios said. “The Massa, as you know, are all about openness. You are carrying two Loculi. And, if I’m correct, you also have the remaining pieces of the Loculus of Healing.”

I gasped. “How did you know?”

“Because, dear boy, we could not find them in New York,” Dimitrios said. “And we recovered everything. Think about it—with your pieces and ours, we may be able to resume the search for Loculi! We will have three! Look around. Do you see the Karai Institute coming after you to save your lives? No! But, voilà—here we are!”

“Who loves ya, babe?” grunted Dimitrios’s helper, gesturing toward the back of the van.

Three. He hadn’t said a thing about Zeus’s Loculus. “So . . . how did you know we were here?”

“We have spent years recruiting agents,” Dimitrios replied. “Our man in this area drives a taxi. He found you very amusing.”

“The taxi driver?” Cass said. “He was too nice to be a Massa.”

Brother Dimitrios’s smile faded. But all I could think about were the monks. They weren’t Massarene after all. They were actual monks.

Which meant Dimitrios didn’t know about Zeus or the fourth Loculus.

I took a deep breath and headed into the back of the minivan. Aly and Cass climbed in beside me, and the door shut with a loud thump. With a shussssh of tires in the dirt, the van turned and began heading back across the stubbly plain. “Remind me why we’re doing this,” Cass hissed.

“To get to the island,” I whispered back. “To reconstruct the Loculus of Healing. Remember? Our plan?”

“Were we out of our minds?” Cass said. “Did you see these guys? What if they kill us?”

“What are you going to do to us, Brother D?” Aly demanded.

“Are you afraid?” Dimitrios asked, turning to face us.

“Deifirtep,” Cass said.

Dimitrios looked at him blankly for a moment, then burst into laughter. “Petrified! Oh, yes, I got that. What fun we’ll have with your witty little habits! Well, you needn’t be scared. You’ll see. Now. I have a question for you. I confess your visit defies a certain logic. Do you fail to grasp the significance of what you did in New York City? Destroying the Loculus meant destroying yourselves.”

“Yeah, we grasp it,” Aly said. “Do you grasp that we saved your life? You’d be a zombie by now, wandering around in Bo’gloo, if we hadn’t jumped in.”

“Drooling,” Cass added. “Really bad skin. No blood. You’d hate it.”

Dimitrios blanched. “You are so right—how rude of me not to thank you. I was headed for the underworld. As was Sister Nancy. You acted bravely by destroying that Loculus and thus closing the gates.”

Sister Nancy. As in Nancy Emelink. An anagram of Anne McKinley, aka my mom. How long would she be able to use that name? I worried about her. All those years we thought she was dead, she’d risen incognito to the top of the Massa—but now she seemed to want to help me. And I wanted to protect her secret. What would they do to her if they found out?

“You’re welcome,” I said. “And we do know we’re as good as dead, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“Not anymore,” Brother Dimitrios said with a smile. “You will be happy that we are well along the way to assembling the pieces of the Mausoleum Loculus. Piece by piece. Except for the sections you have. Which you will hand over now.”

Dimitrios held out his palm toward me. I could feel Cass and Aly stiffen.

“No!” I blurted.

“No?” Dimitrios said. “That disappoints me. I would hate for someone to have to search you. We were just getting to be friends.”

I quickly took out the shard and showed it to him.

“Jack!” Aly cried out.

“You’re welcome to take this,” I said, “but you don’t want to.”

I explained that the shard was keeping us alive. That if he took it away, one or all of us would go into a coma. “Of course, maybe that’s what you want,” I said. “For us all to die right here in your van. But it would be a shame to lose the only people who can find the other Loculi . . .”

Brother Dimitrios’s fingers were millimeters from the shard. He raised an eyebrow high and sighed. “All right,” he said. “But don’t try anything rash. Like trying to escape. We need you and care about your lives dearly.”

“Sir!” a voice called from the front of the van.

Dimitrios spun around. We were heading east, the sun rising in front of us, huge and swollen like an angry furnace. Where it met the pavement, a black dot shimmered as it slowly drew closer.

Dad.

I shoved the shard into my pocket, sneaked out my phone, and quickly typed out a text:
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Brother Dimitrios leaned forward. The dot on the horizon was growing larger by the second. It was a dark car, sending up clouds of dust behind it, traveling ridiculously fast. As the Massa driver veered to the left to avoid its path, the car veered with it.

I squinted against the glare of the sun as the car headed toward us.

A Mercedes coupe.

“No, no, no, no,” I murmured. “Not now . . .”

Aly gripped my arm.

“What is that idiot doing?” Brother Dimitrios shouted, his eyes focused on the road ahead. “Shake him, Mustafa!”

“He’s crazy!” the driver shouted back.

We lurched back and forth violently as Mustafa tried to avoid collision, but the Mercedes was bearing down on us. I had never seen Dad drive like this.

I felt myself falling to the floor in a tangle of limbs with Aly and Cass. Grabbing the back of the seat, I hoisted myself up enough to see a brief flash of blue metal through the windshield.

The sound of the collision exploded in my ears. I somersaulted forward, jamming against the minivan’s backseat. The minivan spun twice, then came to a stop. As Brother Dimitrios pushed me away, I caught a glimpse through a side window.

Dad’s car was upside down, its roof crushed in.

“Dad!” The scream ripped upward from my toes. I pushed open the rear door of the minivan and jumped out.

Outside, I could see one of the Massa slumped in the passenger seat of the minivan, groaning, clutching his bloody forehead. I limped past him toward Dad’s car. It was about ten feet away. A plume of black smoke belched out from the hood, and the whole thing looked like it was about to blow, but I didn’t care. I knelt by the passenger window, hoping to see him. “Dad! Are you okay? Say something!”

I was answered by a loud metallic grrrrrrock! from the other side of the car, accompanied by the tinkle of broken glass.

The driver’s door.

I leaped to my feet in time to see a thatch of coppery red rising over the car’s upended chassis.

“Something,” said Torquin.
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CHAPTER TWENTY

IN THE MATTER OF VICTOR RAFAEL QUIÑONES

I HAD NEVER been so unhappy to see the belching, bearded, barefoot giant in my life.

“What did you do to my father?” I screamed. “How did you get his car?”

“Stole car,” he said, shrugging as he waddled past me, a black leather bag in one hand and a metal crowbar dangling from the other. “At airport. He was there. I was there. I needed car. He didn’t.” His small green eyes stared out from under the shelf of his blood-soaked forehead, intent on Brother Dimitrios.

“Ah, my good man . . .” Brother Dimitrios approached Torquin with a wary hand outstretched. “Surely we can discuss this like two civilized—augh!”

Torquin took his hand, lifted Dimitrios over his head, and tossed him to the ground like a sack of potatoes.

Two of the other priests were racing away, kicking up dust across the field, their sandals flying off in midair. “Come back!” Torquin bellowed after them, rearing back with the crowbar. “No fun!”

Torquin dropped the leather bag. With a couple of strangely delicate steps, he heaved the crowbar like a javelin. But my eyes were distracted by a glint of metal from the minivan. I heard a soft click.

Mustafa was leaning out the driver’s window, taking aim at Torquin with a rifle.

I ran toward the shooter, screaming at the top of my lungs. Cass was way ahead of me. Directly in the gun’s line of sight.

Brother Dimitrios sat up, his face taut with urgency. “Don’t hurt the boy!” he shouted.

A craaack split the morning air. A puff of smoke.

Cass and Torquin dropped to the dirt. Aly was shrieking, taking off after them in a sprint.

I grabbed the passenger door handle and yanked it open. The driver swung his head to look at me, his eyes wide with shock. Before he could bring his arms back through his window, I rammed him with my head. Then I reached for the window button and squeezed as firmly as I could.

The window slowly rose, trapping the driver’s arms. His curses turned to screams as I switched off the ignition key, trapping the window in position. “Get the rifle!” I yelled.

Aly was already running toward Mustafa. She grabbed the rifle and yanked downward. With a cry of pain, Mustafa let go. The rifle went clattering to the dirt.

“Cass!” I shouted. “Torquin!”

My feet barely touched the ground as I ran toward the two bodies. Cass was struggling to sit up. “I’m okay,” he said. “Torquin jumped into the path of the bullet. He fell against me.”

We hunched over Red Beard. His face was covered in dirt and his eyes rolled upward. A trickle of blood ran from his mouth down the side of his cheek. Aly slapped his cheeks, screaming his name. “Don’t die! Torquin, you are not allowed to die!”

“Arrrgh, why did he do this?” Cass said.

I reached into my pocket for the shard. It was so small. If we used it again, we risked losing it.

“Do it, Jack,” Aly said.

I nodded. Torquin’s bratwurst-sized fingers were twitching. I knelt next to him. I felt the shard growing warm in my palm.

I brought the shard carefully toward Torquin’s chest. Cass leaned over the big man and said, “Hang in there, dude.”

Before the shard made contact, Torquin shuddered and sat bolt upright. “Arrrmmgh . . .” he grunted.

Cass lurched away from him. “Auuu, Torquin, what did you eat for lunch? Dog food?”

What was left of the shard slipped from my palm, fell against Torquin’s leg, and disappeared in the grass.

The Massa priest with the bloody forehead had made a run for it. Torquin was thirty yards away, dragging the other priest toward us by his clerical collar.

But my attention was focused on a patch of pebbles and scraggly grass. “Found it!” I cried out, closing my fingers around the shard.

It was the size of a pebble and nearly weightless. I could barely feel it in my hand. “What if we lose this?” Cass asked.

“We can’t afford to,” Aly said. “Put it in a supersafe place. Like, surgically, under your skin.”

I did the next best thing. I tucked it into my wallet. It wouldn’t get lost there.

“Alive,” Torquin’s voice rasped. He flopped the unconscious priest down in the dirt beside us. A welt the size of a small boulder was growing from the top of his head.

Proudly, Torquin held up the crowbar. “Set high school record for javelin.”

“You threw that and actually hit him?” I asked.

“You went to high school?” Cass asked.

I looked around. The van driver and Brother Dimitrios were both as unconscious as the crowbar victim. “Okay, time out,” I said. “This is all wrong. So wrong. But before we start yelling at you, Torquin, tell me what exactly happened with you and my dad.”

“Said hello,” Torquin said. “Asked if he wanted to come. He said no. Frustrating. Torquin asked to borrow phone when he went to bathroom. Took phone. And took car.”

I took it with two fingers. “So those texts from Dad . . . were from you?”

Torquin nodded.

I lowered my voice. “Didn’t he tell you—we’re trying to be captured.”

“Um . . .” Torquin said.

“Where have you been, Torquin?” Aly said. “You just disappeared on us in New York!”

“And is your name really Victor Rafael Quiñones?” Cass said.

Torquin took a deep breath. Then he belched.

“That is so gross,” Aly said.

“Happens when Torquin is excited,” Torquin said. “Hate the name Victor.”

Cass laughed. “I hate my real name, too—Cassius!”

“Shakespeare,” Torquin said. “From Julius Caesar. The ‘lean and hungry look.’”

“I can’t believe you know that,” Cass said.

“Torquin with Omphalos now, head of Karai,” Torquin barreled on. “Omphalos gave jet to Torquin. Slippy—nice jet.” He pointed to the leather bag he’d dropped on the ground. “In case meet Massa, supposed to use meds . . . injections. Pah! Crowbar easier.”

“So wait, you were here to get Brother Dimitrios?” Aly asked.

“No!” Torquin replied. “Orders to get you back. Meds just in case.”

“Back to where?” Cass asked. “Where is the KI now?”

“Can’t tell,” Torquin replied.

“Who is the Omphalos?”

“Don’t know,” Torquin said.

I took Torquin aside, far from any potentially listening Massa ears, and explained our whole story—Aly’s healing, the fused shard, the plan to let the Massa kidnap us. He listened carefully, grunting and frowning as if this were a crash course in advanced calculus.

As he looked over the unconscious Massa, his eyes welled up. “So Torquin made big mistake . . .”

“They’ll wake up,” Aly said. “We can salvage the plan.”

“Professor Bhegad would be mad at Torquin!” The big man pounded his fist into his palm. “Missing Professor Bhegad. Very very m-m-much . . .”

Cass looked aghast. “You’re not going to cry, are you? Maybe you’ve been reading too much Shakespeare?”

“We all miss him, Torquin,” Aly said. “But before you get too upset, let’s figure a way out of this.”

“Come with us,” Cass said.

“He just drove Dimitrios into the dust,” Aly said.

Cass shrugged. “Maybe he can stow away? Or follow us with Slippy?”

“We can’t let our plan fall apart,” I said.

“No. Your lives most important.” Torquin scrunched up his brow, looking at the unconscious Massa. He took a couple of locomotive breaths, like a bull. Closing his eyes, he held the crowbar high over his head. “Do it.”

We looked at each other, baffled. “Uh, do what?” I said.

Beads of sweat had formed at the edges of Torquin’s forestlike beard. “Before Massa wake up,” he said, “you knock out Torquin.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

SLIPPING AWAY

I WASN’T EXACTLY expecting Brother Dimitrios to break out into a Greek dance, but I thought he’d be happy to see Torquin flat out on the ground.

Instead he wiped his forehead with a handkerchief, shaking his head in disbelief. “I thought we’d already taken care of that ape.”

If only he’d known how hard it had been to knock out Torquin. The guy’s head was as hard as granite. So I, Jack McKinley, swung the crowbar like a cleanup hitter. With a loud craaack, I whupped him so hard upside the head that he flew through the air like a rag doll. My brave action caused Aly to swoon. She declared at the top of her lungs that Marco was a distant memory. Because of my own awesomeness.

I hope you don’t believe that.

Truth was, I couldn’t possibly hit Torquin. None of us had the stomach to do the dirty deed. He may have been crude and weird, but he’d been our friend and protector. Sort of. So we finally convinced him to use the meds in his black bag. One of them was a tranquilizer that got the job done in a few seconds. And out he went.

Dimitrios reached inside the minivan. “I suppose I should take care of him permanently,” he grumbled.

“No!” we all shouted at the same time.

“Please,” Aly said, “leave him alone and we promise we won’t resist going with you.”

“Torquin is harmless,” I quickly added. “Now that the Karai Institute has been destroyed, he’s just . . . deluded. Really. He’s harmless.”

Brother Dimitrios stood over the unconscious priest. “Doesn’t look so harmless to me.”

With a loud whoosh, flames began shooting up from the crashed rental car. It was maybe fifteen feet away from Torquin.

“I’d better not regret being merciful.” Scowling, Brother Dimitrios grabbed the knocked-out priest and dragged him toward the minivan. “Let’s get out of here, now,” he called out.

“Wait, what about Torquin?” Aly asked.

But Dimitrios was already starting the engine and extracting Mustafa from the window. As he shoved Mustafa to the passenger side, he grabbed the rifle. “Get in! Now!”

Cass eyed Torquin. “He’ll be okay, Jack. He can find his way back after he comes to. Come on, let’s go.”

We climbed into the minivan. With a screech of tires, the van swerved around Dad’s rental car and peeled down the highway. I stared at Torquin’s inert body, a receding black lump near the smoking car.

A moment later a deep boom shook the road, and the minivan’s rear wheels rose off the ground. As we thumped down, Cass, Aly, and I pressed our faces against the van’s rear window. My throat closed up.

Torquin’s body was nowhere to be seen. A thick, fiery black cloud billowed from where he’d been lying.

Losing Torquin was like a knife to the gut.

“I can’t believe this . . .” Aly murmured.

“I don’t,” Cass said, his face ashen. “I don’t. He’s alive. He escaped. He . . .”

Cass’s voice trailed off. As the black cloud billowed, the acrid smoke reached us clear across the deserted plain. We must have been two miles away. Even the wildest wishful thinking wasn’t going to bring him back.

“He saved our lives so many times . . .” Aly murmured.

In Egypt after an explosion, on the island during the Massa attack—time and time again he’d been there for us. I thought about the first time I’d met him. He’d caught me trying to escape the island and forced me back to Bhegad—even that may have saved my life.

We all owed him, big-time.

And we’d never be able to repay.

I fought back tears. Aly and Cass were slumped against one side of the van, holding hands tightly. “He didn’t deserve that . . .” Cass said softly.

“I guess he’s with P. Beg now,” Aly replied, forcing a wan smile.

I nodded. “Bhegad’s probably happy. He’s got someone to scold.”

Cass looked as if he’d aged three years. “It’s my fault. I said he’d be all right. I said we should leave him there . . .”

“Cass, don’t even think that,” Aly said. She put an arm around him, but he was stiff as a plank.

“It’s all our fault, Cass,” I said. “We knocked him out.”

“He asked us to,” Cass said. “We never should have said yes. It was the dumbest thing we ever did.”

The trip was slow, the Kalamata streets jammed with traffic. It was just after noon by the time the minivan pulled up to the private-terminal gate of the airport. I felt numb. My brain kept asking if there was something I could have done.

By now Mustafa was awake and groggy. A guard checked Dimitrios’s papers but he seemed distracted by messages coming in through his headset. “Better hurry, sir,” the guard said. “There’s been some trouble at the military base and flights are limited.”

We sped across the tarmac, past about a half dozen private aircraft. “Look,” Aly whispered, pointing to a sleek jet that was being hosed down by a chain-link fence.

Slippy.

There was no mistaking the Karai stealth jet we’d flown in so many times. I wondered how long it would take the Omphalos—whoever that was—to realize the jet wasn’t coming back.

I looked around for Dad. I had no idea where he was right now, but I half expected him to come running out.

Wherever you are, I thought, don’t worry. We’ll be back. Maybe if I repeated that enough times, I’d believe it myself.

The van came to an abrupt stop. “Move!” Brother Dimitrios shouted.

We emerged from the minivan and ran up a set of metal steps to a small black eight-seater jet. Dimitrios pushed me into a thick, comfortable seat by the window.

I watched Slippy shrink to the size of a toy as we headed out over the Mediterranean.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

MASSA ISLAND

I DRIFTED IN and out of sleep. Dimitrios offered us lunch, but even though I hadn’t eaten in a gajillion hours, I wasn’t hungry. In my waking state, I couldn’t shake the image of Torquin on the ground.

For about the hundredth time, I absentmindedly touched my pocket to make sure the small shard was still there. We couldn’t lose that.

A flurry of Greek words filtered back to us from the front of the aircraft. Mustafa happened to be the pilot, and after what I’d done to him in the minivan, he was not a happy camper. If Dimitrios hadn’t been there, I think he would have pounded me into hamburger by now.

“Seat belts!” Mustafa snapped.

We buckled ourselves in. The sky became thick with clouds, and sharp strips of lightning crackled all around us. The plane bucked and rolled. My shoulder slammed into the airplane wall. I heard a metallic grrrrockkk from the underside of the plane.

I vowed to stay calm. We’d been through this before. Strange weather always surrounded the island. These were signs the plane was getting close. “Did you ever think . . .” Aly said, bouncing left and right, “that the island has a mind of its own . . . and it doesn’t like the Massa?”

“Maybe if you show your smiling face out the window, it’ll know friends are arriving,” I said.

Aly gripped my hand tightly. My stomach was fluttering. I should have hated the idea of returning to this sweltering, half-destroyed home of deadly creatures and horrible memories. But I was more excited than scared. “Can I confess something to you?” I said. “I hate this place but I feel a little . . . excited. Like, happy to be back. Tell me I’m not crazy.”

“You’re not crazy,” she replied. “I feel it, too.”

I braced myself, expecting her to talk about seeing Marco again. But she quickly added, “We actually have a chance to live now.”

“True,” I said.

“You know what else?” Aly added. “I sense Torquin is at our backs, cheering us on.”

We looked at Cass, who hadn’t said a word the whole flight. He was staring out the window as if tracking the flight of a ghost. Aly leaned forward and put a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Still thinking about the big guy, huh?”

Cass shifted away from her and exhaled without answering.

In truth, I wasn’t thinking about our plan, or about Torquin. As Aly settled back, I said, “I’m nervous about seeing my mom again, Aly. I don’t know how to feel about her.”

“She slipped you that shard, Jack,” Aly said. “She must be on our side.”

I shook my head. “It doesn’t add up. I mean, no contact for seven years? And then, boom, she shows up at Massa headquarters in Egypt—and she’s like one of the heads of the whole organization?”

“Jack, she was the one who made it possible for you to escape that headquarters—with the Loculi!” Aly said.

“And look where we are now,” I said. “Aly, what if she’s fooling us—making us think she’s a spy? This may all be a trick to get us over to the Dark Side.” I took a deep breath and watched as the clouds began to clear and the plane to steady. “I don’t trust my own mom. But I really, really want to see her again.”

The island became a kidney-shaped green dot in the midst of a bright turquoise sea. Most of it was carpeted with a jungle of dense green, broken only by the solid black peak of Mount Onyx. Bright yellow beaches ringed the northern coast. Soon I could make out the orderly geometry of the Karai Institute campus—red-brick buildings surrounding a quadrangle crisscrossed with brick paths.

From a distance it looked as though the Massa attack had never occurred—the soldiers hunting us down, the fires and the bombings, the chases through the trees. But as we flew closer to the campus I saw uncut grass and weed-choked paths, blackened sections of buildings that had been bombed or torched. People in ragged white uniforms were dragging equipment into the buildings, guarded by others in black suits with rifles strapped across the backs. “Those must be KI prisoners,” Cass muttered.

I looked over toward the jungle. With Torquin’s help, a band of Karai had escaped there with our friend Fiddle. But my eyes fixed on three plumes of black smoke deep in the jungle. “I hope the rebels aren’t in that . . .” I said.

“Or Marco . . .” Aly added.

Marco. There it was. I could see her eyes lighting up.

“Marco’s one of the Massa,” I reminded her. “Probably safe and well fed and shooting three-pointers from the top of Mount Onyx.”

“That would be, like, three-thousand-pointers,” Aly said.

The plane dipped its wings. Way down below, I could see black-suited guards waving at us. We dropped fast and touched down smoothly at the airport. This was where Fiddle would always greet us, his geeky ponytail swishing left and right as he eyeballed the jet for damage.

As the pilot pushed open the door, a severe-looking woman with the trace of a mustache stood at attention. “At your service, Brother Dimitrios!” she barked. “Welcome back to Massa Island! I have prepared a report when you are ready.”

“‘Massa Island’?” Aly grumbled, unstrapping her seat belt. “Guess they’ve made themselves comfy.”

With a smile, Brother Dimitrios gestured for us to exit. As Aly stepped toward the door, Mustafa stood from his pilot seat, turning toward me. His eyes radiated pure hate. At first I thought his arms were covered with tattoos, but I realized they were bruises from the window I’d shut on him. “This will not be comfy for you,” he said in a thick Greek accent.

Brother Dimitrios exhaled. “Vre, Brother Mustafa,” he said with weary amusement. “Cannot we let bygones be bygones? Serves you right for being trigger-happy.”

I felt Mustafa’s eyes like lasers burning into my head. As I stepped into the hatch, he shot his arm out and ripped my backpack off my shoulders. “Hey!” I shouted.

Dimitrios clucked wearily. “I will speak to Mustafa about his roughness, Jack. But of course we must have the Loculi. As a precaution, that’s all. We will take extraordinary care of them.”

As I stepped out onto the tarmac, I felt my heart sinking. Shake it off, a voice scolded in my brain. What were you expecting? They’d let you keep them?

“Jack . . .” Aly said, tugging on my shirt sleeve.

She and Cass were staring at a commotion at the edge of the tarmac, where a line of ragged people in filthy white uniforms was being led out of the jungle. They were heading to one of the supply buildings, whose front door was guarded by two sentries.

“Ah yes, I imagine you know some of these people,” Brother Dimitrios said.

I nodded, examining the grim, familiar faces. “Cobb—she worked in the kitchen. Made the salads. The tall guy, Stretch, could repair anything mechanical. Yeah, I know them.”

“Good,” Dimitrios said. “They will be happy to see you. They are going through the welcoming process.”

“In chains?” Aly said.

“Well, they were hostile when we found them,” Dimitrios said. “They were among a much larger band of escapees near Mount Onyx.”

“What happened to the others?” I asked.

His smile sent a shot of ice up my spine. “Let’s just say these are the lucky ones.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

GOOD ENOUGH FOR THE COCKROACHES

I WATCHED THE prisoners being led into the distant building, keeping an eye out for Fiddle’s ponytail. I didn’t see it. They all looked like their hair had been cut by a lawn mower. I didn’t see anyone who resembled him or Nirvana at all.

I was afraid to ask Brother Dimitrios if those two were among the “others.”

At the moment, I couldn’t ask Dimitrios anything anyway. He was in deep conversation with the woman who’d met him outside the door. She towered over him, looking down a long, bumpy nose, and as she spoke, her silver-black ponytail seemed to wag excitedly. She was yapping away in clipped Greek sentences and gesturing toward us with a bony, olive-green finger.

“Margaret Hamilton,” Aly said.

“You know her name?” I said.

“That’s the name of the actress who played the Wicked Witch of the West in the Wizard of Oz movie,” Aly said. “She looks just like her.”

The woman looked at us and flashed a snaggletoothed grin. “Cue the flying monkeys,” I murmured.

“Jack, this is Almira Gulch,” Dimitrios said. “She will be turning you into a newt and eating you for lunch.”

No, he didn’t actually say that. What he actually said was, “Children, this is Mrs. Petaloude. She is in charge of recruit training. We have a bit of an emergency, alas, so I will be turning you over to one of my associates. Just stay here for a few moments, will you?”

“Wait, training?” I said. “Training for what?”

But they were already walking toward a Jeep, with Mrs. Petaloude bending his ear about something.

“Jack, who has the Loculi?” Aly whispered.

“Mustafa,” I said.

“One more thing to worry about. I wish your dad hadn’t sent them to us.” Aly groaned, shaking her head. “I’m thinking about that shard, too. We should rotate it, each of us taking it for a while. To keep ourselves healthy. I’m good for now, and you’ve been holding it all along. Let’s give it to Cass.”

Cass turned toward her blankly, as if he hadn’t understood a word. I was worried about him. Since Torquin’s death, he had completely checked out.

I pulled the tiny shard from my wallet and slipped it to him. “Can you keep this safe?”

Cass nodded, slipping the shard into his own wallet. I heard the voice of Brother Yiorgos calling us from the edge of the tarmac. He did not look happy, to say the least. His scowl had deepened and his skin had been darkened by the sun. In the deep crags on his face, you could imagine families of mosquitoes frolicking happily. We hadn’t exactly left him on good terms. Somewhere in the jungle near Mount Onyx was a tree tattooed with the back of his head, courtesy of Torquin.

“Follow me,” he called out. “Now.”

“Nice to see you, too,” Aly grumbled.

We walked behind him as he tromped down the thick jungle path. He was wearing a bag slung around his shoulder that slapped against his sides as he walked. I swatted away bugs by the dozen. “At least they could give us repellent,” I grumbled.

“Brother Yiorgos is repellent,” Aly said.

Yiorgos spun around. “I would save up that sense of humor if I were you,” he said. “You will need it.”

As we moved out of the jungle and into the campus clearing, I could see what Brother Yiorgos meant. Nothing was funny about what the Massa had done here. We’d seen hints of the transformation from the air, but I wasn’t prepared for this.

The Karai had fashioned their institute to look like a college—all red-brick buildings with stone steps, connected by grassy lawns and brick pathways. Now the brick paths were being replaced with cement, and the grass patches were being filled with gravel. The Massa attack had totaled a couple of the buildings, and in their place new structures were rising—drab concrete slabs with tiny windows. I was relieved to see that the magnificent, museumlike House of Wenders still stood across the quadrangle. But its sides had been damaged by bombs, and now the bricks were being removed for a makeover. The seven columns still stood at the top of the stairs, but the word Wenders had been chiseled from the marble pediment. On the ground, ready to be hoisted into place, was a cement block carved deeply with another word:
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“Soon, this will all be perfect,” Brother Yiorgos said in his thick Greek accent. “Massa strong. No more like Karai. No more froufrou Harvard-bricky college-la-la-la heads in clouds.”

Aly scratched her head. “Could you repeat that?”

Brother Yiorgos grunted, pushing us into a bunkerlike building next to the House of Wenders.

I was sort of hoping we’d go back to our old dorm, which was now surrounded by scaffolding and teeming with Massa workers. Not that the dorm was a cozy place to begin with. But it looked like a palace next to the long metal-sided box they were taking us to now.

The doorknobs contained massive locks and the windows were barred. Inside, the place had the welcoming smell of wet cement and freshly cut tin. Our footsteps clonked on a metal floor as we passed tiny, unfurnished rooms. We had to duck through an open metal doorframe as Yiorgos led us into a large boxy space with a square hole for a window. “Living room,” he said.

“Sofas and flat-screen TV arriving tomorrow?” Aly asked.

Yiorgos’s eyes blazed. “You are here to work.” He zipped open his shoulder bag and threw a pile of clothes onto a metal work table. On top, a white polo shirt unfolded. It had an M insignia on the left breast pocket. “Wait for Brother Dimitrios. Wear these. You smell bad.”

“Where are we supposed to sit?” Aly asked.

“On the floor,” Yiorgos said with a sneer. “If it’s good enough for the cockroaches, it’s good enough for you.”

As he stomped away, Cass turned to the window and stared silently. Around us, the jungle was growing dark. It was hard to believe a whole day had gone by since we’d awakened in Greece.

Aly slumped against the wall. “Okay, Tailor, sew us up something quick. Because I don’t like this at all. I have a feeling we out-stupided ourselves by coming here.”

“Stay focused,” I said resolutely. “The key is finding Fiddle and the rebels. They’re still out there. They’ve got to be.”

“You saw those prisoners, Jack,” Aly said. “And those are the ones the Massa spared!”

“That’s what Brother Dimitrios told us,” I said. “And Brother Dimitrios lies. Fiddle rescued a lot of people. Once we find them, we have a team. Experts. Fighters. We take the island back, reconstruct the Loculus of Healing, find the backpack, and book it.”

“Five,” Aly said, holding up her hand.

As I slapped it, Cass spun around. His face was bright red.

“Are you two serious?” he said, his voice a garbled rasp. “What planet are you on? Do you think we’re really going to survive this? Do you think we deserve to?”

“Cass . . . ?” Aly said cautiously. She and I exchanged a look. It was the first thing Cass had said since we left Greece.

“They’re dead, Jack,” Cass said. “They’re all dead, like Torquin. Did you see the fires in the jungle? The Massa smoked them out.”

“It’s just smoke, Cass,” Aly said. “It’s not proof of anything.”

“Think about it, Jack—they escaped with nothing, no weapons, no communication, no food!” Cass was practically yelling now. “If the smoke didn’t get them, starvation did. Don’t you guys see? We’re dead people, all of us! This was a terrible plan. They’re going to separate us, take what they need from us, and then kill us! They’re evil. Bhegad is dead and Torquin is dead and Fiddle is dead and we’re dead!”

His voice echoed sharply against the metal walls. I felt paralyzed. Tongue-tied. “You—you didn’t kill Torquin, Cass,” I said lamely. “It wasn’t your—”

“If you say that to me one more time, I’ll kill you, too!” Cass blurted.

Tears had formed at the corners of his eyes, and he turned back to the window. Aly walked toward him and stood inches away—not touching him, just standing. She took a deep breath. “Hey, you want to know something I never told you?”

“No,” Cass said.

“This will sound dumb,” she went on, “but my mom was really impressed with you. She’s a psychologist, and she really knows how to read people. She said you had an incredibly strong emotional core.”

Cass snorted. “You’re right. It does sound dumb.”

“You know what else she always says?” Aly went on. “Lack of sleep is the number-one thing that can mess up a person’s brain. At least fifty percent of all psychological pain can be eased by regular sleep.”

Cass turned away.

“We’ve been up more than twenty-four hours, Cass,” Aly said gently.

“I—” Cass’s voice broke. “Aly, I can never forgive myself . . .”

“For Torquin. I know. But you can’t stay awake the rest of your life because of what happened. Torquin would want you to continue, Cass. He would want you to live. And you need sleep. We all do.” Aly knelt on all fours, sweeping aside scraps of metal and bunching up a thick blue plastic sheet. “Come on. We’ll catch a nap right here. The Massa Hilton.”

I saw a trace of a smile cross Cass’s face. He sank to one knee as if gravity had reached up an invisible hand and yanked him down. As I watched him and Aly settle into the makeshift resting spot, my own head began to feel heavy. I slid down against the wall, yawning. “Good night, guys.”

“’Night, Jack . . . Aly,” Cass squeaked. And then he added, “And I didn’t mean what I said, about wanting to kill you.”

Aly smiled. “We didn’t think so.”

The tap on my shoulder came about ten hours later by the clock, but it felt as if I’d been asleep for fifteen minutes.

As I blinked my eyes open, Brother Dimitrios stared down at me. He looked haggard and tired himself. “So sorry for the interruption . . .”

I yawned. My body was aching. We were all wearing our clean Massa clothing, and the room smelled of laundry detergent and sawdust. “Can we do this later?” I said. “I’m getting used to my new dorm.”

With a weary smile, Dimitrios held out his hand. “Oh dear, did Yiorgos tell you this was your dorm? That scalawag. We wouldn’t house you in a place like this—it’s a temporary way station while your rooms are being prepared. Anyway, I’m afraid that there are some things that you must take care of, Jack.”

“Now?” I said. “It’s the middle of the night.”

Cass was stirring now, and Aly bolted to her feet. “What’s going on?” she demanded.

“Go back to sleep,” Brother Dimitrios said. “Someone will come soon to take you to your quarters.”

“But you just said we had to leave—” Aly began.

“I said,” Brother Dimitrios snapped, “just Jack.”

Aly raced to the doorway and stood there, arms folded. “Sorry, but no.”

“Excuse me?” Brother Dimitrios said with a curious smile.

“We go together,” Aly replied. “You’ve already brainwashed Marco, and you can’t have Jack. So, no.”

Cass looked at her in amazement. “You go, girl.”

“I assure you, dear Aly, brainwashing is the furthest thing from my mind,” Brother Dimitrios said. “You three are very different people with different talents. We must interview each of you, to develop individual plans. Surely you can’t expect to stand over each other’s shoulders forever.”

“You need us, Dimitrios,” Aly said. “So here are our terms. Jack stays. You bring Marco to us, show us he’s still alive. We talk to Marco for an hour. Privately. Then we negotiate.”

Brother Dimitrios looked confused. “Yes, we do need you. But I daresay you need us more. And for us to help you—to preserve your lives, my dear—we must follow our orders or we suffer consequences—”

“What consequences?” Aly demanded. “And who gives them?”

“So if you’ll pardon my rudeness, here are my terms,” Dimitrios barreled on. “If Jack expects to see you—and his father—again, he will do as I say and come with me. Alone.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

THE ILLUSION OF CONTROL

AS WE PASSED the place of eating we used to call the Comestibule, two horrifying things happened:

One, the sun peeked over the horizon. Which meant we were officially going to begin a full day of misery in Massaville.

Two, the smell of coffee and fried eggs from inside the building actually made me drool. As in, a string of liquid escaped my mouth and made a straight line down to my shoes. “You are ailing?” Brother Dimitrios said.

“I am hungry,” I replied, wiping my mouth.

“The cafeteria is not yet open,” he said, “but I have some pull here. You will need nourishment for what we have planned.”

“Okay, enough mystery,” I said. “What’s the plan?”

But Brother Dimitrios was already heading into the building.

Seeing the interior was a shock. The place looked totally different. The paintings and the huge antler chandelier were gone, and all the wood paneling had been painted white. Brother Mustafa the pilot was swigging down some coffee, but he left the moment we arrived. Dimitrios snapped his fingers and immediately a sleepy-looking goon with a runny nose padded into the room, setting a plate of food in front of me.

I stared down at a yellow lump oozing about a pound of smelly white cheese.

“Chef’s specialty, feta omelet,” Brother Dimitrios explained.

“I think I just lost my appetite,” I said. “Do you have any cereal?”

Brother Dimitrios leaped up from his seat, running into the kitchen to demand another meal. As I pushed the plate aside, I looked around the room.

Memories flooded in. I pictured the great banner that had once been strung across this hall: WELCOME TO YOUR KARAI INSTITUTE HOME, JACK. Back then I’d been too scared and creeped out to appreciate the welcome. Or the food.

Dimitrios reappeared with a bowl of soggy granola and some weird-tasting milk. I bolted them down. I was still chewing as we walked out the back door. We hadn’t gone ten feet before I saw something that made me nearly spit out the remains of my breakfast.

The KI game building, where we used to have unlimited entertainment possibilities, had been gutted. Now it was being merged with the enormous hangar building next to it—the place where all the KI repairs used to take place. It was where I had nearly been hit on the head by Fritz the mechanic because of my own clumsiness.

Its roof had been raised even higher. It was a fretwork of curved, thick wooden beams, and I could see that the building’s final shape would be like a gigantic egg. All around the building, massive cranes made of lashed-together tree trunks groaned loudly, hoisting beams on steel winches.

“Behold the future Tharrodrome,” Brother Dimitrios said. “From the word tharros, which means ‘courage.’ Perhaps you will remember our task chamber in the compound in Egypt, where your remarkable friend Marco performed some extraordinary feats of strength.”

I did remember the chamber. And I remembered what the Massa had unleashed on Marco. A mutant beast. A warrior swordsman. “Is that what you’re building here? A place where you torture kids and put their lives at risk?”

“A place where we test our Select and grow them to their full potential,” Brother Dimitrios said. “Which the KI, in their foolishness, never thought to do.”

“Why did you bring me here alone?” I asked.

Brother Dimitrios opened a wood-frame, windowless door. “For your test, of course.”

I stepped inside. The room had a coffee machine, a sink, a door, two office chairs, a wall clock, and a desk. I figured the door led to a toilet. A string of curly fluorescent lights hung from the unfinished ceiling. On the desk was a tablet with a keyboard. A slideshow flashed on the screen—photo after photo of Massa goons tearing down the Karai Institute. “So this is it?” I said. “I have to watch the construction of Six Flags Over Horrorland?”

“Sit, please.” Brother Dimitrios rolled back the office chair. As I sat, he opened a desk drawer and pulled out a set of earplugs connected to a small tablet. “During your task, you will wear these, with the tablet hooked onto your belt. This way you can communicate with me if you need to.”

“Wait. Where will you be?” I asked.

“This does not matter,” Dimitrios said. “Let us begin.”

He touched the screen. The slideshow disappeared to reveal a screen full of strange-looking apps with Greek labels. “Do I get a lifeline?” I asked. “If it involves any tech, I’ll need Aly.”

“You, Jack, will be their lifeline.” Dimitrios leaned over and tapped an app that resembled a camera. Instantly the screen showed Aly and Cass in a dorm room, much nicer than the one we’d just been inside. Cass was holding a phone and Aly was touching her fingers to the wall.

“Aly appears to be placing a wad of chewing gum over a spy lens,” Brother Dimitrios said. “We placed three of those lenses in the room—small, dark globes about a quarter inch in diameter. Just large enough for a bright young person to spot. You see, she believes she is blocking us from seeing into the room.”

“Because the lenses are fake,” I said.

“Very good, Jack,” Dimitrios said. “This is our way of giving her the illusion of control.”

“If the lenses don’t work, how come we see Cass and Aly?” I asked.

“We are actually watching through another lens, the size of a pinhead,” Dimitrios replied. “It blends in with the grains of cement on the ceiling. I would like you to keep an eye on your friends. If they try anything funny, they will ruin your test. And there will be consequences. Oh, yes, just in case . . .”

He tapped another app and a kidney-shaped map appeared on the screen. In the northern section, two dots glowed. “This, of course, is the island, and the dots are Cass and Aly. Should they move outside the cabin, you will be able to track their movements.”

“That’s my trial—to spy on my own friends?” I asked.

Brother Dimitrios shook his head. “Your trial is to decode this.”

Another app, this one revealing an image of an old document.
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“What the heck does that mean?” I asked.

“You tell me,” Brother Dimitrios said.

“Wait,” I said. “I have to do your work? You guys couldn’t figure this out?”

“Who says we haven’t?” Brother Dimitrios shot back.

“Any hints?” I said.

“The answer to this is the name of a great danger that exists on this island.” Dimitrios held a remote to the wall clock. It instantly became a timer, which read 20:00:00.

“You have twenty minutes,” he said. “If you fail, one of your friends dies.”

“Wait, you’re joking, right?” I said. “You wouldn’t do that. You said you needed us!”

“Unfortunately, Jack, I am not the one who sets the rules,” Dimitrios said.

“Then who is it?” I demanded. “Let me talk to him now!”

Dimitrios backed out of the room shaking his head. “I am sorry, dear boy. But twenty-three seconds have gone by.”

The door clicked shut as he disappeared.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

IN HEXAD DE HEPTIMUS VERITAS

17:58:13.

This was insane.

Impossible.

I couldn’t concentrate. My eyebrows were raining sweat. Nearly two whole minutes had gone by and I hadn’t done a thing except stare at the dumb poem. I couldn’t make any sense of it.

Curses? Deep within orbits?

Youth became old?

The words swirled in my head until they had no meaning at all. Like I was looking at a foreign language.

Do something. Print it out. Take notes. First things that come to mind.

That was what my creative writing teacher, Mr. Linker, always told us. Sometimes it looks different when it’s on paper. So I went to work.
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I felt like an utter idiot.

This was a waste of time.

15:56:48.

“Code . . . it’s a code, it must be a code . . .” Now I was talking to myself.

I thought about the codes we’d seen.

The rock at the top of Mount Onyx.

No. Not like this at all.

The door to the Hanging Gardens of Babylon.

Nope.

The letter from Charles Newton we’d found at the Mausoleum at Halicarnassus.

Uh-uh.

Wait.

I stared at the heading, which was in bigger type than the rest of it. In hexad de heptimus veritas.

The Charles Newton letter had a heading, too. It was the key to understanding the rest of the letter. Where the date was supposed to be, there was a message: The 7th, to the end. That meant we had to count every seventh letter.

My eyes fixed on the word Heptimus. It was like Heptakiklos.

Hepta was seven; kiklos was circle.

I wiped the sweat from my brow. Duh. So much of this quest was about the number seven. Everything always came back to sevens.

Carefully I wrote down every seventh letter of the poem.
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Looked like a word scramble. Great. Cass was good at those. Probably Aly, too. For all I knew, Marco ate them for lunch. Me? It’s about the same level as my gift for ballet dancing. Zero out of ten in the Jack McKinley Scale of Loserdom.

But Brother Dimitrios’s words clattered around in my brain: If you fail, one of your friends dies.

The threat of murder has a way of bringing out the best in a person.

Okay, the Q had to go with a U. In the letters I saw a query . . . also a require . . . and an I am . . . I began scribbling as fast as I could:

[image: image]

“Arrrghhh!” I cried out.

Useless. I slammed down my pen.

7:58:34.

Eight whole minutes, down the toilet!

Okay. Calm down.

I needed to go further. Figure out the other parts of that heading. In hexad de heptimus veritas. My fingers shook as I opened the tablet’s browser. I typed “in hexad de heptimus veritas” into a search engine page but got nothing. So I entered the words one by one.

Definition: hexad. A group of six.

Definition: heptimus. Sevenths.

Definition: veritas. Truth.

This was weird. The first two words were from the Greek, the last was from Latin. It was a mishmash. This wasn’t Atlantean. Or even ancient. Brother Dimitrios and his pals must have made it up.

“Just go with it, Jack,” I muttered to myself. “Okay . . . in a group of six of sevenths truth . . .”

7:14:32 . . .

I glanced away from the clock and then back again.

7:14:29 . . .

7:14:28 . . .

Seven-one-four-two-eight.

For that one second, the clock showed a number that meant something to me—the magic sequence of sevenths, 714285!

I hated fraction conversions. But I knew this one cold.

Divide seven into any single digit. You get the same digits in the same sequence. Well, they may start in a different place, but it’s all the same.

Like .142857. Which is one seventh.

Or .285714, two sevenths.

Or .428571, three sevenths.

Or .714285—five sevenths, same as on the clock.

The same six digits over and over again, starting in different places.

That would be a group of six.

A hexad!

We were getting somewhere. Maybe.

In hexad de heptimus veritas.

Okay.

That would mean . . . Truth in the hexad of the sevenths.

But which hexad?

I figured, start with one seventh: .142857. Maybe if I pulled out the right letters, it would spell something. So the first letter, the fourth, the second, the eighth, and so on from each line. . . .

Impossible. One of the lines only had three letters.

Wait. Wait.

There was another possibility.

Down the side of the printout, I wrote out the magic sequence, one digit for each line of text. Then I circled the corresponding letter—for number 1, the first letter, for number 4, the fourth . . .
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Underneath I wrote out the letters:
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“What the heck?” I quickly typed the word into the search engine. The first hit made me gasp:
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I clicked on it and looked at the page:
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Finally I clicked on the translation button and read what it meant:
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I leaped up from my seat, pumping my fist in the air. “Woo-hoo! I got it! Brother Dimitrios, I know you must be watching this! The answer is Xylokrikos!”

Dimitrios’s face appeared on the tablet screen. I jumped. I didn’t realize he was controlling the screen like that. “Ah, bravo, Jack,” he said.

“Thanks,” I said quickly. “So you’ll let them alone, right? Cass and Aly—they’re going to be okay?”

“For now,” Dimitrios said. “Your friends will indeed be pleased that you passed part one. Let’s tell them.”

The image dissolved. Now I was looking into Cass and Aly’s room.

It was empty.

“Well, will you look at that . . . tsk-tsk-tsk,” came Dimitrios’s voice.

“Where did they go?” I demanded. “If you hurt them . . .”

“They are fine. I am a man of my word,” Dimitrios said. “Ten minutes ago they received a handwritten message from a fellow named Fiddle.”

I froze up but said nothing.

“It seems this musically named fellow directed them toward somewhere on the island,” Dimitrios continued.

The screen’s image dissolved to reveal a patch of jungle. “You have hidden cameras?”

“All throughout the island, of course,” Dimitrios said.

In the midst of the patch was a dull glow. As the camera zoomed in, the glow became a hatch, half-hidden by vines. On it was a carved L.

“Don’t get too excited,” Dimitrios said. “If they reach this hatch, there is a . . . surprise waiting for them.”

“What kind of surprise?” I demanded.

“You will be given sufficient information to figure that out.”

“Just tell me if they’re in danger!” I said.

“I would recommend that you make haste, Jack,” Dimitrios replied.

The image vanished. In place of Brother Dimitrios’s face was a map of the island, marked like a radar screen. I could see two blue dots moving from one of the compound buildings into the jungle, toward a big X.

Farther south in the compound was a third blue dot. As I walked the tablet to the door, the dot jiggled slightly.

It was me.

“You will be allowed one lifeline,” Brother Dimitrios’s voice said. “And that will be me. You may ask one question after you begin.”

“What am I supposed to do?” I shouted into the tablet. “And that doesn’t count as my lifeline question!”

Dimitrios’s answer was one word:

“Hurry.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

LIFELINE

“UCCCHH.” I STOOPED down and plucked the tablet out of the jungle grass.

I was running too fast, being too hasty. The jungle humidity drenched me. My hands were slippery. I needed the tablet to check my bearings, my blue dots, but I kept dropping it.

Where were they?

There.

Their two dots were looping around from the north. They’d had a big head start, and they were way closer to the hatch than I was. My dot was at the extreme western part of the screen. I’d never catch up to them. I’d have to go straight to the hatch.

Clutching tight to the tablet, I ran. I lifted my feet as high as they could go. Overhead, birds and monkeys screeched as if they were watching a soccer match. As I got closer I shouted, “Aly! Cass!”

My answer was a chorus of hoots, caws, and shrieks. My friends were never going to hear me.

My blue dot moved toward the goal faster than Aly’s and Cass’s did from the north. When I was on top of the big X, I stopped.

I looked around for a hatch, but all I saw was the same old jungle mess. I leaned over, clearing away brush with my arms. A snake hissed, slithering away. A huge lizard eyed me from beneath a nearby bush.

“Where is it?” I cried out in frustration.

EEEEEE! came the shriek of a monkey. Torquin had understood those cries. He’d made friends with some of these creatures. What were they telling me?

My eyes were watery and stinging. I didn’t know if it was sweat or tears. I caught sight of the corner of a high tree stump and leaned on it, rubbing away the moisture with my free hand.

EEEE-EEE-EEEEEE!

EEEEEEE!

I had to jump back. Monkeys were dropping out of the trees like parachute jumpers. They landed just beyond the stump in two lines.

I narrowed my eyes. “What do you guys want?”

EEEE-EEE-EEEEEE! One of the chimps pointed to the stump, slapping his head.

“It’s a stump! What’s wrong with . . . ?” The research. I realized Brother Dimitrios had given me a big fat clue. “Okay . . . the xylokrikos . . . is that what you’re warning me about? This thing is really a monster?”

I stared at the remnant of the old tree. Was this where Brother Dimitrios was leading us all—some kind of portal, where the monster would morph out of the wood to attack us?

I backed away. But then, out of nowhere, a rock went flying past my ear. The monkeys were trying to get my attention. They were divided down the middle into two groups, each screaming and gesturing toward the other.

“What?” I said. “Come on. This is a magical island. Be magical. Talk to me!”

They were pointing to something between them. I stepped closer until I could see a silvery filament like a taut spiderweb, a line so thin that it was barely a shimmer. It emerged from the jungle behind them and seemed to be connected somewhere near me, like some weird zip line for insects. Squinting against the sunlight that flashed through the trees, I followed the line to its source.

It ended at the stump.

From their reactions, I thought the monkeys were going to have a heart attack. At the place where the filament attached to the trunk’s bark was a set of metal electrodes.

An electric fence. That’s what it had to be. Back when we were first on the island, Aly had discovered a network of these, placed by the KI around the campus.

How extensive was this fence? How far away were Cass and Aly? I checked my tablet, lining up my location with theirs.

I was at the bottom right of the X. Aly and Cass were coming closer to the top left. They would be crossing the X soon. But the monkeys were all here, all warning me.

“Lifeline!” I screamed into the tablet. “What is this—this wire, Dimitrios? Where does it go, and what does it do?”

Dimitrios’s face did not appear. Instead, I saw footage of Aly and Cass tromping through the woods. This was his answer: a video feed from some hidden security camera in a tree. They were headed for a broken-down cottage in the distance. Around the cottage was a perfectly round wooden fence.

You will be given sufficient information to figure that out.

That’s what Dimitrios had promised me. But this information was wack. How was any of this meaningful? Screaming monkeys, electric filaments, hatches that didn’t exist, tree-stump monsters . . .

The xylokrikos.

From xylos (“wood”) and krikos (“ring”) . . .

No. It wasn’t about the stump monster. Not really. It was about its name—wood plus ring. A ring of wood!

The fence.

That was what the poem’s code meant.

“It’s not about a monster, is it, Dimitrios?” I shouted. “The puzzle—xylokrikos was the answer. But it’s about that wooden fence. The wire is attached—and if they cross it they’ll be electrocuted! How do I turn it off? Lifeline! Lifeline! How do I turn it off!”

A soft chuckle arose from my tablet. “I said one question, and you just asked three. Well, I have a heart and I shall address the last one. The only way to de-electrify that filament is to break the circuit. It is constructed of carbene, an extremely thin, extremely strong material developed by our scientists. So you will not be able to break it with, say, a stick. I suppose the only way to disable it would be contact with a grounded water-containing carbon unit that will conduct the electricity.”

“Meaning what?” I demanded.

“A living being, Jack,” Dimitrios replied. “There are candidates in your vicinity, I’d say.”

The monkeys were backing away, hopping and gesticulating, slapping themselves obliviously. If I could trap one of them . . .

No. They seemed to sense what I was thinking and were already in retreat. I’d never be able to do it in time.

But letting Cass or Aly touch that fence was worse.

Unless I did it first.

I closed my eyes. This was the right thing to do. I was the Tailor, who figured things out. I was the Destroyer. In this one act, I would be both.

People say your life flashes before your eyes just before you die. Not me. All I could see was the photo on my old hand mirror—Dad, Mom, and me as a toddler in the snow, playing Boom to Daddy. The photo I’d been looking at every day of my life since Mom disappeared. It calmed me down. Made me realize I’d once had some happiness in my life.

I would be dead in a few seconds. But at least I was smiling.

Stretching out my arms, I dropped the tablet.

And I dived into the filament, chest first.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

THE SEVENTH CODEX

MY FIRST TASTE of death was a mouthful of wet leaves.

I sprang up. My feet were still on the jungle ground. The monkeys were still chattering. My eyes darted toward the tree stump. I saw the black electrodes where the filament had been attached.

Just the electrodes. Nothing else. The unbreakable carbene filament was . . . broken? “No . . .” I murmured.

They’d touched it first. They’d gotten to it before I had. I’d been too slow to save my friends’ lives.

“Aly! Cass!” I screamed.

The monkeys screeched back at me. But they were hiding now, no longer helping me. Without seeing them, I didn’t know where the filament had been. I had no idea where to go. Everything in the jungle looked the same.

I scrambled for the tablet, scooping it off the ground. The screen was cracked, and pressing the power button did absolutely nothing. Tossing it into the jungle, I reared back my head and shouted Brother Dimitrios’s name.

Among the cacophony of monkeys and birds, I heard a woman’s voice directly behind me. “Remarkable. I would not have predicted it would have been this one.”

I spun around but all I could see was a suffocating scrim of dense greenery all around. “Who are you?” I shouted. “Where are Aly and Cass?”

“Remarkable indeed. He is still concerned about them. Bravo.” Dimitrios emerged, with an enormous smile. Next to him was a woman in commando gear. From the weathered wrinkles on her face, I could tell she was much older than Mom. But her carriage was straight and upright like a soldier’s, her eyes sharp and smart. Despite her advanced years she looked as if she could handle herself against anyone.

“First,” the lady said, “be assured that your friends are safe.”

“Wh-what?” I stammered. “If they . . . then I should be . . .”

“The filament held no electrical charge,” Brother Dimitrios said.

I wasn’t sure I heard that right. “Wait. It was a fake? You made me think I was going to die?”

“It seems inscrutable, I know,” the woman replied, “but it was necessary.”

“And who are you?” I demanded.

Dimitrios stepped forward. “Jack, my boy, I know this is upsetting but manners are always important when among your elders. Before you is—”

The woman held up her hand to quiet Dimitrios. “You may call me Number One,” she said.

“Wait . . . Number One?” I said. Okay, maybe it was just the shock of being alive. Or the distant ridiculous jabbering of monkeys. Or the solemn way she called herself a potty name. But I started laughing like a five-year-old. “That’s your name—Number One? I mean, really, Number One?”

“It’s more of a rank, I suppose,” she said with a bemused smile.

“I guess it could be worse—you could be called Number Two!” I was howling now. “That would really be rank!”

“Jack, stop that now!” Dimitrios said. “Apologize!”

“Sorry . . . sorry,” I replied, taking deep breaths.

I expected Number One to be as stuffy and upset as Dimitrios. But she was smiling curiously at me. “I had a brother once,” she said. “You remind me of him.”

“So. Number One,” I said. “Nice to meet you. How come I haven’t ever seen you before?”

“I haven’t needed to be seen until now.” She nodded toward Dimitrios, then turned back toward the campus. “We have much to talk about. Follow me, please.”

I stood my ground, looking at the back of her head in disbelief. My giddy mood was curdling fast. Into rage. “Okay. Just a second. You nearly scared me to death. You owe me an explanation. I want to see my friends. I want to talk now.”

I heard a rustling in the bushes behind me. Brother Yiorgos emerged, blocking my path, along with another goon who wore an eyepatch. Neither was smiling.

“You know Yiorgos, of course,” Brother Dimitrios said. “And this is Brother Plutarchos—er, Cyclops, for short.”

“Enough. Your friends are fine. Come. I am not fond of mosquitoes, Jack.” The woman turned to go, calling over her shoulder, “And you, I suspect, are not fond of being carried.”

I had a bad case of WWF, Walking While Furious. I could barely see straight. My heart was like a jackhammer.

I wanted to find Cass and Aly, tell them the story, and begin an assault on the Massa—somehow. But whenever I slowed down, Yiorgos began breathing down my neck. Which, trust me, is enough to keep anyone moving.

The woman led us through the jungle, into the campus, and up the stairs of the building formerly known as the House of Wenders. I barely recognized the lobby. During the KI days, it had been a soaring, dark-wood-paneled atrium with a towering dinosaur skeleton. Now it was a construction site. The skeleton had been removed, and the grand mahogany balcony was shattered and patched up with crudely cut wooden planks.

“We sustained quite a bit of damage,” she said.

“In the attack you caused,” I reminded her.

She smiled. “Ah well, the old fortress needed some sprucing up anyway.”

As I followed her to the second floor, I felt a tug in my chest. She’d taken over Professor Bhegad’s office, complete with his rickety old leather chair and wooden desk. His mess was gone—no more piles of papers and bursting file cabinets. No more creaky, dust-encrusted metal fan and grimy windows. But the old Oriental rug remained, and I could see a straight path worn by Bhegad’s footsteps, leading from desk to door.

Somehow the sight of that path brought him back in my mind. I could see his heavy footfalls and stooped gait, the way he pushed his glasses up his bulbous nose, his stiff and formal language. Here in this office, on the day Marco had fallen into the volcano to save our lives, the professor had actually cried. For us.

For the first time, I realized how much I missed the old guy.

“Sit,” the woman said, gesturing toward an empty chair.

Looking straight at this gray-eyed Massa leader, I wondered if she could cry. I wondered if she had emotions about anything.

Just over her shoulder were two framed black-and-white photos. One, of a dark-eyed boy, looked like a faded school picture. The other was a dark-curly-haired man with watery eyes and a huge, ridiculous-looking smile.

“Family resemblance, no?” the woman said. “Both my father and my brother are long gone.”

“Did you play chicken with their lives, too?” I muttered.

The woman raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

I didn’t care if she was an adult, or if that ridiculous name “Number One” meant she was the head of the Massa or Queen of the Universe. For all I knew, those family photos were just more lies. “I thought I was going to die!” I rose to my feet and gripped the edge of her desk. “The poem was a lie. The code was a lie. The xylokrikos meant nothing, and you made up that stuff about the unbreakable wire. Was that your idea of a joke?”

Brother Yiorgos grabbed me and held my arms behind my back. The lady known as Number One stood up sharply. “Release him. He’s more angry than dangerous.”

With a grunt, the monk pushed me down into a chair. Number One came around her desk, sat on the edge, and leaned toward me. When she spoke, her voice was soft and sad. “Until you have experienced the death of your own blood before your eyes, you will not appreciate what it means to love and lose someone.”

“What makes you think I don’t know that?” I snapped.

I looked away so I wouldn’t be tempted to blurt out any truths about my mother.

“If you do know, then we may begin to understand each other.” The woman stood, looking at the two pictures on the wall. “My brother’s name was Osman. He and you were very much alike. He was a Select, you know. There is not a day that I don’t think of him.”

“Your brother was a Select?” I said. “So you knew about all of this back then?”

“I did,” Number One said. “In fact, I lost both Osman and Father to Artemisia, just as you lost Radamanthus Bhegad.”

I thought of Bhegad’s soul being ripped from his body. I thought of the last time I’d seen him, hanging from my ankle as I flew on a griffin. I began to shake. In my mind’s eye he was falling to the earth below, falling fast, without a scream . . .

“We have the resources to prevent further deaths, Jack,” the woman said, her voice softening. “To restore the world to its glorious destiny that ended at the fall of Atlantis—reason and equality, health and progress, cooperation. Since the fall, the world has become a battleground among barbarians, all of them blind to the coming destruction. You are our hope, Jack. Show him, Dimitrios.”

Brother Dimitrios spun a tablet toward me.

“Does this look familiar?” the woman asked.
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“Yes,” I said. “There were a bunch of these paintings at Brother Dimitrios’s monastery in Rhodes—all about the life of Massarym.”

“Now look at this,” Number One added, swiping the screen with a bony finger and revealing another image:
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“The two images are the same painting,” Dimitrios explained. “In this image, I used infrared imaging to reveal the pentimento.”

“Penti-who?” I said.

“When words are written onto a canvas, and then artists paint over these words to hide them,” Brother Dimitrios said. “That is pentimento. The history of Atlantis was written in six books, or codices. Massarym, fearing these books would be destroyed, wrote his own history. We call it the Seventh Codex. And it is hidden in these paintings.”

“The Seventh Codex,” Number One went on, “told of two curses. When Massarym stole and hid the Loculi for their safekeeping, Uhla’ar blamed his son for the kingdom’s destruction. He suspected Massarym wanted to rebuild a new Atlantis with himself as king. Massarym tried to explain the truth: that the queen’s tampering had upset the balance of Atlantean power—that he, Massarym, merely wanted to preserve the Loculi. But Uhla’ar would not hear of it. He placed a curse on his own son, that Massarym would never live to see the Loculi retrieved.”

“Well, that sure happened,” I said.

“Ah, but Massarym, in turn, placed a curse on his father,” Number One said. “Uhla’ar would not die, but would be condemned to remain on earth, neither dead nor alive.”

“He turned Uhla’ar into a ghost?” I asked.

Brother Dimitrios chanted as if reciting by memory. “‘The Curse of Uhla’ar shall not be lifted until the seven Loculi are placed within the Heptakiklos by the actions of the Rightful Ruler. Only then shall the Curse be lifted and the continent raised once again.’”

“Wait—raised?” I said. “Like, this whole island? Right here?”

Number One was beaming. “Kind of quickens the heart, doesn’t it?”

“Okay . . . okay . . .” I said, trying to make sense of what she’d just said. “Uhla’ar chased Massarym—right, I know that because I have these weird dreams about the past. But about the Loculi. I thought we just had to bring them back and put them in the Heptakiklos. Bam, done and done. No one told us about any Rightful Ruler.”

“Dimitrios, continue,” Number One commanded.

“‘By two indicators shall the Ruler’s identity be revealed,’” Brother Dimitrios recited. “‘The first shall be an act of Locular destruction. The second, an act of self-sacrifice.’”

I flopped back into my chair. “Oh, great—he’s the only one who can activate the Loculi. But he has to destroy one, and then kill himself. Sure. I think I know where you’re going with this.”

“It is a paradox,” Brother Dimitrios said.

“Massarym was all about mysteries,” Number One said. “One must read the prophecy carefully, in the original language. Destruction sounds so final in English. But broken things can be fixed, no? And what if the act of self-sacrifice is just that—an act? An attempt.”

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, trying to piece this craziness together. “So you saw me throw the Loculus under the train. Boom, Locular destruction. And just now, you faked me out to see if I would attempt to sacrifice myself.”

They both nodded.

“Didn’t you try this with Marco already?” I snapped. “Back in Babylon, he told us he was going to be king. Is this your trick—you tell him, then me, then Cass, then Aly . . . ?”

Brother Dimitrios sighed. “You will forgive us for being impulsive about Marco. We had heard how jumped into a volcano for his friends. In our judgment, he had fulfilled the second part of the prophecy—”

“He didn’t jump,” I said. “He was fighting a vromaski, and they both fell off the edge.”

“So we learned,” Brother Dimitrios said. “But alas, only later on. So when in Ancient Babylon, he destroyed a Loculus, well, that was the first part of the prophecy! But there, too, we were wrong. He merely destroyed the replacement, your so-called Shelley.”

“He never destroyed a Loculus,” Number One said. “You did, Jack.”

I thought about what happened when I was standing by the tracks in New York City, invisible—when Mom was looking straight at me, somehow knowing I was there.

The first to leave the scene had been Dimitrios, muttering something under his breath. We all heard what he’d said—Cass, Aly, and me. Mom had waited till he was gone—and then she’d pointed at me.

I recited those words under my breath. “The Destroyer . . .” I said, repeating Brother Dimitrios’s words, “shall rule.”

“You have fulfilled both requirements, Jack the Destroyer,” the woman said. “Marco has indeed an extraordinary destiny based on his gifts, and Aly and Cass on theirs. But yours is the most important gift of all.”

Brother Dimitrios’s eyes were intense. “We must keep this a secret until the training is complete.”

“And then the real work can begin”—Number One’s mouth curved upward into a smile that was half ironic, half admiring—“my liege.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

HIS JACKNESS

THERE’S A FINE line between destiny and doofusness, and I was walking it.

All the way back to the dorm, I felt like two people. One of them was trembling with excitement and the other was cackling out loud.

My liege.

Was that supposed to be a joke? Was she flattering me? What did her little smile mean?

And really, what did that painting say? For all I knew, the words in that painting could have been anything—a diary, an Atlantean laundry list, whatever. Did it make any sense that out of the zillion people born in the world since the sinking of Atlantis, I, Jack McKinley the Painfully Average, would be the future king?

No, it didn’t make sense. But neither did magic beach balls, or invisibility, or living statues, or time rifts, or zombies, or acid-spitting creatures.

My worn-out sandal clipped a vine, and I nearly fell over. Massa construction workers looked up and stared at me weirdly. Did they know? Maybe the good news had been sent out to them over some kind of Massaweb. What were they thinking?

All hail, King Jack!

His Royal Highness, Jack the First of Belleville!

A good day to His Jackness, Master of the Kingdom of Atlantis and Ruler of the World!

Sooner or later everyone was going to have to adjust to King Jack. Including me.

I stood up, drew myself up to full height, and gave them a kingly wave with a cupped palm. “Carry on!”

And then one of my new subjects spoke:

“Uh, kid, you just stepped in monkey turds.”

Cass was the first to run toward me from the dorm. “Did they suck out your brains and replace them with Jell-O?”

“Did you see Marco?” Aly asked, her face full of excitement and hope.

“No and no,” I said.

Cass crinkled up his face. “What stinks?”

The last hint of kingliness flew out of my head. I wiped my sandals in a wet, grassy spot. “Sorry, I thought I got it all off.”

“We need to talk, now,” Aly said. “And here, where no one will hear us.”

“And fast, because we’re starving and the cafeteria’s open,” Cass said.

“I guess you’re feeling better,” I said.

Cass nodded. “Oh. That. Yeah, well, sorry about yesterday. Aly and I have been talking. She was right. I’m not going to blame myself, and I’ll promise to be more like Torquin. The bravery part, not the grunting and bad driving.”

Aly looked like she would explode from excitement. “Jack, we want to hear about your meeting with Brother Creepo. But we have to tell you what happened to us. We got this note from—”

“Not here.” I looked around, thinking about the secret cameras the Massa had planted in the jungle. “There are bugs.”

“In the trees?” Cass asked.

“My room is safe,” Aly said, turning to go back into the dorm. “Leave the sandals and follow me. I destroyed the surveillance cameras.”

“Not all of them,” I said. “There’s one the size of a pinhead, probably up where the wall meets the ceiling, directly above your desk.”

Aly turned back. “Excuse me? How do you—?”

“I’ll help you disable it,” I said. “Show me the way.”

I kicked off my stinky sandals and followed Cass and Aly into the new dorm. It was about twice the size of the old building. Instead of being greeted in a cramped hallway by our old Karai guard, Conan the Armed and Sleepy, there was a big empty entryway two floors high. A hallway led to the right, and I found a door marked with my name. I ducked inside to look. It was a big corner room with screened windows, tons of sunlight, and a shelf with a few used books and an iPod dock. I think the dresser had been Marco’s in the old dorm, because one of the drawers had been kicked in and repaired with glue.

I could hear Cass and Aly clomping into the room next to me. I washed my feet, then put on a new pair of sandals I found in the closet and sprinted to meet them. Aly was standing on her desk, staring at me as I entered. In her hand was a piece of twisted metal. Just above her, wires jutted from a spot near the roof. “How did you know, Jack? About this camera?”

“Dimitrios showed me,” I said. “The other lenses that you covered with gum? Those were fakes. I was tracking you. They made me think you were in danger.”

“Jack, you’re scaring me,” Cass said.

Aly stepped down, eyeing me warily. “So, that note from Fiddle—?”

“A fake, too,” I said. “The Massa led you to that hatch. They made me watch. They told me you were going to be killed. But they were lying. They were testing me. To see if I would sacrifice myself to save your lives.”

They both stared at me silently.

“Well . . . ?” Cass asked softly. “Did you?”

I nodded.

“So . . . they’re brainwashing you,” Aly said.

Cass shrugged. “Sounds like bravery to me.”

“It’s called behavior modification,” Aly barreled on. “You see it in a million movies. They make you feel like you’re going to die. Or that someone you love is going to die. They start breaking down your free will. After a while you don’t know what’s real or fake. Then they can worm their way into your brain and make you believe anything. Like the Manchurian Candidate.”

“The who?” I said.

Aly rolled her eyes. “Classic movie. Don’t you have any culture?”

“Don’t you ever watch any new movies?” Cass replied.

“The point is, the Massa are sneaky and weird.” Aly went on. “They deluded Marco into thinking he’s going to be the next king. Watch it, Jack. They’re probably working on you, too. I think they’re trying to separate us—divide and conquer.”

“What exactly did they say to you?” Cass asked.

Number One’s words burned in my brain: We must keep this a secret until the training is complete.

No way. I needed to tell Cass and Aly the truth. Once you start lying to your best friends, it’s hard to go back. But right this moment, I didn’t know what was true and what wasn’t. What if I really did tell them that Number One anointed me future king? They’d say I was a sucker and a traitor, like Marco.

And I wasn’t.

I had to think this through myself. Calmly. Without being influenced.

If what Number One told me was a lie, then nothing changed. But if it was true, I had to do it right. I needed to be very, very cautious.

“Well,” I said, “it turns out that the head of the Massa is this woman called Number One. She’s, like, my grandmother’s age—”

“Wait,” Aly said. “You met the head of the Massa? Just you? Why?”

“I’m special, I guess.” I wanted that to sound like a joke, but I’m not sure it worked. “I think she wants to raise the continent of Atlantis.”

“Like, from under the ocean?” Cass said. “The whole island?”

“It’s a Massa thing,” I replied. “When Massarym stole the Loculi, raising the continent was part of his long-term plan. He wanted to bring back the glory that was Atlantis, blah-blah-blah.”

Cass punched a fist in the air. “That is so emosewa!”

“Are you serious?” Aly leaned closer, all red in the face. “Um, tell me neither of you knuckleheads know what a disaster this would be.”

“Right, tons of vromaskis and griffins and stuff,” Cass said. “That would suck.”

“No, that’s not the point!” Aly said. “Millions of years ago, the entire middle of the United States was a sea. New York City had a mountain range like the Rockies. But the continents drifted. Slowly. Meteors collided, sea levels shifted, earth moved, air quality changed, continents sank, species died. Incredibly slowly. Raising an entire continent—voom, just like that? We’re talking massive disaster. Tidal waves and earthquakes, to start. Changing wind and water currents, rising seas, coastal floods, shifting tectonic plates. New York City, Boston, Los Angeles, Seattle, Chicago, New Orleans, Athens, Capetown—gone. Don’t even think about the Netherlands. Dormant fault lines burst open coast to coast, followed by fires. Dirt and dust clouds will block the sun, just like the time of the dinosaurs. And you know what happened to them. We’d be lucky if anyone survived!”

“Chicago’s not coastal,” Cass said.

“You get the idea!” Aly stared at me, her face a mixture of fear and disbelief. “Do they really believe they can make the continent rise?”

“Maybe you’re overreacting,” I said. “How do you know it will be so bad? Maybe Atlantis isn’t big enough to cause all that.”

“It doesn’t have to be that big to do a lot of damage, Jack!” Aly said.

“Well, people have been predicting ecological disasters and stuff anyway,” I said. “At least this way, Atlantis would appear, with all its energy restored. And if the world had, like, good leaders, they could help.”

Aly looked at me in disbelief. “How? Stop the floods with a proclamation?”

“They could think ahead,” I said. “You know, evacuate people from the coasts. Look, we’re already changing the climate by burning fossil fuels, right? And people are bombing and killing each other. There’s genocide everywhere. It’s not like the world is on a path to such a great future. Don’t you think we need Atlantis?”

“I don’t believe I’m hearing this,” Aly said. “From Marco, yes. He thinks he’s going to be king. But not from a reasonable, intelligent person like you. I say we kill this ridiculous discussion and stick to our plan. We contact the rebels, find out where the shards are hidden, get the other Loculi back, and kick some butt and figure out how to get off the island. That’s going to be hard enough. Now, let’s go to eat in the cafeteria, which probably will be bugged. Cass, if they drag you and me away to meet with Number One, we have to stay strong.”

Cass giggled. “Number One? That’s seriously her name?”

As she and Cass marched out the door, my head felt like it was whirling off my neck.


[image: image]

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

WHAT’S A FEW MILLION LIVES . . . ?

I WAS GOING crazy.

I couldn’t concentrate.

I thought about Aly’s lecture on the great value of sleep. As she and Cass went off to the Comestibule—sorry, cafeteria—I tried to doze off. It didn’t work. Being alone scared me.

So I got out of bed and trudged down to the cafeteria myself.

I found Cass downing powdered scrambled eggs as if they were about to go extinct. Old Mustafa the pilot was sitting at a table full of men, all laughing at some joke. Mrs. Petaloude sat a table all by herself with a plate full of bugs. Well, at least that was what it looked like. Aly was chatting up this skinny old scarecrow of a guy with a stiff gray beard that looked like it could scour pots.

“Jack!” she called out, waving me over. “Meet Professor Grolsch, the Most Interesting Man on the Island. He has like thirteen PhDs—”

“Phineas Grolsch,” the old guy said, extending a bony hand, “and only two PhDs, plus an MA, MD, LLD, and MBA—Oxford, Cambridge, Yale.”

“Um, Jack McKinley, Mortimer P. Reese Middle School,” I squeaked.

“Cass Williams, starving,” Cass said, bolting up from the table. “I’m getting seconds.”

“We were discussing meteorological hypotheticals,” Professor Grolsch said.

“Who?” I said.

Aly gave me a meaningful look. “You know, what would happen to the world if, say, I don’t know, a whole continent was raised from the deep—”

“Gro-o-olsch!” Brother Dimitrios’s voice snapped.

I spun around. Against the wall, at a long table, sat Dimitrios, Yiorgos, and the guy they called Cyclops, along with a bunch of sour-faced people in black robes. If eyes could kill, Professor Grolsch would be in the ground.

Grolsch’s pale skin turned ashen. “Lovely to meet you,” he said quickly and scooted back to his seat. “My oatmeal is getting cold.”

Aly leaned close to me. “You see their reaction? They could tell what we were talking about. Grolsch was stalling. They know. About the destruction they’re going to cause. But they don’t care. What’s a few million lives if they can rule the world?”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Brother Cyclops lumbering toward us. He nearly collided with Cass, who was carrying a plate of muffins, bacon, and doughnuts. “Sorry, you can’t have any,” Cass said, placing his tray at our table.

“Neither can you,” Brother Cyclops said. “You have to meet someone.”

“Wait—I—hey—!” Cass yelled as Cyclops pulled him toward the entrance.

Aly and I followed. At the front door, about ten Massa were gathered, busily chattering with someone in their midst. “Clear, please,” Cyclops growled.

The crowd stepped aside, and Number One stepped through. She was dressed in layers of gossamer blue fabric embroidered with gold. As she lifted her hand, tiny jewels caught the morning sunlight. Neither Aly nor Cass shook the outstretched hand, so I did. “Guys, this is Number One.”

Aly stared her square in the eye. “Do you have a real name?”

Number One threw back her head with a laugh. “I am so glad you asked. Yes, dear girl, my given name is Aliyah. Come. We have much to talk about.”

As the Massa turned back into the cafeteria, Number One turned the other way.

“Number One to you,” Cyclops grumbled.

“And to you, too,” Cass said.

Number One led us across the campus. Left and right, people stared in awe. I had the feeling she didn’t appear in public very much. As she pointed out this and that new construction project, her voice was clipped and hurried. “As opposed to the Colonial-era foolishness of the Karai, we will have a facility light-years ahead of the technological curve,” she said. “As Jack has seen, our security is quite comprehensive—and, trust me, he has not yet seen everything.”

She gave me a sharp look and suddenly I was worried about our conversation outside the dorm. Had she heard us?

Easy. She’s trying to rattle you.

We were headed toward the long brick building that was once the Karai Command Center. From behind it, I could see a cloud of dust. High-pitched voices rang out, yelling and laughing. But not Massa goon voices.

They were little-kid voices.

“What the—?” Aly said. “Your people bring their kids here?”

“Oh, great,” Cass whispered, “we’re going to be the Babysitters Club for the Massa nursery.”

As Number One reached the back wall of the building, she turned. “I thought you’d like to see how we are preparing for a glorious future.”

Behind the building, completely hidden from the campus, was a field of sparse grass that stretched at least fifty yards to an old barn. Fifteen or so kids were playing on it, arranged into groups with color-coded shirts. The oldest were about ten years old, the youngest around seven. Some were practicing jumps and headstands. A fire-hydrant-sized girl sprang past us doing backflips. Another girl was commanding a robot made from a dead stuffed monkey, making it walk in circles. Two others were racing up a huge tree, scaling it at impossible speed with only their hands.

“These aren’t kids, they’re freaks,” Aly muttered under her breath.

Number One’s eyes scanned the field. “Their teacher is supposed to be with them. . . .”

But I was looking toward a sudden commotion at the side of the field. There, three kids were reaching through a hole in a six-foot-high chain-link fence, taunting a pig using sticks and a cape, like matadors.

I stepped closer, and I realized it wasn’t a pig.

“Is that . . . a vromaski?” I asked.

Number One’s face stiffened. “They disabled the electrical protection. Children . . . children! Where is your trainer?”

She and I ran toward them, but the kids ignored her. As one of them poked the vromaski, the bristles along its back stood on end. It swung around fiercely, spraying drool, its rubbery nose slapping against its own cheek. It eyed the attacker, a girl with dark skin and wild curly hair. She stuck out her tongue and did a mocking little dance. “Heeeere, piggy, piggy, piggy!” she called out.

“That kid is crazy,” Cass said. “She’s going to be killed!”

The vromaski coiled its hind legs and leaped up on to the side of the fence, grappling up the chain links with all four legs. It hauled its thick body upward before perching at the top, eyeing the dancing little girl. Its jaw dropped open, revealing a row of knife-sharp teeth.

Licking its lips, the vromaski leaped at its prey.

“Watch out!” I sprinted toward the girl, knocking her out of the beast’s path.

Above me I heard a noise like a lion’s roar crossed with a broken vacuum cleaner as the beast landed behind us. I scrambled to my feet. The vromaski turned and leaped again, its hairy ears swept back, a spray of drool flying from both sides of its mouth.

“No-o-o-o—”

Before I could move, its belly connected with my face.
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CHAPTER THIRTY

ESIOLE

I FELL TO the ground. I struggled to keep my nostrils open, but the stench of the beast closed them back up again.

Pushing against the mud-encrusted belly of the beast was like trying to lift a subway car. It planted its clawed feet on the ground to either side of me, roaring, as it raised one tightly sinewed leg like a hawk after its prey.

Jamming my knees into the beast’s underside, I rolled to the right and dug my teeth into the vromaski’s other leg. It jerked away, its claws ripping a small hank of hair from my head.

I tasted blood. My mouth was on fire. I thought my tongue would shrivel up in my mouth. The spot where my hair had been ripped out felt as if someone had sliced it with a knife. The vromaski was jumping around now, letting out a sound between a squeal and a roar, pawing the ground wildly.

I sprang away from the slavering creature. It was surrounded now—kids with sharp sticks poking its sides, the curly-haired girl yanking on its neck with a lasso. Cass, Aly, and Number One ran over, grabbing the beast’s collar, pulling it toward the pen.

“Trainer!” Number One cried out angrily.

Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted a pair of thick-muscled legs heading from the direction of the barn. A body hurtled toward the vromaski, colliding against its flank. The beast fell over, flailing its legs.

“Vromaski-tipping, my favorite pastime,” a familiar voice said. “Wait till he farts. That’s really fun.”

I scrambled to my feet and caught a glimpse of my rescuer. The mop of shoulder-length hair was unmistakable. Not to mention shoulders as thick as a side of beef. His skin was tanned and his hair looked a shade lighter than I remembered, almost blond. His T-shirt and shorts were emblazoned with the Massa insignia, and an arsenal of weapons and instruments hung from his black leather belt.

He looked amazingly powerful, but you would expect that of a Select whose main talent was sports.

Aly’s jaw was shaking as if the muscles were loose.

“Mar-co! Mar-co! Mar-co! Mar-co!!” the kids screamed.

The little girl, with a few quick motions, hog-tied the beast’s feet together. “Ta-da!” she cried out.

Marco turned. “Good work,” he said. “Okay, time to go home, Porky.”

Grabbing the rope, he threw the squealing beast back into the pen.

“I did not just see that,” Cass said.

Marco bounded toward us, a big smile on his face. “Heyyy, it’s a Select reunion!”

I had never been so happy to see a traitor I hated so much. But what could I say to him? Good to see you? That wasn’t true. So I settled for “Thanks, Marco.”

“You know how much I hate vromaskis, Brother Jack.” Marco held his arms wide. I think he expected us to rush toward him, but we didn’t. Not even Aly.

Standing there a moment, he cast a nervous glance toward Number One. “So, you left your charges alone,” she said.

“Yo, sorry, Numero Uno,” he said. “I was teaching Gilbert to tie his shoes . . .”

“Ah, very important task indeed,” Number One said dryly, “but important enough to put the rest of the trainees’ lives at risk?”

“I lassoed it!” the curly-haired girl cried out. “It was me! Marco came out afterward!”

A group of boys giggled and began chanting, “Eloise, smelloise, brain is made from Jelloise.”

“I’ll lasso you, too!” Eloise screamed, stepping toward the boys, who ran off giggling.

“Yo, little sister, ssshhh, put a lid on it,” Marco said.

Eloise scowled at Marco. “Put a lid on your ugly face, Dumb Butt.”

“My butt,” Marco replied, “is actually pretty intelligent.”

Number One glowered at him. “Then it compares favorably with your brain. Now go untie that beast, and safely. We need it for agility sessions.”

Marco’s cocky grin vanished. “Yes, ma’am.”

As he turned and jogged back toward the pen, Eloise stomped away, back toward the big house.

“Just a moment, young lady,” Number One said, following her.

Cass watched them go, shaking his head in awe. “She insulted him like that and all Marco could say was ‘Yes, ma’am’?”

“He respects her,” I said.

“He’s afraid of her,” Aly said. “Marco Ramsay is actually afraid of something.”

Now Number One was returning with Eloise, whose arms were folded defiantly at her chest. “Eloise, dear, these are the other three of the Karai Select.”

“So?” Eloise said.

“Well, you know how good Marco is at sports—Aly is that good with computers,” Number One replied.

Eloise put her hands on her hips. “Can you build one using strands of DNA to transmit data?”

“No one can do that!” Aly said with a laugh.

“Pffff,” Eloise replied with an unimpressed shrug.

“And Cass is like a human gyroscope,” Number One said. “Plus he can speak whole sentences backward.”

“Iksamorv taht dekcor yllatot uoy, yeh!” Cass said.

Eloise rolled her eyes. “Gnirob yllatot.”

Cass’s eyes popped wide. “Cool, Esiole! You speak Backwardish?”

“Who can’t?” Eloise retorted. “I stopped when I was seven. It’s such a loser thing to do.” She spun toward Number One. “Can I go now?”

With an exasperated sigh, Number One nodded. As Eloise went skipping away, Cass scowled. “Requesting permission to spank that little brat Eloise with a wooden elddap.”

What was going on here? Who was this girl? Who were all of these freakish children?

In the vromaski pen, Marco and the other kids were hauling the beast through a gate. Outside the pen, other kids popped triple and quadruple midair spins.

“These are not normal kids,” I said.

Number One managed a faint smile. “Unlike the Karai, we selected these children for G7W when they were very, very young. We thought with proper advance training, their bodies would become stronger, resistant to the gene’s deadly effects.”

I squinted my eyes, trying to make out the white lambda shape on the backs of their heads. “But they’re too young to be Selects. None of them has the mark yet. How can you be sure?”

“A while back a brilliant geneticist joined our team,” Number One said, “defecting from the Karai, by the way. Her technique revolutionized the diagnosis of G7W. With her genetic mapping analysis, we are now able to recognize the gene at birth. We no longer need to see the lambda.”

I felt Aly’s and Cass’s eyes on me. We all knew a former Karai geneticist. I had spent my first seven years with her. “A while?” I said, trying to sound all la-di-da. “What’s her name?”

“I believe you’ve met her,” Number One said. “Sister Nancy.”

I swallowed hard. How was this possible? My own mom, grooming Massa recruits? How could she do this?

Don’t. Let. It. Show.

“Um, yeah, right, we did meet her, I think,” I said. “But if she’s from the Karai, how are you so sure you can trust her?”

“She came to us in a state of panic,” Number One replied. “The Karai had placed a kill order on her. Because of a disagreement with your beloved Professor Bhegad.”

“P. Beg?” Cass said. “He was disagreeable, but he wasn’t a killer.”

“Ah, but Professor Bhegad did not call the shots,” Number One replied. “He followed whatever the Omphalos decreed. And when anyone crosses the Omphalos, they . . . disappear and never resurface. I would keep this in mind if you still harbor any crazy notions.”

My head was about to explode. Seven lost years of my life finally made some horrible sense. Mom had disappeared because she had been afraid. Because her life had been on the line. “And . . . these kids,” I said. “What will happen to them, now that we’re here?”

“I suppose they will be our B team,” Number One replied. “We don’t have years to train them anymore. Your actions at the Heptakiklos changed everything, Jack. Our seismologists tell me the rip in the caldera of Mount Onyx is growing. If it bursts before the Loculi are returned, Atlantis will be lost forever.”

“And if we return them,” Aly said, “we raise an entire continent and destroy the world as we know it?”

“Evacuating coastal cities is difficult but possible,” Number One said. “Losing Atlantis is a crime against humanity. But of course you wouldn’t be here to see it, because if you don’t return the Loculi, your time will have run out. Not to be cruel, but you’ll be dead. So, children, it seems you have no choice but to join us. Can I count on you?”

Aly and Cass were staring at me. As if I were the only one who could sort this out. I averted my eyes, looking out across the vast field. Marco was nowhere to be seen.

Jack, you are the one who puts it all together. Professor Bhegad’s words echoed loud in my brain.

We were losing sight of the plan. The plan was everything.

“Okay,” I said. “We’re with you.”

“Jack!” Aly cried out.

“Under one condition,” I added. “If you return the two Loculi to us, we will agree to reconstruct the third one.”

Number One smiled patiently. “No conditions. We will construct it ourselves.”

“You’re not Select,” I replied. “You can’t.”

“Let me ask you something, then, Jack,” said Number One, stepping closer to me. “Haven’t I been straightforward and honest with you?”

“I—I think so,” I said.

“And you understand your own destiny on this island, don’t you, Jack?” she asked.

Cass and Aly looked at me curiously. “Um, yeah . . .” I said.

“Then why on earth would you lie to my face right now?” she said.

My legs locked. Lie? Did she know about the plan? Or about Mom’s identity?

“Wh-what do you mean?” I said.

“Earlier this morning, our Loculus shards went missing from their hiding place,” Number One replied.

“Missing?” Cass squealed. “Who—?”

“Perhaps you can tell me,” Number One said.

“Wait,” Aly said. “You think we did that?”

“My dear, there are no other people on this island with any motivation.” Number One held up her hand as if to stop us from protesting. “You’re children. You do foolish things. I understand that. I will go away and let you return them, no questions asked. You have until nightfall.”

“Or else what?” Cass said.

Number One turned to go. “There will be no ‘or else.’”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

THE KING OF TOAST

“YOUR OWN DESTINY on this island?” Aly was doing a great imitation of Number One’s strange, faint accent. As she paced my dorm room, she ripped apart long strands of beef jerky, shoving the pieces into her mouth. “Don’t tell me they’re feeding you the same line they fed Marco.”

My eyes strafed the room. Aly had disabled the spy cam, but I didn’t trust the Massa. They might have had another one embedded in a cobweb or a speck of cockroach poop. I tried to catch her eye, to get her to be quiet, but Aly was on a roll.

“You’re not answering me,” she barged on. “Did they tell you you’d be king? Because you are King of Toast, Jack, unless you have some brilliant idea. Marco’s turned into a camp counselor, your mom is a Massa recruiter, we’re supposed to create global catastrophe—and just to make things more interesting, we were just accused of stealing the only things that can save our lives.”

“Who could have stolen the shards?” Cass asked. “No one has any motivation!”

I eyed the iPod in a dock on my shelf. It was grubby and well used, probably stolen from a Karai worker, I figured. Quickly I flipped through the songs, mostly old pop tunes I would never listen to. Cranking it up, I hit shuffle and let her rip.

As the room echoed with sound, Aly covered her ears. “Justin Bieber?”

I walked right up next to her ear. “This place may be bugged,” I said.

“But I—” she protested.

“They’re smarter than you think,” I said. “If we speak softer than the music, they won’t hear us.”

They both sidled closer.

“I think it’s Fiddle,” I whispered. “By taking the shards, the rebels may be sending us a signal. They know we’re here and they want us to find them.”

“Then why didn’t they come for us directly?” Cass asked.

“We have been under constant surveillance,” I said. “Finding the shards would be easier than reaching us.”

“How do you figure that?” Aly asked.

“The rebels know this island,” I said. “There must be at least one Karai security expert among them who can help them get past the Massa defenses and figure out where the likely hiding places are. So it’s up to us to find the rebels.”

“The last time we were here, when Fiddle liberated those Karai prisoners, he mentioned where he’d be taking them,” Cass said. “He gave the location a name . . .”

“‘MO twenty-one—near Mount Onyx.’ That’s what he said,” Aly piped up.

A giant green bird flew past our window, disappearing into a tree bordering the jungle. Despite the brilliant tropical sunshine, the area beneath the tree canopies looked almost pitch-black. “We need to be careful, though. There are cameras in the jungle,” I continued. “I don’t know how many. We’ll have to disable them.”

“I can cross the signals,” Aly said. “So one camera’s feed will actually be another’s. That way we’ll pass by unnoticed.”

“What if they track us?” Cass asked.

“I disabled our KI trackers,” Aly reminded him.

“But they had some kind of tracking mechanism on us when I had to find you in the woods,” I said.

Aly turned her shirt sleeve inside out and gave it a sharp tug. It ripped open, revealing a tiny, super-thin, wafer-like plastic chip. “That’s why they made us wear these shirts,” she said.

Cass and I quickly ripped out our chips and threw them on the floor. I ran to the window and flung it open. It was a short drop to the ground and maybe a ten-yard run into the jungle. “Number One told us we had until darkness, ‘no questions asked.’ My feeling is they’ll leave us alone. They’ll see we ripped out the trackers but they’ll think we’re trying to cover up our hiding place. And they won’t care where we hid the shards, so long as we bring them all back.”

“What if we can’t find the rebels by darkness?” Cass asked.

“The Massa need us,” Aly said. “What could they possibly do?”

“They have a whole other team of Selects now,” I reminded her. “I wouldn’t count on kindness anymore.”

I jumped out the window first. Together we raced into the jungle, leaving Justin Bieber far behind.

Within minutes, my shirt was sweat drenched.

We ran until we had to catch our breaths. I looked at my watch, and then upward into the deep green sameness. I could see the distant black peak of Mount Onyx above the tree line. “It’s two thirty-seven,” I said. “The sun sets around seven thirty.”

“Hold it,” Aly said. She pointed upward into the canopy of a tree. There, a small camera sat on a branch.

She quickly climbed to the branch, then pulled a nail file and a paper clip from her pocket. Prying open the back of the device, she tinkered with it and climbed down. “We’re safe.”

As if in response, an explosion of animal shrieks echoed back at us.

Cass jumped. “Who invited them?”

“They sound scared,” I said. “Which means maybe we should be, too.”

A sudden roar erupted from our right. The animal shrieks became panicked squeals. I could hear a thrashing of leaves not far away.

“Follow me!” Cass shouted. He raced away to the left. I grabbed Aly’s arm and pulled her after him. There were no paths here, not even enough room for Aly and me to walk abreast. It took only a moment to lose Cass in tree cover. “Cass, where are you?” Aly cried out.

“Thirteen degrees southwest!” Cass yelled back.

“In human terms, please!” she shouted.

“Just follow my voice!”

I tried to keep up. My sandals caught on vines and roots. I whacked my head against a low-hanging branch. Visibility was about three feet, tops.

I lost sight of Cass first, and then Aly. “Guys?” I called out. “Guys, don’t get too far ahead of me!”

No answer. The trees were so thick even sound didn’t travel far.

By now I could smell the faint saltiness of sea air. That meant we weren’t too far from the beach. As I hauled myself around a fallen tree, I stopped to take a breath. A monkey swung overhead, and I felt a tiny nut bop the top of my head. “Thanks a lot,” I grumbled.

Eeeee! cried the monkey. It was standing upright on a branch, gesturing deeper into the woods. Eeee! Eeee!

It looked a lot like Wilbur the extremely smart chimp, Torquin’s friend, who had given his life for us. These island monkeys were not normal. This one seemed to be warning me.

“What?” I strained to see into the jungle but nothing seemed unusual.

Eeee!

“Thanks, that makes it clearer,” I said.

There.

A flash of black.

I squinted. Something moved in the distance, from one tree to the next. As I instinctively jumped back, the monkey pounded its own chest as if to say See? What did I tell you? Then it swung away and out of sight.

“Hello?” I called out.

More than anything I wanted to hear Fiddle’s voice or Nirvana’s. But I got no response. I waited a few minutes, then picked up a rock and threw it in that direction.

With a hollow thump, it bounced off a tree and fell to the ground.

I looked back toward the direction Cass and Aly had disappeared. They would be noticing my absence now. But if they tried to find me in these woods, they might get lost. Even with Cass’s help.

“FI-I-I-DL-L-LE!” I shouted. Then, “CA-A-A-ASSS! A-A-A-L-Y!”

My voice echoed briefly into the canopies then faded quickly, answered only by a few curious bird calls. I began thrashing my way after Cass’s path.

At least I hoped it was Cass’s path.

The ocean smell came and went. I was sniffing up the sweat that poured down my face in torrents. Neither Cass nor Aly had left footprints in the thick piles of decaying leaves. My ankles were crosshatched with tiny lashes and swollen with bug bites. The trees seemed to be growing closer, threatening to strangle me. I knew it was the dead of afternoon, but the skies seemed to be darkening.

I heard a rustling sound and paused. The sea?

No. It was behind me. In the trees.

At the sharp, pistol-like snap of a branch, I spun around. The shape was closer, ducking behind a tree. I saw a flash of a black boot and knew it was human.

Not a rebel, I figured. They knew who I was, and they would come out of hiding to meet me. Then who? A Massa spy? “Hello? Hey, I see you. We were told we had until darkness!”

No response.

I turned and ran away as fast as I could. In about twenty yards I came to a dense copse off to the left and dived into the brush. My breaths came in loud, ragged gasps, but I tried to control the noise.

I heard footsteps. The figure was coming closer now. I could wait till he passed. Or jump him.

The steps crashed through the underbrush and then abruptly stopped. I held my breath. A mosquito buzz-bombed my ear and I swatted it.

Carefully I pushed aside the branches of the bush and peered into the pathway, where I’d last heard the steps.

It was empty.

I felt a hand grab my arm, and another jam against my mouth. A scream caught in my throat as I turned, staring into the fabric of a black hooded mask.

I struggled to get free. My attacker was trim and barely taller than me, but his strength was awesome. There aren’t too many things more awkward than being dragged through a jungle by your arm. I stumbled in the brush and nearly fell three times.

He came to a stop near a fallen tree, set me against it, and whispered, “Speak softly.”

It was not a he voice at all. I watched in disbelief as my assailant removed the black mask. My throat dried instantly, and I had to swallow to speak.

“Mom?”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

REUNION

MOM’S HAIR WAS close-cropped, almost like a boy’s haircut, but nothing could hide her humongous smile. “I am so, so sorry, Jack,” she said softly, “but that place where I found you . . . it had cameras.”

“It’s o—” I said, but her arms were wrapped around me before I could get to the “kay.”

I didn’t think about cameras. Or about the island at all, or my body’s time clock or the fact that my friends were nowhere to be seen. In that moment, seven years disappeared and I was a little kid again. I smelled mac and cheese bubbling on the stove, and a blast of chilly air through the kitchen door. I remembered the curve of her arms and her sweet smell and even her little, barely audible sob.

“I don’t mean to smother you,” she said. “I have been waiting to do this for years.”

Smothering was okay. I gripped her as hard as I could. There was so much I wanted to say. A geyser of thoughts rose up inside me—angry and giddy, desperate and confused, all tripping over each other to get to my mouth. “How could you . . . why didn’t you . . . Dad and me . . . all this time—”

“Shhhh,” Mom said, placing her fingers on my lips. “Not so loud, Jack. There’s so much I need to tell you. You’re right to be upset. I never meant to abandon you and your dad, you have to know that.”

“I do know,” I said. “The Omphalos put a contract on your life. Number One told us.”

“Yes,” she said, tears gathering at the corners of her eyes. “I had no chance against him, Jack. If I hadn’t carried out my plan in Antarctica, I would be dead now. And then I would have no chance to find a cure. No way to save you. I wanted to tell you and Dad, but it all happened so fast.”

“But why?” I said. “Why would someone want to kill my mom?”

“Because I was hopelessly naive,” Mom replied. “All I wanted was to find the cure, and I thought the Massa and Karai wanted that, too. But like the princes they were descended from, they couldn’t agree. They worked in secret from one another, while kids all over the world were dying. You were going to die. I decided to force them to work together. So when I began to unravel the G7W gene, I declared I’d give my findings to the Massa as well, so that our chances of finding a cure would be doubled. I asked the Omphalos to reach out to Aliyah. Instead, he ordered his people to kill me and take my work. I had no choice but to turn to the Massa. They took me in, no questions asked. They accepted my findings. Valued my work. But to be safe, I created a new identity so they wouldn’t connect me to you.”

I nodded. “So it’s true. The Karai are the bad guys.”

“No, no, it’s not so simple.” Mom shook her head, wiping her cheek. “You must understand, Jack, Professor Bhegad would never have wanted anyone to harm me. He was a mentor and a good, kind man, even if he didn’t always show it. And I see now that the Omphalos only wanted to make sure the information didn’t fall into the wrong hands. He saw that raising Atlantis would bring devastation. So their work is good, Jack.”

“But their leader was ruthless . . .” I said.

“Is,” Mom murmured.

She began to cry, and I couldn’t help myself either. We both rocked back and forth in each other’s arms. “I wish we could both go home,” I said. “I wish we were all normal again.”

Mom nodded, gently pulling back and looking me in the eye. “We’ll get through this, Jack. We’ll get the Loculi and save your life. I swear it.”

“Mom, Number One is threatening us,” I said. “She thinks we stole the Massa’s Loculus shards. But someone else did—”

I stopped short of mentioning the rebels. But Mom touched her finger to my lips, as if to shush me. “Of course you didn’t. No one did. The shards are where they have always been since we got back to the island, in a secure hiding place very close to Aliyah.”

“Wait. What?” I exclaimed. “So she lied to us? Why?”

“The same reason she lied about the xylokrikos and the electrified trap that wasn’t.”

Mom’s raised eyebrow told a complete story. Of course. How could I have been so thickheaded?

“She’s manipulating us,” I said. “She knows we’d assume the rebels stole the shards. And that we’d go after them. So she’s using us to flush them out of hiding. To do the work she can’t do.”

Mom nodded. “That is how the Massa work.”

“Okay, we have to tell Cass and Aly,” I said, looking over my shoulder. “Last I saw, they were headed to the beach.”

Stiffening, Mom reached out and grabbed my arm. “Don’t . . . move . . .” she whispered.

Directly ahead of us was a thrashing sound. Mom crouched behind the bush, pulling me with her. “With the opening of the rift,” she whispered, “there are all manner of beasts in the jungle.”

“If it’s a vromaski . . . ?” I said.

Mom gulped. “We run.”

As we tensed for action, I heard another rustling noise—this time, behind us. I spun around in time to see Cass and Aly burst through the trees.

I put my fingers to my lips, and they fell silent. Mom was focused on the sound ahead of us, pointing a small gun. Through the trees emerged a massive figure with no hair; blackened skin; and filthy, ripped clothing. As his green eyes focused on us, Mom pulled her trigger.

“No!” screamed Aly. “Don’t you know who that is?”

The giant attacker put a hand to his neck and fell to his knees. It was only by the sound of his roar and the scar on his cheek that I knew who he was.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

PREPOSSEROUS

MOM TOOK AIM again, but I knocked the gun from her hand. “Stop! You just shot Torquin!”

As Aly ran toward the giant, Mom’s mouth fell open. “But his face! I didn’t recognize him.”

“He was in an explosion,” I said. “He—he should be dead.”

“Now he is,” Aly called out.

“No!” Mom said. “It’s a tranquilizer bullet.”

With a grunt, Torquin glanced at Aly, confusion dancing across his slitted eyes. His face was swollen and mottled with angry orange-red blotches. The lashes and brows had been scorched off. His unruly thick red mane was gone, leaving only a few ragged tufts of blackened hair.

I ran to him as fast as I could. Aly, Cass, and I tried to lift him to his feet, but it was no use. At nearly seven feet tall and three hundred pounds, Torquin was either going to fall or stand on his own.

Mom came toward us, frantically rummaging in a leather pouch. “He’ll need an antidote. That dosage was enough to take down a rhinoceros.”

“Pre . . . posserous,” Torquin mumbled, his eyes crossing.

“Hold out his arm!” Mom pulled out a small vial and quickly yanked the cap off a hypodermic needle.

Torquin was swaying back and forth groggily, singing a song from The Little Mermaid. Lifting his arm was like trying to grab a tree trunk on a moving lumber truck. Mom broke three needles on his thick skin before she could administer the antidote. She sat with him, snapping her fingers in his eyes and slapping his cheeks to keep him awake.

In a moment Torquin’s eyes fluttered. He lowered his chin and let out a belch that rocked his entire body.

“I think he’s feeling better,” Cass said.

Aly gave him a gentle hug. “I’m so glad you’re alive.”

I leaned close. “Torquin . . . it’s Jack, Cass, and Aly. How did you survive that explosion?”

“Barely,” Torquin grumbled, eyeing Mom warily.

“It’s okay, she’s on our side,” I said. “She’s my mom.”

Torquin’s eyes went from slits to saucers.

“I submit to no group,” Mom said. “I am a free agent representing the interests of my son and the Select. I will keep your secrets and help you in any way.”

“Saw explosion coming . . . ran . . . too late . . .” Torquin said. “Blew me into bushes. Woke up and walked to street, flagged taxi . . .”

“You got a taxi?” Cass said. “I wonder if it was the Massa spy?”

“No spy,” Torquin said. “Driver saw me and ran away. Torquin drove cab to airport.”

“So you got here with Slippy!” Aly said. “You slipped under the detection.”

Torquin nodded, glancing around the woods. “And you found rebels?”

“Not yet,” I said.

“They’re here somewhere, Torquin,” Mom said softly. “They operate at night with tiny acts of sabotage—setting fires, stealing food and equipment, disabling security. I don’t know how they are surviving or how many there are. The Massa have not mounted a full-scale search for them yet, but it will happen soon, now that Dimitrios is back on the island. He suspects they’re somewhere near Mount Onyx. But the place is surrounded by video feeds and nothing has ever been detected.”

“We have to find them, Mom,” I said. “And we have to get those shards. We have the missing piece, and it will fuse with the others. We can make that happen.”

“The Massa have the Loculi of Invisibility and Flight, too,” Aly said. “If we can get them, we’ll have three.”

“There’s a fourth Loculus, too,” Cass said warily, “but a god ran off with it. Long story.”

“Can you get them for us, Mom?” I said. “The two Loculi and the shards of the third one? We need to get them and meet up with the rebels, and we have to do it all before darkness. If we’re not back by then, they’ll start coming for us.”

Mom exhaled, looking back toward the compound. “It won’t be easy. If they catch me, it will change everything. They will kill me.”

“They can’t catch you,” I said. “Not after all these years, Mom. Promise me, please. Promise me they won’t catch you?”

Mom met my glance levelly. She looked as if she’d aged just in the last few minutes. “I guess I need to make up for lost time, don’t I? I promise, Jack. I have gotten very good at avoiding detection.”

I nodded, but I felt as if someone had turned me inside out.

Torquin turned and blew his nose, sounding like the horn of an eighteen-wheeler.

“I will return to this spot as quickly as I can and give this signal—” Mom stuck two fingers into her mouth and let out a raucous, three-note whistle. “Torquin, I will need you to come with me. There’s one person I have to extract—someone the Massa may use as a hostage. She’s a bit of a handful, but we can’t leave her behind.”

“Who is person?” Torquin said dubiously.

“Her name is Eloise,” Mom said.

“What?” Aly blurted out.

Cass’s face drained of color. “No. Absolutely not. Number one, she’s disgusting. Number two, she’s bratty. Number three, she’s obnoxious and gross—”

“Number four, Cass,” Mom said with a sigh, “she’s your sister.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

MY SISTER THE MONSTER

AFTER CASS FINISHED cackling, he picked himself off the ground and wiped off clumps of jungle leaves. “Oh, thanks,” he said. “That is hilarious. I like your mom, Jack. She doesn’t take life too seriously, even at times like this. My sister! Ha!”

Mom’s expression was dead steady. “Cass, I need your cooperation on this.”

A laugh caught in Cass’s throat. “Hrm. So you—I mean, this is a—you can’t . . . um, Mrs. McKinley, you don’t know me, but I can assure you I don’t have a sister. I’m an only child.”

“And I’m a geneticist,” Mom said. “Your parents gave birth to a girl when you were four years old. At the time, you were in foster care. Like you, she became a ward of the state.”

Cass nodded. “I was with the Hendersons.”

“They called you Li’l Runt,” Mom said. “You slept in a room by the laundry machine. There were four other children.”

“You didn’t have to remind me of that,” Cass said.

“G7W runs in families, Cass,” Mom said. “It’s not so surprising she has it.”

“She does look like you,” Aly volunteered.

“She speaks Backwardish,” I added.

Cass put his head in his hands. “Won em toohs.”

As we walked toward Mount Onyx in search of the rebels, my head throbbed and my ankles looked like the surface of a pizza. I felt like we’d walked into a flash mob of mosquitoes. I’d slapped my own face so much I nearly dislocated my jaw. Above us a team of monkeys took turns dropping nuts on us and screeching with hilarity.

“Ow!” Cass flinched. “Why is it they always seem to hit me?”

“Shhh,” Aly said. “We have to hear Jack’s mom’s whistle.”

“Tell that to the monkeys!” Cass said.

I looked at my watch. 4:43. “We have to be patient.”

“Right. She and Torquin have to deal with my sister the monster,” Cass said, as another fistful of nuts rained around him. “Maybe she’s actually up there with her look-alikes.”

A high-pitched whine sounded in the distance, and we stopped. It grew louder like a police siren. “An alarm,” Aly said. “You mom mentioned there were—”

She was interrupted by the crack of a gunshot. Shrieking, the monkeys almost instantly disappeared.

“Th-that was from the direction of the compound,” Cass said.

The blood rushed from my head. If they catch me, it will change everything, Mom had said. They will kill me.

I began running toward the noise. “Mom!”

“Jack, what are you doing?” Aly shouted. “Come back here!”

I ignored her, racing through the jungle. My bug-swollen ankles scraped against thorns and branches. The sun was beginning to set below the tops of the trees, darkening the path. In a moment I could hear Cass and Aly running behind me, shouting.

Another shot rang out. I was off course. Too far to the north. As I shifted my path, I could hear a thrashing in the woods.

A shrill, three-note whistle pierced the air.

Mom.

“Over here!” I bellowed.

A shadow materialized between two trees, and in a moment, I saw Mom’s face. At first it looked like she was wearing a half mask, like the Phantom of the Opera, but when I got close I realized the left side of her face was coated with blood. “Mom! What happened?”

She held up her left hand, which was wrapped in a bloody towel. “The safe . . . was booby-trapped,” she said, gulping for breath. “My hand got stuck . . . I wiped it on my cheek. Face is fine, but the hand will need some TLC. I’ll be okay, Jack.”

“Did they see you?” Cass asked.

“I don’t think so,” Mom replied. “I wore gloves. No prints. But I can’t be sure.”

As Cass and Aly ran up behind me, I realized Mom had a giant sack slung over her shoulder. She swung it around, letting it thump heavily on the ground. “There are three steel boxes inside,” she said, “with the two Loculi and the shards. Each box is secured with an encrypted electronic lock. We will have to worry about that later.”

“You’re the best, Mom,” I said. “But I’m worried about you.”

“Don’t be,” she said. “You guys don’t have the time to—”

YEEAAAAARRGHH!

A roar like an angry lion blasted through the jungle. As we all spun toward it, a different voice wailed, high-pitched and nasal: “Ew, ew, ew, ew, ew—that tastes disgusting!”

Torquin crashed through the underbrush, stepping into the clearing. His browless eyes were scrunched with pain and even in the dim light I could see a crescent-shaped red mark on his right arm. Yanking his arm forward, he dragged Eloise into sight. “She bit me,” he said.

Cass looked at Mom’s belt pouches. “You have a rabies shot in there, by any chance?”

“Rrrrrraaachhh, ptui! When was the last time you took a bath, Hulk?” As Eloise spotted Mom, then us, the agony on her face vanished. “Sister Nancy? What’s going on?”

Mom took Eloise by the arm and brought her forward. “Eloise, dear, come meet your brother.”

“I don’t have a brother,” she said.

“Sweetheart, you do,” Mom said. “This is Cass.”

Eloise’s face fell. “The dorky one?”

Cass waggled his fingers. “Sorry.”

“I feel sick all over again,” Eloise said.

“Well, that’s a touching reunion,” Aly said.

Mom knelt by Cass’s sister, looking her in the eye. “Eloise, the Massa took you from your foster home and told you a lot of things—”

“They said you picked me!” Eloise replied. “They told me I had no mom and dad.”

Mom nodded sadly. “The Massa have forced both of us to do things we never should have done. They are keeping many truths from you. Before they brought you here, they did some horrible things to the Karai Institute, the people who first settled this place.”

“Those were the rebels, the bad guys . . .” Realization flashed across Eloise’s face. “Sister Nancy . . . you’re a spy?”

“Do you trust me, Eloise?” Mom asked.

“Yes! You’re—you’re amazing,” Eloise replied. “You’re the only one who’s nice to me, but—”

“Do you believe I’m telling you the truth?” Mom pressed.

Eloise nodded silently.

“It’s a long story, dear,” Mom said, “and there will be time to tell it someday soon. Jack is my son. I was forced to leave him, too. Please, stay with him and your brother. These people have your best interests at heart. Not the Massa.”

Eloise stared at her feet for a few seconds. Cass moved toward her. He looked like he wanted to put his arm around her, but finally he just stood by her side.

When Eloise spoke, her voice was barely audible. “Okay,” she said. “I believe you, Sister Nancy. But—I did something really dumb.” She glanced up at Torquin. “When this guy came to take me, I set off the alarms all by myself.”

“Wait—you set those off?” Mom said.

“I’m sorry!” Eloise looked like she was going to cry.

“No, no, that’s all right, dear,” Mom said.

She looked at me, and I knew exactly what she was thinking. If the alarms hadn’t been tripped by Mom—if they were focused on another area of the compound—then maybe she hadn’t been seen after all. A smile flashed across her face. “I can’t hang around. But promise me you’ll stay with your brother?”

“Where will you go, Sister Nancy?” Eloise asked.

“Back to the Massa. But I’ll be watching, from a safe place,” Mom replied. “As much as I can.”

The words hit me hard. “Come with us, Mom.”

“I—I wish I could,” Mom said. “But the Omphalos does not forget or forgive. If I joined you I wouldn’t last long, Jack. As for the Massa . . .” She let out a long sigh. “I’m hoping they don’t suspect me. If they do, I’ll need to go into hiding.”

“No!” I blurted out. My face was boiling hot. I could barely see Mom through a surge of tears, as if she were already beginning another slow fade into memory.

She touched my chin with her bandaged hand. “You’re beginning to look so much like your father.”

“He misses you, too, Mom,” I said. “A lot. Just as much as I do. What if we never see each other again? If the Massa catch you . . . or the continent is raised and floods the coasts? What happens if I turn fourteen before—”

Mom wrapped me in a hug and whispered into my ear. “I failed you, Jack. I was going to find the cure, but I didn’t. Now it’s your turn. You’ll have to figure it out. You and your friends are the only ones who can. Take care of the Loculi.”

With that, she released me and ran off into the jungle.

I watched as the darkness swallowed her up.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

GOON NUMBER SEVEN

MY WATCH CLICKED from 6:36 to 6:37.

The jungle was nearly dark. We could just barely see the contours of the trees. I’d strapped my flashlight to my head. Cass was in front, but the going had been slow. Right now we were standing still in a clearing, waiting for Aly to rewire a camera in a tree. It was the fifth one she’d found.

“Can’t you do that faster?” Cass hissed.

“Done,” Aly said, hopping down. “Next time you do it, Mr. Jitters.”

“Did you just call me Mr. Jitters?” Cass shot back. “This isn’t a stroll in the woods, Aly. They told us we had till darkness. Look up!”

“Cass, the sun hasn’t completely set yet,” I said. “It just looks dark because we’re in a jungle! Aly’s trying to keep us safe.”

Cass took a deep breath. “Right . . .” he said, turning back toward the mountain. “Right . . .”

“Are you sure we’re related?” Eloise asked.

We began trudging again. With each step, the sack of Loculi grew heavier and heavier around my shoulder. “Guys, I really need to rest,” I said.

“No!” said Cass.

“Yes!” said Eloise and Aly at the same time.

I stopped walking and let the sack drop. Eloise sighed deeply, leaning against a tree. I looked back into the blackness, expecting Torquin to lumber up to us, but he wasn’t there. “You okay, Tork?” I called out.

Cass came up beside me. “Maybe he caught a vromaski in his bare hands and decided to eat it.”

“Torquin!” I shouted, walking back the way we came, shining my flashlight around.

“Yo, Tork!” Aly said.

As we reached the clearing where Aly had rewired the last camera, I stopped.

My flashlight focused on a massive lump at the edge of the clearing—Torquin, lying on his side with his eyes closed and mouth wide open.

“Is he sleeping?” Eloise asked.

I raced toward him and knelt by his side. His chest was moving. I grabbed his shoulders and tried to shake him. “Torquin!” I said. “Get up! We’re almost there!”

“That’s good to know,” came a voice from the darkness.

Eloise screamed. I stood up quickly, my flashlight tracing the contour of a long black robe until it reached the bearded face of Brother Dimitrios.

“That’s a bit bright,” he said, shielding his eyes with a hand that was clutching a truncheon. “But alas, your overgrown Karai thug is not. Although I give him credit for getting here. We certainly didn’t expect to find him.”

“You cheated!” Eloise said. “You told them you were going to come in darkness. Liars!”

Dimitrios’s eyes widened. “That was before you tripped off the alarms, young lady. Oh, yes, we saw that. That is your gratitude for all we’ve done? You connive with these hoodlums to steal the two Loculi and the Loculus shards, and then try to take them to the rebels? I’m sorry, children, this game is over. We can no longer trust you.”

“Oh blah-blah, fumfy-fumf, look at me, I am soooo important.” Eloise folded her arms.

“Trust us?” I said. “You were the ones who lied. You accused us of stealing the shards when you were really hiding them. You were using us—trying to get us to flush out the rebels!”

“I must say I admire your cleverness and your cheek,” Dimitrios said, rubbing his forehead. “I don’t know how you discovered our little plan, much less how you found the shards’ location. But I’m disappointed that you needed to twist young Eloise’s impressionable mind, convincing her to do your dirty work—”

“I can think for myself, Brother Dimhead,” Eloise said. “Leave us alone.”

“I was given clear instructions, princess—shards, Loculi, and Select. Immediately. Number One would like to talk to you.” Brother Dimitrios exhaled, looking down at Torquin. “By the ghost of Massarym, she will not be pleased to see this one.”

I glanced nervously back into the jungle. The Loculi and the shards were sitting in my backpack, just beyond the clearing. I couldn’t see the backpack now, but it would be easy to find. We had to get rid of this guy. “Sorry, Brother D,” I said. “We don’t have the Loculi and the shards. And we won’t tell you where they are. So you go back and tell that to Number One.”

“Yeah!” Eloise said, sticking out her chin.

“I don’t believe I offered no as an option.” Brother Dimitrios reached into his pocket and took out a gun.

“He’s going to shoot me?” Eloise said.

“Over my dead body,” Cass said, stepping in front of her. Then he flinched. “Oh wow, did I really just say that?”

Brother Dimitrios snapped his fingers. Behind him, out of the shadows, stepped a team of Massa—Cyclops, Yiorgos, Mustafa, and two others I didn’t recognize. “You know most of these gentlemen,” Dimitrios said. “May I introduce two of our most accomplished security staff, Mr. Christos and Mr. Yianni.”

Christos had the build of a sumo wrestler and Yianni looked like he’d stepped off the Russian Olympic basketball team. Mustafa was flexing his arms, and the bruises from the minivan window looked like dancing tattoos.

“There are six of you?” Aly said.

“Actually, seven,” Dimitrios said, glancing over his shoulder for his missing goon. “Like the Loculi.”

“And the Wonders,” Yiorgos said. “It is a lucky number.”

Now I could make out a seventh massive silhouette behind the rest, his face shielded by a hood. This group was practically a squadron.

And our plan was dead.

Dimitrios’s goons fanned out on either side of him, as if to impress us—first Mustafa, then Yiorgos and Cyclops, and then the two new guys.

“Any more protests, children? Good. Now, let’s move quickly. We need to get Mr. Torquin to our hospital.” Dimitrios pointed to the hooded goon. “You will keep Jack company while he fetches the Loculi. Move!”

The seventh Massa stepped forward. As I turned to him, my flashlight beamed smack into his eyes.

He flinched away, but not before I got a clear view of Marco Ramsay.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

PULL MY FINGER

ALY LUNGED FORWARD and slapped him.

“Ow!” Marco said.

“Et tu, Marco?” she said through gritted teeth.

“Dude, I didn’t study French,” Marco said. “Look, no one told me Brother D was packing. I thought I was just coming to pick you guys up.”

“It happens to be Latin,” Aly said, “and it means, ‘And you?’ From Julius Caesar—who said it to his trusted friend Brutus right before Brutus stabbed him.”

Marco grinned. “You and old movies. Dang. Gotta rent that one. But listen, Als, I’m not like that—”

“You two may continue your love spat at another time,” Brother Dimitrios snapped. “Marco is a soldier, and a soldier takes orders.”

“I can’t believe this,” Cass said. “That’s what Soldier means to you now, Marco? If Dimitrios told you to kill us, would you do that? Or maybe trap the rebels and bring them back to be tortured—your friends? Huh?”

“You’re delaying us, Cass,” Dimitrios said. “We have no incentive to harm these rebels. We shall restore them to health. Reason with them. Make them see that our interests are the same—”

“How’s that working with the group we saw in chains?” Cass’s face was red. Veins bulged from his neck as he walked straight up to Marco. “How does it feel to be a soldier for liars and murderers?”

“Dude, whoa,” Marco said. “The pharmacy here has some good herbal anxiety remedies—”

“And the way you talk is idiotic,” Cass spat back. “What happened to that promise to make you Massa king? You’re a Massa nanny! A punching bag for little rug rats. What happens when you finally have an episode—or do you still think you’re immortal?”

Mustafa lumbered forward. “Let me take care of that one.”

“Chill, Moose Taffy,” Marco said, then turned back to Cass. “Dude, I had an episode. They thought I was going to die. But the scientists here? They’re off the charts, Brother Cass. One of them brought out the shards. He figured he would put the Loculus of Healing together for me. He couldn’t, but just being near those suckers—they made me feel better.” He smiled. “They saved my life. And they’ll do the same for you. So give Brother D a chance, dude!”

“Aaaaauuuurrrrrgh!” With a scream that seemed to come from somewhere in Cass’s solar plexus, he ran for Marco at full tilt.

Marco’s eyes shot open wide with shock. Cass swung at his face with the flashlight, but Marco caught his arm easily. “Easy, little brother,” Marco said with a baffled laugh.

Cass spun around, ducked, and head-butted Marco in the belly. Marco staggered backward, more surprised than hurt.

“Seize him!” Brother Dimitrios cried out.

“I HATE YOUUUUUU . . .” Cass’s voice was a distorted scream. He was in an out-of-control windmilling frenzy, all arms and legs, like some berserker at a mosh pit. He clipped Brother Yiorgos in the eye with a flying finger and kicked Brother Christos in the groin.

Or maybe it was Brother Yianni.

Christos-or-Yianni folded, groaning. But the other four Massa moved fast, surrounding Cass. Aly and I tried to pull them away, but their backs were like a thick wall. In about two seconds, we could no longer see Cass’s whirling-dervish arms. In about three, we stopped hearing his voice.

“Get away from him!” Aly shouted, finally managing to plow through the Massa guards.

In the center, Cass was crumpled up in the dirt.

“Nerve pinch in the neck,” Brother Yiorgos said. “Painless. He will be fine.”

“I could finish the job,” Mustafa said.

Dimitrios scowled at him. “We are not barbarians.”

“Could have fooled me,” said Eloise, kneeling by her brother.

“Whoa, me, too, little sister.” Marco stepped forward, then fell to his knees next to Eloise. He reached down to Cass, straightening out his head, which had become twisted to the side. “That was pretty harsh, Brother D.”

“It is a pity that he attacked us,” Dimitrios said.

Marco turned to him. “Dude, did you ever think—hey, is this any way to treat one of our future bosses?” he said. “Because you know Brother Cass is going to be pretty powerful in the kingdom of His Jackness.”

He glanced over to me and flipped a thumbs-up.

I gulped. He knew about the prophecy!

“Jack . . .” Aly said. “What is he talking about?”

“You don’t know?” Marco said, as he sat Cass up against a tree. “Old Jacko is going to be our king—not me, like they first thought. Seventh Prophecy says it’s a win for McKinley!”

Eloise’s face lit up. “Does he get a crown?”

“A big one, with jewels, I hope,” Marco said.

“So that’s why Dimitrios was acting nice to us all along.” Aly shot me a sharp, assessing glance. “And it’s why he pulled Jack away from us, yesterday morning . . .”

“Hey, maybe you also noticed how he was treating your pal Marco?” Marco said. “One minute a hero, the next— bam!—a slave. Because that’s that way Dimo rolls: butter up the superiors, spit on everyone else. So I gotta say, D, the boss lady’s not going to be happy about the way you’re treating Jacko the Future King. In the new world order, you’re gonna be like a sewer inspector. Or a vromaski catcher.”

“We have no time for chatting,” Brother Dimitrios barked. “All of you—take Torquin and the boy, and let’s go!”

From below, Cass groaned in pain. As his eyes fluttered open, Marco knelt over him. “Good morning.”

Cass hocked a glob of spit into Marco’s face. “Traitor!”

“Auuuccchh, did you have to do that?” Marco said, staggering backward.

Christos reached down and grabbed Cass’s arm. “Get up.”

“Leave him alone!” Eloise shouted, kicking the goon in the shin.

Yianni grabbed the back of her T-shirt and lifted her high. “Little mosquito,” he said with a grin.

With superquick reflexes, Marco snatched her away and set her down gently. He turned to Yianni and stuck a finger in his chest. “Back off, baklava breath.”

“Marco . . .” Brother Dimitrios growled. “Remember whose side you’re on.”

“Yeah, didn’t mean to diss you, Yianni, your breath is more like moussaka. With extra garlic. Peace out.” He stuck out his hand toward the Massa goon. With a reluctant grunt, Yianni reached out to shake it—but Marco yanked back his hand, holding up one finger. “Pull my finger.”

Yianni looked at him, slack-jawed.

“Do I need to speak Greek?” Marco said. “Pullus fingeropoulos. Aly? Cass? Dimitrios? Christos? Yiorgos?”

“HAW!” Brother Cyclops broke into a deep belly laugh. “I love this kind of joking!”

“Jack?” Marco said. “Et tu?”

“Have you all lost your minds? Let’s go!”

Dimitrios was shouting, but the other men were hesitating. Marco may have been demoted, but those goons knew what he could do, and they were afraid.

I wasn’t. Marco was holding up his finger to me, a crazy look in his eye. And I was in no mood for games.

“Sorry, Marco,” I said. “No.”

Marco looked chagrined. “No? Do you know what that means, Brother Jack? How about you, Brother D? Do you know what this means?”

“Number One will get a report on each of you if you don’t act now!” Dimitrios snapped his fingers, and the other five goons all stepped toward Marco.

“It means . . . escape valve not activated.” Marco began spinning around wildly, finger in the air. “Aaaaaahhhhh!”

“Grab him!” Brother Dimitrios shouted.

“Losing controlllllll!” Marco took one step toward Cyclops, leaped high, and landed a kick on the man’s jaw. The big man jolted back and fell to the ground in a heap.

Dimitrios lifted his gun to Marco’s face.

“Don’t!” Aly screamed.

Marco crouched into a football stance. “Brother D, I have wanted to do this for a long time.”

Dimitrios pulled the trigger. The bullet winged over Marco as he hit the monk headfirst with a flying tackle, driving him into a tree. With a helpless cry, Dimitrios lost consciousness and crumpled to the ground.

Marco sprang to his feet as the other Massa rushed toward him.

“Don’t just stand there, Jack!” Marco shouted. “Be a king!”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

THE MEATHEAD STARTS OVER

NO TIME TO think. I leaped toward Brother Yiorgos’s legs and tackled him to the ground. His head hit the side of a tree with a thud.

Aly was right behind me. She’d grabbed my backpack from the shadows and removed the sack containing the three boxes full of Loculi. With a grunt, she swung them at Brother Christos. He tried to duck, but she connected squarely with the side of his head, and he collapsed in pain.

“Kcatta!” Cass jumped onto Christos’s back. The goon straightened up and twirled him like a backpack.

“I’ll take over from here,” Marco said, lifting Cass away. As Christos faced him, Marco took him out with an uppercut to the jaw. “Three down. Two to—”

As he turned to me, a pair of hands reached around and grabbed my throat. Marco darted toward me but stopped short as Brother Yianni pulled out a knife and held it to my throat. “Party over,” he growled into my ear.

Marco, Cass, and Aly stood paralyzed, staring at me in dismay, their breaths coming in gulps.

“Let him go, Yianni,” Marco said.

“Where is Mustafa?” the man replied.

“He was here a minute ago,” Marco said, his eyes darting from side to side.

Christos tightened his grip. “Mustafa! Where are you?”

At the edge of the clearing, a tall, rangy silhouette staggered forward. “Here,” Mustafa said, barely audible.

As he got closer, it was clear that his eyes were closed, his head lolling to one side. “Acchhh, vre, Mustafa, drinking now?” Yianni said with disgust.

As Mustafa slouched forward, I could see a set of thick fingers gripping either side of him, holding him upright from behind.

He stopped moving and fell to the ground in a limp heap. Torquin, burned and smiling, stood over him. “Surprise.”

It was all the distraction I needed. I shoved my elbow back into Yianni’s midsection. As he let out a grunt of surprise, his hands loosened around my neck.

I dropped to the ground and rolled away. Marco and Torquin were running toward me, but there wouldn’t be enough time. Yianni whipped his arm around, the knife slashing through the air toward my face. All I could think to do was kick his knee. Hard.

With a scream, Yianni fell back. The knife flew out of his hand. Before he hit the ground, Marco was on top of him, delivering a punch to the face.

As he went still, the jungle was quiet again. Even the birds seemed to have backed off.

Marco stood up, wiping his brow. “I could go for some ice cream.”

Cass was staring at him in awe. “That was gnizama.”

“And soooo scary!” Aly cried out, nearly tackling me with a hug.

It hurt. My whole body hurt. But I didn’t push her away. Somehow the pain was, for that moment, tolerable.

Torquin was stepping toward Marco, clenching and unclenching his fists. His face, already burned, was turning redder.

“Whoa, is that Torko the Terrifying?” Marco exclaimed. “Dude, nice haircut!”

“Torquin clobber Marco the Meathead,” the big guy growled.

“No,” I said. “Leave him, Torquin! He saved us. He did . . . all this.”

Torquin looked around at the unconscious Massa. “But—Marco is—”

We were all looking at Marco now. “Explain yourself,” Aly said softly. “Because right now, to me, you are a big enigma.”

Marco scratched his head. “I’m a ship?”

“Enigma means ‘mystery,’” Aly said with a groan. “Herman Wenders just gave that name to his ship!”

“Marco, why did you turn on the Massa like that?” I asked.

Marco shrugged. “You didn’t pull my finger.”

“Not funny.” Torquin lunged at Marco, grabbing his tunic collar and raising a fist. “I have message. From Professor Bhegad.”

“Whoa, back off, Kong! Chill,” Marco said, wriggling loose from Torquin’s grip. “No more joking. I promise. Look, I messed up. Totally. I’ve been thinking about this a lot. I mean, okay, back at the beginning? Brother D is all, behold His Highness Marco the Magnificent, woo-hoo! At first I’m skeptical, because I don’t want to leave you guys—but they’re all, hey, no worries, your pals will come over. So I listen to their side of the story and it makes sense. Plus, I get to fight beasts and learn leaps and other stuff while I’m waiting for you guys to change your mind and go Massa.”

“You really thought we’d do that?” Aly asked.

Marco nodded. “I hoped you would. They treated me really well. Until one day it’s like, meeeeeaaaaah, you missed the daily double, sorry, we changed our minds. I start having to train these bratty kids and people are ordering me around like I’m just another goon. No one says why, so I start really listening to their conversations and they’re all about raising the continent, and death counts, and body disposals—and suddenly Brother D is talking about the Destroyer and Loculus shards, and I’m like what? Then one day, bang, you guys are here. No warning, nothing. I see how they’re treating Jack, and I start putting two and two together—but slowly, because math is not my strong point . . .”

His voice trailed off. I didn’t recognize the expression on his face, because I’d never seen it before.

I was guessing vulnerability.

Aly stepped closer to him, but he turned away. “So, yeah,” he said. “I was a traitor. You guys can be haters, I understand that. But it’s over with the Massa and me. Sorry for being such a dork. You, too, Tork.” A tiny smile grew across his face. “Traitor, hater. Dork, Tork. I’m a poet and I don’t know it.”

Torquin turned to us. “This is English?”

“I understood it,” Aly said. She reached out and put a hand on Marco’s arm. “I want to believe you. But you really hurt us, Marco. How can we trust you?”

“Don’t you?” Marco swallowed. “I mean, we’re family, remember?”

No one answered.

“Professor Bhegad always said trust had to be earned,” I said quietly.

Marco nodded. He looked us each in the eye. I was afraid he’d make some lame joke, but he looked more serious than I’d ever seen him. “So I guess I start now.”

He reached out with open arms. Eloise, who had been standing silently the whole time, flew into them. He lifted her off the ground.

Aly was next, then Cass, and finally I gave in, too. He lifted us all, and it felt really good to have him back.

“Marco, I’m curious about one thing,” I said as he let us down. “What would you have done if I had pulled your finger?”

“Farted,” Marco said.

Aly grimaced. “Maybe we don’t want you back.”

But Marco didn’t answer. His eyes were focused into the woods, and he swallowed hard. “Dudes,” he whispered, “they’re coming in quick. We are toast unless we move now.”

“You can see that?” Cass said.

“A night-vision thing,” Marco said. “G7W works in mysterious ways. Get down! Now! DOWN!”

We all hit the ground. I heard whistling noises, followed by thuds.

A few feet away, Brother Yianni’s body jerked, an arrow jutting up from him.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

AMBUSH

ARROWS WHISTLED PAST us. A monkey fell from a tree with an agonized howl. I ducked behind Brother Dimitrios’s motionless body. The sack that contained the Loculi was just to my left, lying next to my backpack. I gathered them both up and held them close.

Aly stared at the arrow stuck in Yianni’s chest. “They’re hitting their own people!”

“What do we do now, your majesty?” Marco called out.

Don’t run if you don’t know where the enemy is.

I took a deep breath and fought back panic. I didn’t want to lead us into ambush. Peering up from behind Brother Dimitrios, I watched the arcs of the arrows as they dropped into the clearing—all from one place, directly opposite us.

Cass was the one who could guide us to the volcano. But he was still shaking. I was worried about him. We would need him to focus on his own skills, but he was a basket case right now.

I grabbed a knife, a gun, and a flashlight from the belt of Brother Dimitrios. “They’re all clumped together,” I said. “We need to get out of the arrows’ pathway. It’s dark, but I think I can get us clear. Cass, when I give the word, can you put us back on the path to Mount Onyx?”

“Yeah, but—” Cass said.

“Good!” I shot back. “Follow me! Now!”

I hooked the backpack over my shoulder. Crouching as low as I could, I ran. I used my flashlight to guide the way in the darkness and Dimitrios’s knife to bushwhack a path through the vines and branches.

I was nearly out of breath when the trees gave way to a swamp. I paused by the edge. My flashlight beam was starting to dim and I shut it off. The only sounds I could hear now were my own breaths and the buzz of mosquitoes hovering over the muck. “Hold up!” I said, as Aly, Marco, and Torquin ran up beside me.

I waited for two other sets of footsteps.

“Um, where’s Cass?” I said.

A distant, high-pitched shriek was my answer. “Eloise!” Aly said. “Something happened to her.”

She and I jumped toward the sound, but Torquin grabbed both our arms. “Getting Cass not safe.”

“Leaving Cass not sane,” Marco said, sprinting into the jungle.

“Don’t!” Aly cried out, but he was out of sight.

As Torquin roared his disapproval, I pulled loose of the big guy’s grip.

“Don’t you dare go after them and leave me alone,” Aly said.

“I have a gun,” I said. “If we circle around carefully, we can surprise the attackers.”

“You’re going to shoot them?” Aly said. “When have you ever shot anything?”

“I went duck hunting with my dad,” I said. “Once.”

“Did you hit any of them?” she asked.

“I missed on purpose,” I said. “Come on!”

Without waiting for a reply, I dropped the backpack on the ground, flicked on my flashlight, and began to run. I beat a path parallel to the one we’d taken, keeping Eloise’s screams to my left. The attackers would be following her screams, too. If they got to her first, we needed to be in a position to ambush.

At the distant sound of rumbling voices, I stopped. Aly and Torquin came up behind me. I put my finger to my lips and clicked off the flashlight.

The attackers were directly ahead. I heard a moan, and some frantic-sounding whispers. As we tiptoed closer, branches cracked beneath our feet, but no one seemed to hear us.

There.

About twenty yards in front of us, a dim light flickered. I fell to my chest and crawled forward, until I could make out a group of silhouettes gathered around a fire—not many, maybe three or four. As Aly and Torquin crawled up beside me, I took aim with the gun. My hands shook.

“What are you doing?” Aly said. “What if you hit Eloise or Cass?”

“I don’t see them,” I said.

“Time to squash Massa,” Torquin said, crouching as if to pounce.

The voices fell silent. Torquin fell to his stomach, and we all held our breath.

A moment later, I heard the click of a cocked pistol from behind us.

Aly smacked my arm. “Stop it. This king stuff is going to your head.”

“It wasn’t me!” I protested.

“What?” Aly shot back. “Then who—?”

I whirled around, gun in hand.

“Drop it, cowboy,” a female voice said.

I let the gun fall. Rising to my knees, I put my hands in the air. Together, Aly, Torquin, and I stood and turned.

A dark figure stood before us, holding a flashlight. Slowly she pointed it toward herself, chest high, shining it upward until her own face was revealed.

“Why didn’t you lame-os tell us it was you?” said Nirvana.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

FIDDLE AND BONES

THE BLACK LIPSTICK was gone.

That was the first thing I noticed. Her jet-black hair was growing in sandy blond, her cheekbones were sharper, and her skin was deeply tanned. But there was no mistaking Nirvana’s lopsided, ironic smile. “You . . . scared me . . .” was all I could think to say.

“Be glad I’m not wearing my goth makeup. You’d have a heart attack.” She holstered her gun and held open her arms, her smile growing into a wide grin. “Oh, by Qalani’s eyelashes, is it good to see yooooooou!”

Aly and I flew into her embrace and hugged her tight. Torquin shifted from side to side in an elephant-like way and cocked his head curiously, which was about as close as he got to cuddly. It took Nirvana a moment to recognize him. “Whoa, is that Torkissimo? What happened, dude—someone stick your face in a jet engine?”

“Um . . .”

As the big guy formulated an answer, Aly shook her head sadly, looking at our friend’s gaunt figure. “I could feel the bones through your shirt, Nirvana.”

“So we gave up fine dining for the cause,” Nirvana said with a laugh. “Girl, I can’t believe this! How on earth did you guys get here? How did you take out those Massa? Oh who cares, I am so happy to see you!” She turned and called over her shoulder, “Guys! It’s Aly and Jack! And a radically reimagined Torquin!”

A chorus of screams echoed through the woods again, but this time it wasn’t monkeys. I saw Fritz the mechanic, Hiro the martial arts guy, Brutus the chef, and an architect I’d once met whose name was Lisa. Their smiles beamed through sunken, grime-covered faces. They mobbed us, high-fiving and whooping at the top of their lungs.

Behind them were Eloise and Cass. “Where were you?” I called out.

“They ambushed us, thinking we were Massa,” Cass said. “Eloise screamed.”

“You screamed!” Eloise said.

But Cass had recognized Nirvana and was running into her arms, shrieking with joy.

“Pile up!” boomed Marco.

As he jumped into the group, nearly knocking us all over, Nirvana shot Cass and me a nervous glance.

“Marco’s one of us again,” Cass explained.

“Are you sure?” she asked.

I shrugged. “Can we be sure of anything?”

“Word.” Nirvana, Cass, and I silently looked at the small, ragged group. Everyone seemed so happy. But the ripped clothing and haggard bodies made it clear that the rebels had been through some tough times.

One of them, I noticed, was missing. “Where’s Fiddle?” I asked.

Nirvana’s eyes darted back in the direction they’d come. “Come on. He’ll want to see you.”

As she pulled me through the rejoicing crowd, I called out for Aly, Cass, and Marco. Together we ran to the fire, which was in a small clearing. One of the Karai medical staff was hunched over Fiddle’s body—someone I vaguely remembered seeing at the hospital back in the Karai days. “How’s he doing, Bones?” Nirvana asked.

“The fever spiked again,” the doctor replied, her face drawn and hollow. “One hundred four and rising.”

Nirvana squeezed her eyes shut. “He insisted on coming with us. I knew he was too sick. I shouldn’t have let him.”

By now my two friends were kneeling by our side.

Three friends. I had to include Marco now.

“What happened to him?” Aly asked.

Bones sighed. “It’s the jungle. There are disease-carrying insects, birds, mammals, poisonous berries. It could be any of those things. I wish I could diagnose him properly, but we’re nowhere near any equipment or medical supplies. He’s been like this for a while. Coming out with us was not a good idea.”

“Will he be okay?” Aly said, smoothing out Fiddle’s hair across his forehead. “Hey, buddy, can you hear me? What can we do for you?”

“I could use”—Fiddle struggled for words, his eyes blinking—“a burrito.”

Aly smiled. “We’re out of chicken. Will monkey meat be okay?”

Fiddle’s glance moved from her to Marco to Cass to me. “Okay, tacos . . . instead.”

“It’s us, Fiddle!” I said. “Jack, Aly, Cass, Marco, and Torquin.”

His eyes seemed to flash with recognition. “Can’t . . . believe this . . .” he rasped. “The fearsome fivesome . . .”

He laughed, but the laugh made him cough. The cough quickly grew until his body was spasming and his soot-darkened face began turning red. Nirvana quickly reached into a weather-beaten sack, pulled out some kind of animal bladder, and began squeezing water into his mouth. “You’re going to make it,” she said.

He moved his mouth as if to respond, but he gagged. His head jerked upward and his arms and legs twitched. I could see Dr. Bones racing over as his body went limp and his eyes rolled back into his head.

“Fiddle? Fiddle, do you hear me?” Dr. Bones slapped his face, then grabbed his wrist briefly to feel for a pulse. Almost immediately she let go and leaned hard into his chest, pumping it three times, and then three times again.

“Yo, let’s bring him to the waterfall!” Marco blurted out, reaching for Fiddle’s shoulders. “That thing put me back together again.”

“No, Marco, it won’t work for him—you’re a Select,” Aly said. “It works for us, not for normal people.”

“Cass,” I said. “The shard!”

Cass swallowed. “I don’t know, Jack . . .”

“Just give it to me!”

Cass reached into his pocket and pulled out a small plastic pouch that contained the fused, pebble-sized shard. I spilled it into my palm and ran around to the opposite side of Fiddle’s body from Dr. Bones. Falling to my knees, I pressed the shard to his abdomen. I could feel the little remnant begin to shrink again. “Come on . . .” I murmured. “Come on, Fiddle . . .”

“Works for Select only,” Torquin said, “like waterfall?”

Aly shook her head. “No, Loculi are different. The touch of a Select lets the power of the Loculus flow through. But this one’s wasting away. We need the other pieces. Where are the other pieces? Where’s the sack?”

“I left the backpack by the swamp,” I said.

“I’ll get it!” Cass said.

As he ran back, I kept pressing the shard until I felt nothing. The doctor, still holding on to Fiddle’s wrist, placed his arm down on the ground and shook her head.

I pulled away and sat back. Overhead the monkeys fell silent. As if they knew. Fiddle’s mouth was open, his eyes staring upward and his brow beetled as if he’d noticed the silence, too.

Something the size of a seat cushion landed softly on my shoulder, and I knew it was Torquin’s hand. “Good try, Jack,” he said softly.

All around me, heads bowed and tears ran runnels through dirt-stained faces.

I opened my palm. At the center was a small, colorless dot, about the size of a sesame seed.
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CHAPTER FORTY

THE LABYRINTH AND THE TAPESTRY

“HERE IT IS!” Cass shouted, running toward me with the sack containing the shards. When he saw Fiddle, he stopped short. “Is he . . . ?”

“I’m sorry . . .” I murmured, both to Fiddle and to my friends. “I’m so sorry.”

Eloise burst into tears. “I never saw a dead person before . . .”

Cass put an awkward arm around her shoulder. As the KI people gathered around the body, one of them held some kind of makeshift torch. Fiddle’s features seemed to flutter in the light of the flame.

“My best friend on the whole island . . .” Nirvana said, swallowing a sob. “I was such a brat when I got here. He schooled me.”

“I don’t know why the shard didn’t work,” I said. “It worked with Aly . . .”

“Maybe too small,” Torquin suggested.

I stared at the tiny, freckle-sized dot in my palm. “I could have run for the other shards sooner. What was I thinking? I killed him . . .”

“The shards are locked in a box, Jack,” Cass said. “It’s not your fault he died.”

“If it’s anyone’s fault, it’s mine,” Marco said. “I never should have left you guys in the first place.”

“Stop it,” Aly said. “It’s done. We can’t just stay here. How long till Dimitrios wakes up, or till the Massa back at camp come after the missing goons—”

“Or come after the missing Loculi,” Cass added.

Nirvana stood. “We’ll take Fiddle into the headquarters and bury him there. Let’s move.”

Marco crouched down and lifted up Fiddle’s shoulders. “Help me lift him, Tork.”

“I’ll grab some flashlights from the Massa,” I said.

Fritz nodded grimly. “I’ll get their weapons.”

Grieving would have to wait. Speed and silence were crucial.

We hit the path with only a few flashlights as guides, to conserve batteries. Mine was already almost dead. The walk was silent and steady. Marco held Fiddle’s arms and Torquin his legs. Aly and I stayed together, while behind us Cass and Eloise walked single file among the other Karai.

I could not shake the image of Fiddle’s body going slack.

“Penny for your thoughts,” Aly said.

I smiled and shook my head, concentrating on the narrow path.

“Okay, a dollar.” I felt her slipping her fingers into mine. “Hey. Mr. Moody Broody. It’s not your fault.”

“Right.” I took a deep breath. “We . . . we have to look on the bright side.”

“Yes,” Aly said.

“We found the rebels,” I said.

“And got Marco back again,” Aly added.

I nodded. “Also, my mom turned out not to be evil after all.”

“Exactly!” Aly said. “Plus we have the two Loculi back, and all the shards.”

“And I guess I’ll be king soon,” I added, forcing a smile.

“Heaven help us all,” Aly muttered.

We were at the base of Mount Onyx now. The volcano’s peak rose pitch-black against the star-freckled sky. Nirvana’s flashlight beam strafed the vines and bushes lining the sides. When the vegetation gave way to an expanse of silver-gray rock, we stopped. Above us, a deep crevice in the rock formed a giant seven. The bottom of the seven’s diagonal pointed to a small bush that seemed to have grown into the wall, about eye level.

I knew immediately that the bush must have been fake. Under it was a carving of a griffin’s head, which was actually a secret keyhole into the volcano’s inner labyrinth.

Aly looked around nervously. “No cameras?”

Nirvana eyed the trees. “One,” she said. “But we moved it.”

She reached into her shoulder bag and pulled out a familiar-looking rock that contained a code left by Herman Wenders, the discoverer of the island. “Can I do the honors?” I said.

“Quickly,” Nirvana said, shoving the black stone into my hand.

I inserted the stone into the carving. With a deep scraping noise, the entrance slowly slid open.

As the black triangle opened into the thick inner wall of the mountain, a gust of cool, vaguely rotten-smelling air blasted out. Nirvana looked nervously over her shoulder. “It’s a miracle the Massa haven’t found this yet.”

She went in first, followed by Marco and Torquin with Fiddle’s body, then the other Karai rebels.

Cass, Aly, and I hung for a moment at the dark entrance. “I hate this place,” Cass said, gazing in at the dark, mossy-walled corridor of the labyrinth. “I almost died in here.”

Aly nodded. “Marco did die.”

The memories flooded out like ghosts in the rock: Cass on fire, screaming with pain. Marco’s body, limp and crushed after a fall into the volcano. The waterfall that miraculously healed them both. Back then the journey was baffling, with the promise of death at every wrong turn.

But now, as we finally entered, we were following a group who had walked the path a hundred times. “Welcome back,” I said.

The air quickly grew stale in the narrow passage. I avoided stepping into the crevice where Aly had long ago dropped her flashlight. I caught the acrid smell of roasted bat guano, from the wrong turn that had led to Cass’s accident. In one of the other intersecting paths, I saw the skeleton of a horse-sized animal. Yet another contained a set of manacles bolted into the wall. “Ch-ch-cheery, huh?” Cass said.

I kept a quick pace, but I had to slow down at the entrance to one of the side tunnels. Just inside it hung a large, faded, ancient tapestry. We’d seen a work like this before, but it had burned in the guano fire. This one was different. It depicted a fierce argument between the king and queen. Qalani was standing regally behind the Heptakiklos, which was filled with seven glowing Loculi of different, rich colors. Beside her was Massarym, kneeling before the creation, with an expression of awe. In the foreground, King Uhla’ar pointed at them with furious accusation. His face was stern and sharp boned, his eyebrows arched and his hair thickly curled.

There was something familiar about the face, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

“Jack! What are you doing?” Aly cried out.

“I’m looking . . .” I said, tilting my head toward the tapestry. “Why do I think I’ve seen this guy before?”

“Because, duh, it’s Uhla’ar, and you’ve been dreaming about him since Bodrum,” she said, grabbing my arm. “Now come on. We’ll do the museum tour later.”

She pulled me away, but the face was stuck in my head. The dream had been vivid; Aly was right about that. But I wasn’t sure that was it. I felt like I’d met this guy.

We caught up with the others and trudged over cold stone toward the center. I’d forgotten how long the path was. Even with people who knew the way, it seemed to take forever.

I knew we were close to the center when I felt a prickling sensation in my brain that grew to a steady hum.

Aly gave me a look. “You’ve got that Song-of-the-Heptakiklos expression on your face. Either that or diarrhea.”

“Don’t you hear it, too?” I asked.

Aly shrugged. “Cass, Marco, and I—not being king material—we have to be right on top of it to hear it. You go ahead of me.”

I walked forward. The sound seeped into me, like little gremlins twanging the nerves of my brain.

Soon the Song was mixed with the whoosh of falling water. Just ahead, Marco and Torquin had stopped by the edge of the waterfall’s pool. Marco was holding Fiddle’s wrists with one hand now, and with the other he stooped to splash water onto Fiddle’s face. “I know, I know, you said it won’t work,” he said. “But I had to try.”

“Okay,” Torquin said quietly, “but we go.”

He and Marco continued onward with Fiddle’s body, into the caldera.

I had to adjust to the eerie glow. It was the dead of night, but the moon seemed to be concentrating its rays here, making the whole place glow green-gold as if the walls themselves held light.

“Did you ever try to imagine what this must have been like?” Cass whispered. “I mean, back when it was the center of a whole continent?”

“It was a valley . . .” I said. “Beautiful, too, with tall trees ringing the top, and a carpet of flowers . . .”

My early dreams of Atlantis were so vivid I felt like I’d been there. I would always be running through that valley toward my own death. Talking about it scared me.

But I had no fear right now. I had work to do.

Marco and Torquin settled Fiddle down by the vast, rounded wall. Lisa and Fritz began digging a grave, using a shovel and a pickax.

Nirvana looked away, her lip quivering. “Well,” she said, trying to be cheerful, “shall we show you around our vast complex?”

She and Hiro began lighting torches that were made of dried thatch set on tripods of tree branches. A motley collection of tools had been propped up against the caldera walls, along with a few pots and some canvas bags.

“These contain dried food—hardtack, pemmican,” Nirvana explained. “The stuff is pretty foul but edible. Way back when, Professor Bhegad and the old-timers made sure to hide emergency supplies in some undisclosed locations. Fiddle was the only one who knew how to get to those places. We have some communications, but it’s all pretty basic.”

I followed her to a table made of three flat rocks. On it was an old laptop connected to a set of wires, a heavy-duty battery, and an antenna made of wire hangers and tinfoil. Next to the table were three other spare batteries. “Needless to say, no internet,” Nirvana went on. “But we use walkie-talkies to keep in touch on recon operations. Two of our best people, Bird Eye and Squawker, are out in the field now. They’re keeping an eye on Dimitrios and the sleeping beauties. If anything bad happens, we’ll know. Unfortunately, we have to be careful about energy—everything’s shut off most of the time, except for extreme emergencies.”

“Wow . . .” Aly said. “Stone Age living.”

Nirvana laughed. “That’s me, Wilma Flintstone.”

As they went back to talking tech, I walked toward the shadows at the rear of the caldera. The Song was deafening, drawing me to its source. A strange mist rose from the shadows, disappearing upward in swirling wisps. I hadn’t seen the Heptakiklos since our last visit, and I had no real reason to see it now. But I couldn’t help wanting to.

As I got closer, the mist cleared. I saw the outline of the round temple, sunken into the rock floor. It seemed to glow from a light source below the surface of the earth.
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It was the place where Queen Qalani had first harnessed the energy of Atlantis into the seven Loculi. And it had sat empty ever since Massarym had stolen them away.

I knew not to touch the shaft. I’d pulled the whole thing out once before. It had opened the rift and allowed the griffin to fly through. Professor Bhegad called this a space-time flux point—yet another wonderful horrible thing that only Select could access.

This time we had two Loculi. Three, if we could put together the Loculus of Healing. Once we got the boxes open and reconstructed the Loculus of Healing—if that was still possible—we could insert them in their places. I was dying to do that ASAP.

Three Loculi was three-sevenths of the way to completion. Or .428571. Forty-three percent.

Almost half.

“Jack?” Marco’s voice called out. “You let a griffin loose and I will personally pound your head into oatmeal.”

I began to back away. From behind me came the sharp chink . . . chink . . . chink . . . of the digging. Marco was waiting nervously. “Let’s see if we can put together Number Three,” I called out.

Aly crouched by the wall, opening the canvas bag to reveal the three boxes. Each was sealed by a thick brass latch with a metal LCD plate. Under each plate was a number keypad. “What the—?”

“I know the codes.” Nirvana ran over. She began tapping out numbers on the pad, and finally let out a big groan. “Great. First they steal these lockboxes from us, and then go and reprogram the locks! That’s military-grade encryption. We’ll never get it.”

Aly nodded thoughtfully. “Give me a few minutes.”

She pulled back a chair and sat at the table, jiggling the laptop’s mouse. Numbers began flowing down the screen like a weird digital rainstorm.

“That’ll take days,” Nirvana said, “even with our encryption software.”

“Not if I improve the software,” Aly said, her fingers clattering on the keyboard.

“I have a better idea.” Marco shoved the boxes back into the sack, strapped it to his belt, and began climbing the caldera wall. “Bet you I can get to the top and drop these babies before you finish. That’ll open them.”

“Whoa, Marco, no!” I shouted.

Cass and I ran to the wall. But Marco was quicker by far. He dug his hands and feet into the crevices and jutting roots, as if he were climbing a ladder.

Aly looked up from the desk. My heart was quickening, and I had a realization—something I hadn’t wanted to admit till now. “I’m still not sure I trust him,” I whispered. “What if he escapes?”

I expected them to argue. Aly had a crush on Marco, that much I knew. Cass idolized him. But neither of them disagreed. There wasn’t much we could do. None of us could possibly follow him.

As we all watched him, I tried to mentally block the Song of the Heptakiklos, which was giving me a headache. But now another sound was almost drowning it out—a distant, steady rumbling from above.

“What the heck is that?” Cass murmured.

“A plane?” Nirvana said.

Nirvana’s walkie-talkie squawked, and she picked it up. “Base.”

A tinny reply echoed through the caldera. “Bird Eye. Unknown craft in island airspace. Repeat . . . aircraft overhead!”

Nirvana frowned. “Copy. Is the craft Massa, Bird Eye?”

“Negative,” the voice crackled in response. “It looks . . . military? Maybe trying for a beach landing?”

“Military?” Nirvana said.

“Greek.”

“That’s impossible.”

A tremendous boom shook the mountain, nearly knocking me off my feet. Above us, Marco screamed in surprise. Rocks and soil tumbled down the side of the caldera, landing in clouds of dust.

Nirvana dropped the walkie-talkie. “I don’t think it’s a beach landing!” she cried out. “It just crashed!”
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CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

IS NOT GORILLA

“MARCO!” ALY SCREAMED up into the caldera.

Nirvana shone her flashlight upward, pinning Marco in its beam. The crash had shaken him away from the wall. He swayed back and forth in the air, gripping a tree root. The bag of Loculi came crashing down, landing on the ground with a sharp clatter. “They couldn’t use the airport?” he called down.

“Marco, get down now!” I said.

“Yeah, I was thinking the same thing!” Marco managed to grab a sturdier root with his free hand, then dig his feet into the wall. In a few seconds, he was heading steadily downward.

Aly turned back to her screen. “Okay, good news, guys. The Massa have a limited-range VPN, which means probably some sort of satellite rig accessing a small part of the broadband spectrum. If I use command-line code to avoid the GUI, I think I can exploit security holes in the back end and avoid detection, at least temporarily.”

Cass and I looked over her shoulder. “And the English translation?” Cass said.

“I’m able to hack into their system,” Aly said, typing lines of code into a black screen, “including the surveillance network. I’m trying to locate the video feeds from those cameras they planted in the jungle. Maybe one of them will let us see our location. And we’ll identify what just happened. The problem is, everything’s labeled randomly. Hang on, I’ll scroll through them . . .”

The lines of code vanished, and eight small images appeared. All of them were practically pitch-black—except for the scene in the lower left, which showed a flash of bright orange.

Aly clicked on it. The image filled the screen, showing the black cone of Mount Onyx against the gray sky—and a plume of smoke rising from flames near the top of the volcano.

She zoomed in. Flaming chunks of airplane wreckage dotted the bushes. Above them, the outline of a small tail section emerged from a cluster of trees, ringed by flame. It looked exactly like the planes I’d seen overhead while we were outside Routhouni.

I was staring so closely at the wreck, I almost didn’t notice a small gray shadow moving through the nearby trees.

“Is that a person?” I asked.

“Unless a gorilla flew the plane,” Aly said.

“Possible, considering the landing technique,” Cass said.

Now the whole group was gathered around Aly, including the gravediggers—and Marco, covered with dirt.

“Pay attention.” Aly zoomed as close as she could on the small, moving blotch. But it wasn’t going downward. “It’s climbing.”

“Is not gorilla,” Torquin grumbled.

“Is there a camera at the top of the volcano?” Cass asked.

Nirvana shook her head. “There were three. But we destroyed them.”

“How about on the sides?” Aly began typing in more commands. “Okay. I’m picking up feeds from a couple of locations on the volcano slope . . . hang on . . .”

As Aly clicked, three completely black images showed on her laptop screen. She was about to click away from them when I thought I saw a small movement in the middle one. “Hold it. On that one. Can you adjust the brightness?”

Aly clicked on the middle image. It filled the screen. With a few more clicks, she managed to make the blackness a lot lighter, but it was extremely grainy. “This is the best I can do. The moonlight helps.”

I leaned closer. A silvery figure was making its way slowly up the side of the mountain. Definitely human. And quickly passing upward and out of the frame.

“Let me access the camera’s remote motion control,” Aly said. “I think I can swivel it.”

The image vibrated as the camera began to turn. For a long moment everything was a blur, until the lens pointed directly up the slope.

The tree cover was sparse, the flat summit of Mount Onyx visible at the top. The moon must have been directly over the frame, because the figure was using the light to climb. There was no doubt now that it was a man.

We watched silently as he hauled himself over the rim of Mount Onyx, where he stood to full height. A leather sack, cinched with rope, was slung over his shoulders. Silhouetted by the moon, he turned in the direction of the camera, and I got a good view of a few characteristics.

Thick beard. Bare calves. Sandals.

“I don’t believe this . . .” I murmured under my breath.

As the man glanced over the island below, he threw back his head and opened his mouth wide. From above us, we heard a muffled cry that echoed a fraction of a second later through the video feed:

“ATLAAANNNNTIS!”

“If I’m dreaming, someone kick me awake,” Aly said. “And if not—ladies and gentlemen, meet Zeus.”

“Zeus?” Nirvana said.

“How did he get here?” Cass asked.

“Wait,” Marco said. “Did you say Zeus? Like the god of all awesomeness who never really existed but they made a statue of him at Olympia which became one of the Seven Wonders? That Zeus?”

“While you were babysitting rug rats, we found that statue, Marco,” Aly said. “It has the fourth Loculus. Which I’m willing to bet is in his sack.”

“Who are you calling a rug rat?” Eloise shouted.

“But . . . it’s a statue!” Marco said. “Since when do statues fly planes?”

“Since when do statues rise out of rock piles, and ancient civilizations hang out across rivers, and zombies frolic underground?” Cass asked. “Since when do normal kids develop superpowers?”

“Good point,” Marco said.

We looked closely at the bushy beard, the angular face with its straight nose and close-cropped hair. No question that it was the creature that had chased us in Routhouni.

But he was reminding me of someone else, too.

“The face in the tapestry . . .” I said.

“The who?” Marco asked.

“Back in the labyrinth,” I said. “There was a portrait. It was the same face.”

“A portrait of Zeus,” Aly drawled. “How original.”

“You don’t understand,” I replied. “This guy is not Zeus.”

Aly and Nirvana peeled their eyes from the screen. They, Cass, Marco, and Eloise looked at me as if I’d grown antlers. “Um, Jack, if you recall, the statue moved from Olympia,” Aly said. “We saw proof. It had a Loculus.”

“My dream . . .” I said. “It’s all making sense now. I was Massarym. The king had put a curse on me and I cursed him back.”

Nirvana looked at Aly, jacking a thumb in my direction. “Has he gotten this weird just recently?”

“The statue was a big hunk of marble,” I went on. “And somehow I—I mean, Massarym—was able to cast him inside it.”

“Jack, what does that have to do with this?” Aly said.

I put my hand on the screen, where the man was walking to the edge of the caldera, looking down.

Looking toward us.

“Massarym imprisoned his own father in stone—turned him into a statue,” I said. “That statue isn’t Zeus. It’s the king of Atlantis.”
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CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

THE TEFLON KING

“BROTHER JACK, HAVE you been inhaling too much Heptakiklos gas?” Marco asked. “I mean, the statue was official. The Statue of Zeus. So if it wasn’t really him, wouldn’t people see the face and wonder, hey, why is this other guy’s face on the statue?”

Aly dropped her head into her hands. “Zeus is mythological, Marco! No one knew what he looked like!”

“In Greece, no one knew what King Uhla’ar looked like either,” I pointed out. “So Massarym could call the statue whatever he wanted.”

No one said a word. On the screen, Uhla’ar was disappearing from the frame. Downward.

We looked up. Way at the top of the caldera, barely visible in the moonlight, a tiny black shadow made its way toward us.

“By the blood of Karai, what does he want from us?” Nirvana added.

“How did he get hold of a plane—and fly it?” Eloise asked.

“How could he be alive at all?” Aly asked.

“So . . . is actually Uhla’ar statue, not Zeus statue?” Torquin said.

“Personally, I am finding this hard to follow,” Marco said.

“I don’t know why he’s here!” I said. “All I know is that we found the statue in some cheesy village in Greece, where he spent the last few decades watching TV.”

Marco spun toward me. “Okay, so the way I’m seeing it, this is great, right? You said this thing had a fourth Loculus. That’s . . . ewoksapoppin’! Wait. What’s the word, Cass?”

“Emosewa,” Cass piped up.

“Emosewa,” Marco said. “The guy is handing it to us!”

A small shower of rocks and soil fell from above, crashing to the ground in a small cloud. Nirvana shone her flashlight upward. The light barely reached the top, just enough to silhouette the king as his sandaled feet dug into the sides of the caldera.

“Yo!” Marco called up. “’Sup, King Ooh!”

“He doesn’t understand!” Aly said.

“Sorry,” Marco replied. “Lo! Greetings, yonder king! What a big Loculus thou hast. Canst we holdeth it?”

In response, Uhla’ar plucked a rock from the soil and flung it downward.

“King does not come in peace,” Torquin said.

“By the way, Marco, there’s one problem,” Cass said. “It’s the Loculus of Strength. Just in case you’re planning to tie him up like a vromaski.”

Eloise was trembling. “Maybe I could try biting him?”

The king descended slowly, the Loculus sack bouncing on his back, and I had an idea. “I don’t know why he’s here, but something tells me he’s not going to give up that Loculus. Marco, if we get him to drop it, could you catch it?”

Marco smiled. “If it’s not falling fast enough to burn in the atmosphere, yeah, it’s mine.”

My eyes darted toward a pile of Karai equipment against the wall, stuff the rebels had managed to salvage. I ran over, quickly rummaging through coils of wire, sections of rubber hose, tools, and metal frames.

There.

I pulled out a small Y-shaped pipe riddled with holes along each side. It looked like part of an old sprinkler. I never thought that in a tropical rain forest the Karai would have to use sprinklers.

Grabbing a length of rubber hose, I quickly tied one end to each section of the Y.

Perfect slingshot.

“David?” I said, handing it to Marco along with a baseball-sized rock.

Marco looked at it blankly for a second, then smiled. “Ohhhhh, I got it . . .” Nestling the rock into the hose, he held the contraption upward, pointing it at Uhla’ar. Then he pulled the hose back . . . back . . . “Right upside Goliath’s head, Brother,” he said.

As he let go, the rock hurtled into the darkness.

I could hear the dull thwock on the back of Uhla’ar’s head. The old man let out a cry of surprise, then turned his face toward us and shouted in obvious anger. I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but in Nirvana’s flashlight beam I could see him swinging the sack around. He was cradling the Loculus like a football, as if he were trying to protect it. I could now see that the sack had been cut in several places, like preslashed jeans. Which meant his fingers were in contact with the object inside.

“What do you guys think you’re doing?” Aly said, racing toward us. “You want to kill him?”

“The guy’s Teflon,” Marco said. “He survived a bazillion years.”

“You’re just getting him angrier!” Aly said. “What if he’s here to help? What if he wants to return the Loculus to the Heptakiklos?”

Using his free hand, Uhla’ar was moving like a spider, clutching tree roots with his fingers, leaping from one foothold to the other with perfect precision. Like a dancer on steroids.

Marco dropped the slingshot. “Holy mutation. He’s climbing down with one hand. Who does he think he is— me?”

We all backed off. In a few moments, King Uhla’ar landed on the caldera floor with a solid thud. He faced Marco, his eyes red and accusing.

“’Sup, Spidey?” Marco said.

As he walked forward, his hands still tucked into the slashes of the sack, Uhla’ar glared at us silently. “What’s with his eyes?” Marco said. “They’re all swirly.”

“He’s not human!” Aly said.

“Does he understand English?” Marco asked.

“He’s been watching lots of TV,” I replied.

“Okay, that makes total sense,” Marco said.

Aly stepped forward toward Uhla’ar. “Greetings, O Great King of Atlantis, trapped cruelly in stone and now released just in time to restore the Loculi to their rightful places. We greet thee with joyful open arms.”

“Get to the point,” Cass hissed.

Holding the sack tightly, the king turned slowly to Aly. His eyes were like small torches. He didn’t react to her words, but instead began walking directly toward her, as if she weren’t there.

She jumped away. Uhla’ar was heading straight for the center of the caldera.

For the Heptakiklos.

In my ears, the Song was like a scream now. I could see Uhla’ar shaking his head, hesitating. He must have been hearing it, too. Aly’s face was creased with worry, but Cass put an arm around her. “He’s putting it back,” Cass said.

“I thought he was supposed to hold and protect it,” Aly replied. “He killed that guy centuries ago who tried to take it. He tried to kill us.”

I thought about the dream. About how the king blamed Massarym for the island’s destruction. Uhla’ar wanted one thing only—to undo what his son had done. To return the Loculi to Atlantis.

“He’s no dumb statue, Aly,” I said. “He’s Uhla’ar. He was protecting the Loculus for himself—so that one day he could bring it back to his homeland.”

“Jack, this is amazing,” Aly said. “He’s helping us. We’ve been going after all these Wonders to fight for the Loculi. Now one of the Wonders is bringing a Loculus to us!”

Aly, Cass, Marco, Nirvana, and I followed Uhla’ar. Could it be? Not long ago we were as good as dead. Now we had a chance of being more than halfway to our goal.

Four Loculi.

My heart was pounding so hard, I wasn’t even thinking about the Song. Uhla’ar stopped at the edge of the Heptakiklos. The rift light surrounded him in an amber-green halo, flickering in the mist.

He set the bag down and bent over the Heptakiklos. Then, wrapping his fingers around the broken blade, he began to pull.

Marco was the first to run forward. He grabbed the king’s shoulder. “Whoa, that’s a nasty mistake. Trust us.”

The king whirled on Marco. With his free hand, he grabbed Marco by the collar and lifted him clear off the ground. “MAKE MY DAY.”
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CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

BRAGGART, TRAITOR, DESERTER, KILLER?

TORQUIN RAN FORWARD to help, but Marco managed to shake himself loose from the king’s grip. “Stay back, Red Beard! I can handle this guy.”

“We need backup!” Nirvana cried out to the other rebels.

As Uhla’ar turned back to the rift, Marco grabbed him in a headlock. The king roared, but Marco held tight, pulling him back . . .

Back . . .

They were clear of the mist now, clear of the light. With a powerful thrust, Marco threw the king away from the Heptakiklos, toward the middle of the caldera. “Just stay away!” Marco yelled. “What is wrong with you?”

The king landed hard and rolled, then sprang to his feet.

Nirvana was holding a crankshaft now, Fritz a rusted metal pipe. The rebels were all armed with the detritus of the old headquarters.

“What are you doing?” I said.

“We need that Loculus,” Nirvana replied. “We’ve worked hard. Our ancestors have worked hard. We don’t need him to ruin everything for us.”

“He’s the king!” I replied.

“Not anymore,” she said.

Uhla’ar’s eyes scanned across the line of Karai. Marco stood solidly between the king and the Heptakiklos. “AT . . . LANTIS . . .” the king growled, unsheathing the dagger from his belt.

Its hilt was huge, weirdly large for a knife that size. It housed a jagged blade, twisted and sharp like a broken bottle.

“What the—?” Marco sputtered.

“Watch out!” Aly shouted.

Marco darted over toward the Karai pile and pulled out a long, hooked crowbar. Leaping between the Karai and the king, he thrust it toward Uhla’ar’s head like a sword.

The king’s free arm seemed to vanish for a moment as it moved to block the attack. With a sharp clank, the dagger stopped the thrust and sent Marco sprawling.

“COWABUNNNNGAAAAA!” King Uhla’ar said, charging toward Marco again.

Marco spun around, took two steps toward the wall, then leaped. His head snapped backward as he took three gravity-defying steps up the wall. With a powerful thrust, he backflipped over the head of Uhla’ar.

The king’s jagged blade jammed into the dirt wall.

“Enough!” Torquin grumbled. As Marco landed, the big guy lunged for the king. He wrapped his thick arms around Uhla’ar and threw him to the ground. The king landed with a loud thud, inches from the sack he had carried here on his shoulders.

The Loculus.

I dived for it at the same time Marco did. He managed to grab the fabric first, pulling the Loculus out of the sack.

“ARRRGGGHHH!” The king’s cry echoed in the caldera as he sprang to his feet, pulled his stuck dagger from the wall, and started for Marco.

Marco tucked the Loculus of Strength under his left arm. Wheeling around, he twisted away from Uhla’ar’s thrust. The blade flashed. Blood sprayed from Marco’s leg. Now Torquin was coming at the king again, holding aloft a long mallet with a thick metal head.

Uhla’ar turned calmly to face the big man. As Torquin’s powerful blow flashed downward, the king ducked. With a swift, continuous move, he grabbed Torquin’s arm and threw him against the wall. His head hit the stone with a dull thud, and he fell limply to the ground.

No.

I picked up a rock, reared back with my arm, and threw it at Uhla’ar. It connected with his shoulder, and he stumbled.

“Steee-rike, Brother Jack!” Marco said. Holding the crowbar aloft with his right hand, his leg red with blood, he lunged at the king and swung hard. With a loud clank, Marco knocked the dagger out of the king’s hand.

Uhla’ar was weaponless now. His eyes were fixed in the direction of the Heptakiklos. “He’s not going to cooperate,” Marco said, clutching and unclutching the crowbar. “He’s obsessed with that thing . . .”

“Please, Marco, you’re losing a lot of blood!” Dr. Bones called out.

Marco blinked hard, as if trying to maintain his balance. A pool of blood gathered below his foot. “I’ve got the Loculus of Strength, baby, I’m good.”

As the king leaped toward the Heptakiklos again, Marco blocked him. Both thumped to the ground. The crowbar went flying, but Marco held tight to the Loculus. With his right hand now free, he pinned the king by the neck to the ground. “Sorry, dude,” he said. “If you’re not going to cooperate, we have to take you out.”

“Marco, you’re choking him!” Aly yelled. “Have you gone crazy? He was the king of Atlantis!”

I raced toward him. As Marco pressed harder on the neck, Uhla’ar’s legs kicked like beached fish. The king began to raise his arm as if to strike out, but instead it fell to the side.

I wrapped my fingers around the Loculus. Marco wouldn’t let go, but the orb’s power jolted through me, too. I yanked him upward by the collar and he flew backward, tumbling toward the shadows.

“Jack . . . ?” he said in disbelief.

The king’s body was slack. His chest was still.

Marco groaned, clutching his injured leg. Dr. Bones raced to his side, quickly wrapping the injury with a tourniquet.

Cass stared at the king. “Is he . . . ?”

Racing over to Uhla’ar, the doctor placed her fingers against his neck. “No pulse.”

“I—I didn’t know he could die . . .” Aly said.

I set the Loculus down against the wall, not far from Marco. We had it in our possession now, and that was good. But I didn’t feel any sense of triumph. “He was there, when it happened to Atlantis,” I said. “He could have told us so much. Answered so many questions.”

“Professor Bhegad . . . Fiddle . . . now the king of Atlantis,” Aly said. “All dead. When does it stop?”

Eloise was whimpering, standing with her fists clutched to her sides. “My second dead person ever.”

All of our eyes were locked on Marco. Slumped against the wall, he seemed to fold into himself. I wasn’t sure who I was looking at anymore. He’d been a protector and friend. He’d been a braggart, a traitor, and a deserter.

But he’d never been a killer.

“I—I had to do it . . .” Marco stood slowly, backing away from the body along the wall. As he glanced at us, from face to face, we turned away. No one knew what to say.

I kept my glance focused on the body of the king. In death, the anger was gone from his face. He looked handsome, wise, and weirdly familiar.

It took awhile for me to realize he actually resembled my dad.

Behind me, the grave digging had begun again. There would be two bodies now. I figured I’d have to help.

As I got up to go, I finally turned away from the fallen king.

But not before I saw his fingers twitch.
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CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

THE SWORD AND THE RIFT

“HE’S FAKING!”

My shout rang through the caldera.

But it was too late. King Uhla’ar was on his feet, with a clear path to the Heptakiklos.

“No-o-o-o!” Aly was the closest. Screaming, she ran to block his way.

We all converged toward him. But Uhla’ar grabbed her by the neck, holding his dagger high. “I . . . will . . . kill . . .” he said.

My feet dug into the ground. All of us stopped. “Let her go,” I said.

The king didn’t reply. Instead, he dragged Aly with him, toward the rift. She was trying to say something, but Uhla’ar had her tight around the neck. Her face was reddening by the second.

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Fritz the mechanic lifting a gun. “Don’t do it!” I called out. “It won’t affect him, and you might hit Aly.”

“We have to do something,” Nirvana said.

I stepped toward Uhla’ar, reaching toward Aly. “Give her back to us, Uhla’ar. Release her and go ahead. Open the rift.”

Uhla’ar smiled.

“Jack, no!” Nirvana cried out.

With a rough shove, the king threw Aly toward me. As she stumbled into my arms, he leaped toward the rift, his snaggletoothed dagger in hand. From the center rift, the mist rose like coiled fingers. The piece in the middle, the broken blade I’d idiotically pulled out when I first got here, was glowing brightly.

Slowly the king turned, pointing his broken dagger toward the blade at the center of the Heptakiklos. Two arched lines of white, like evil smiles, leaped upward from the edge of the blade. I could see now that the jagged edge of his dagger had not been designed that way. It matched exactly the pattern of the blade in the ground.

It wasn’t a dagger at all. It was the missing half of a sword that had long ago been split in two.

A flare of bright white engulfed the space between the blades. Uhla’ar lurched forward, nearly losing his balance. He cried out with pain but held tight to the hilt. The whiteness dissipated around him like an exploding snowball, and he stood in a blue glow.

The broken blade had pulled the dagger toward it. Now the two were fused into one long, sleek sword still stuck in the rift.

“ISCHIS . . .” Uhla’ar said.

Through the rift, the Song of the Heptakiklos poured out, transforming into a noise of screams and chitters and flapping wings.

I stepped toward him. “No!” I yelled. “Whatever you do, don’t pull that out!”

Uhla’ar gave the sword a powerful yank. With a sssshhhhiiiiick that echoed sharply, it came out clean.

KEEEAAAHHHH!

I knew the griffin’s call. I’d hoped never to hear it again. I could smell its fetid, garbage-dump odor as it swept overhead on a gust of hot wind. As I covered my head with my arms, I heard the panicked snuffling of a hose-beaked vromaski, speeding past me for the safety of the labyrinth path.

The ground shook, knocking me off my feet. A snake with the head of a fanged rat slithered past, and a winged spider with talons climbed onto my head and launched itself upward.

“Eeeewww! Ew! Ew! Ew!” Eloise cried.

Though the chaos of mist and flying beasts, I saw her flinging a dark, thin, furry creature to the ground. As it landed with a screech, it spit a glob of yellow liquid straight upward.

A vizzeet. We’d had way too much experience with those nasty things.

“Get away from that—it spits poison!” I shouted.

Cass was already pulling his sister to safety. But the vizzeet didn’t care about either of them. It leaped up, turned, and joined two others that were already climbing the caldera walls.

I lay flat on my stomach as flapping wings tapped the top of my head. Aly. Where was Aly?

Marco and Cass were huddled together in a cloud of dust kicked up by a fallen chunk of wall. Nirvana was trying to protect Fiddle’s body from the flying debris and crazed beasts. The other rebels were scattered about, seeking shelter. All alive.

Moving through the center of it all was King Uhla’ar. He swung his sword against the attack of a leathery, batlike creature with a human head. In midcackle it was split in two, its twitching halves flopping downward.

He was heading back to the rift. I fought back nausea as I moved through the slavering wild beasts. The rift was shaking now, the Song of the Heptakiklos drowned beneath an unearthly rumble. It was about to blow wide open. When that happened, the barrier between then and now, between Atlantis and modern times, would shatter. Time and space would fold in on themselves, and what would happen to the world then?

“You see what you did?” I shouted. “Plug it back up!”

As the king stood over the rift, something hurtled through the air toward him.

Aly.

The king stumbled. The sword went flying. “Grab it, Jack!” she said. “He wants to go in! Grab the sword and plug it up after he leaves!”

“What?” I said.

“He told me, ‘There’s no place like home’!” she shouted. “He’s trying to get back there, through the rift! That’s what he wants!”

As I ran toward the sword, Uhla’ar grabbed Aly’s arm. She lifted her leg and stomped down on his sandaled foot. Hard. The king let out a roar.

She tried to wriggle free, but he held tight. A blast of silver-blue light surrounded them both like a flame. He was dragging her with him toward the rift. Aly’s eyes were enormous, her mouth open in a scream. She was looking straight at me.

“NO-O-O-O-O!” I screamed.

An explosion knocked me backward, blinding me. As I staggered to my feet, my eyes adjusted. “Alyyyy!” I called out.

But she and Uhla’ar had both dropped out of sight.
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CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

SOMETHING MUCH WORSE

MY KNEES BUCKLED. I fell to the ground. I didn’t even notice the swarm of hideous creatures. The ground shook once . . . twice, and it was hard to stay upright, even kneeling.

I crawled toward the Heptakiklos, my fingers wrapping themselves around worms and fur. The light from the rift was spewing upward, as if the sun itself were emerging. “ALYYYYY!” I screamed again.

“Brother Jack, what are you doing?”

Marco. I could feel his hand on my shoulder, pulling me upward. “She’s gone,” I said.

“Dude, we have to close the rift!” he said. “Where’s the sword?”

He didn’t know. He had no idea what had just happened.

“Got it!”

That was Cass. Now I could see him racing by. He had the sword in his hand, a confused, rodentlike creature hanging onto the tip.

He and Marco, together, held the sword over the rift. With a sickening crrrack, it ripped open another eight or so inches. Maybe a foot. A greenish-black beast began to rise from below. It was something I’d never seen before, its head a glob of shifting shapes—eyes morphing into mouths morphing into gelatinous black pools.

I ran toward them. “Don’t do it!”

“Don’t do what?” Marco said.

“Close the rift!” I reached for the sword, but Marco pushed me away. He plunged the sword into the beast’s pulsating crown. Its cry was a physical thing, shaking the ground beneath us. As I scrambled to my feet, the swirling mists began to gather. They were changing course, sucking back into the hole as if by a giant vacuum cleaner. The ground began to thrust upward, reversing its motion. The beast seemed to dissolve but the sword was holding fast.

With a snap, the rock closed around the blade like a fist.

“NO-O-O-O!” I cried out.

The Song was deafening again. The Heptakiklos was no longer oozing light but nearly blinding me with its brightness. Its faded, ancient edges seemed brand-new.
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I grabbed the sword again, but Marco took my wrist. “What has gotten into you, Jack?” he pleaded.

“Aly’s gone!” I said. “He took her with him!”

Cass and Marco both went pale. Marco let go of my hand.

I didn’t care if the rift opened. I didn’t care what kind of beast came through. We could not leave her.

As I gripped the sword, the ground juddered beneath us. My hands slipped and my legs gave way.

We all hit the floor, Torquin landing with a dusty thump. “Earthquake?” he mumbled.

I felt hands grabbing my arms. The rebels had surrounded me. Nirvana’s face was bone white. “Jack, you can’t open that rift again,” she said. “This is not an earthquake.”

“Then what is it?” Marco said.

A pine tree, dislodged from the top of the volcano, came crashing down behind us.

“It’s something much worse!” Nirvana said. “Out of here—now—before the whole thing collapses!”
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EPILOGUE

WHEN WE GOT to the shore, Mom was there. She stood shoulder to shoulder with Number One. Brother Dimitrios sat by the edge of the jungle along with his cronies, attended to by Massa health workers.

When Mom saw me, she came running. “We lost Aly . . .” I said.

I think she already knew. I felt her arm around my shoulder, but I was numb.

A thousand different scenarios raced through my brain. I could have pulled Aly away from Uhla’ar. I could have used the Loculus of Strength. Plugged up the rift before he got to it.

“It’s not your fault . . .” Mom said, as if she were reading my mind.

I looked around. I knew this looked odd. I wasn’t supposed to know Sister Nancy. Her putting her arm around me was risky. But no one seemed to be noticing. Their eyes were fixed toward the sea.

The once-narrow beach was now a vast expanse of sand, littered with ancient driftwood planks and black clumps of seaweed. It extended at least fifty yards to surf that was now far away. Its waves crashed violently against the shore, but at that distance it was barely audible. Beyond it, the black sea formed mountains that undulated, slowly rising and sinking. A small whale flopped helplessly, trying to return to the sea.

At the edge of the receding surf, battered by the waves, was the tilted frame of a barnacle-covered ship. Its masts had broken off and its hull had mostly given way to rot.

But the wood that remained was sturdy and thick, its bow slathered with seaweed. Except for one section, where the vegetation had been pulled away by the movement of the rising land.

As I stared at it, I felt my entire body sink.

It’s something much worse, Nirvana had said. Now I saw what she meant.

It had started.

The continent was rising.
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CHAPTER ONE

FIRST DAY OF THE END OF THE WORLD

YOU KNOW YOU’VE reached rock bottom when you’re standing on a beach, looking to the horizon, and you don’t notice you’re ankle-deep in dead fish.

If I’d been there ten minutes earlier, the water would be up to my shoulders. Now I was at the top of a wet, sloping plain. It was littered with rocks, ropes, bottles, crabs, fish, a massive but motionless shark, and the rotted hull of an old shipwreck.

Our tropical island had shot upward like an express elevator. Ten minutes ago, King Uhla’ar of Atlantis had opened a rift in time, which according to legend would make the great continent rise again. But I wasn’t really thinking about legends right then. Because when he jumped into that rift, he took Aly Black with him. One minute there, the next minute boom! Down and gone. Back into time. Back to Atlantis.

Losing Aly was like losing a part of myself.

So on the first day of the end of the world, I, Jack McKinley, felt like someone had reached down my throat and torn out my heart.

“Jack! Marco! Cass! Eloise!”

Mom.

I spun around at her voice. She was back on the sandy part of the beach, glancing over her shoulder. Behind us, a group of frightened Massa soldiers streamed out of the jungle. Marco Ramsay, Cass Williams, and his sister, Eloise, were standing at either side of me. And that was when I began to notice the fish. Because a really ugly one whipped my left ankle with its fin.

“They look nasty,” Eloise said.

“They speak highly of you,” Cass replied.

Eloise looked at him, completely baffled. “Who, the Massa?”

“No, the fish,” Cass said. “Aren’t you talking about the—”

“I’m talking about those guys!” Eloise said, pointing to the frantic soldiers. “Do you hear Sister Nancy—I mean, Jack’s mom? She’s warning us to stay out of their way.”

From deep in the trees, I could hear the shrill screech of a poison-spitting vizzeet—followed by the guttural cry of a soldier in great pain. The Massa headquarters was on the other side of the jungle, and their soldiers and scientists were running here to see what had happened.

They’d felt the rumble, but they had no idea about the rift. And about the monsters who had escaped.

“Aw, man, what a trap,” said Marco. “Those critters? They’re like, woo-hoo, Greek dinner, free delivery!”

Some of the Massa were laying their bloodied pals on the sand. Others were running in confusion and panic down the muddy, fish-strewn beach toward us. Some were barfing in the reeds, nauseated by the violent motion of the earth. Mom was trying to calm them all down, tell them what had happened in the caldera. She wore a Massa-brown robelike uniform like something from a fashion catalog in 1643. The soldiers respected her, but they didn’t know she was (a) my mom and (b) a rebel spy. And Torquin, our beloved seven-foot bodyguard, was directly behind us, picking his nose, which he did when he was nervous.

“We watched Aly go, Jack,” Cass said. “What are we going to do?”

It was hard to think. There was another huge problem none of us wanted to talk about—Uhla’ar had taken the Loculus of Strength with him. If we didn’t find all seven of the magic Atlantean Loculi, our G7W gene would kill us on schedule by our fourteenth birthdays. So if even one Loculus was missing, we were toast.

The fish were distracting me now, and I pulled us all back onto more solid ground. As we moved, the Massa bellowed to each other, mostly in Greek. They were pushing and jostling, positioning themselves to ogle the shipwreck. Fifty or so yards down the muddy slope the ship’s remains rose out of the muck like a dinosaur skeleton. It canted to one side, its mast tilted and cracked. Seaweed hung from its crossbeams like long-forgotten laundry, and the wooden hull was lumped with barnacles. Weirdly, after more than a century underwater, the ship’s name was still visible on the hull.

The Enigma.

“Dudes, call me crazy,” Marco said, pushing a couple of the soldiers out of our way, “but you think the answer might be out there, in the ship?”

“You’re crazy,” Cass said.

Marco’s size-thirteen feet made slurping sounds in the mud as he stepped toward the ship. “Okay, stay with me now . . . That ship belonged to what’s his face, right? The guy who discovered the island in the eighteen hundreds. Marvin or Berman.”

“Herman Wenders,” Cass said.

“Right,” Marco said. “So I’m thinking, we go out there and explore the ruins. Wenders was supposed to be a genius, right? What if he left behind important stuff—you know, maps, notebooks, secrets? I mean, this is the guy that discovered the rift, right? Maybe he knows how to get in and out of it without all the bad consequences.”

“We’ll be like pirates.” Eloise began striding toward the ship with an exaggerated limp. “Argggh! Yo-ho-ho, avast and ahoy! Batten the britches! Poop the decks!”

From the look on Cass’s face, he wished his long-lost sister were still lost.

Torquin’s gloomy expression melted, and he snorted bubbles through his freshly picked bulbous nose. That would be a disturbing sight under normal conditions, but it was worse now. These days he looked like the Hulk dipped into an acid bath. His face was still black with burn marks from a car explosion in Greece, and his once-red hair was just a few blackened clumps. “Ha. She said poop. Funny girl.”

“I say we go back to the rift and offer the king a trade,” Cass murmured. “We take Aly, he takes Eloise.”

Hearing that, Eloise picked up a dead eel and threw it at him. He giggled and ducked. Like typical sibs who’d been fighting all their lives. Which was strange because until recently Cass didn’t even know he had a sister. With their parents in jail and their lives scattered among foster families, it was like they needed to make up for lost time.

“So I try to be serious,” Marco said with exasperation, “and this is what I get.”

“They’re blowing off steam,” I said. “Trying to be normal.”

I couldn’t blame them. If old Herman Wenders hadn’t come to this godforsaken island in the first place, maybe the Karai followers would never have organized the institute. And then no one would have discovered the Atlantean G7W gene that made a superpower out of your biggest talent, but killed you at fourteen. And I would be a normal thirteen-year-old kid in Indiana, worrying about math and sometimes being whomped by Barry Reese. True, I’d be about to drop dead, but at least I’d be blissfully ignorant about that. And I wouldn’t have wasted all these past weeks looking for seven Loculi to cure us—which we now knew we would never find. And Aly would still be here.

But he had, and they did, and it was, and I’m not, and we did, and she isn’t. So in four months I would be an ex-Jack, the G7W Kid with No Talent.

I wondered if I’d have a chance to say good-bye to my dad. Was he still in the airport in Greece, where we’d left him? Would I ever be able to contact him?

“Earth to Jack?” Cass said.

I looked around into the mass of confusion. “Okay, if we do nothing, we’re dead,” I said. “The Massa are up in a twist about the earthquake and the ship. That won’t last forever. They’re going to turn on us. Marco, visiting the ship is a cool idea. But I say we try to get Aly now.”

“Us and what army?” Cass said, looking back toward the jungle.

Marco puffed out his chest. “Who needs an army when you have Marco the Magnificent?”

“Did you see that . . . thing that was stuck in the rift?” Cass said. “It was huge. And . . . and . . . green. And magnificenter than you!”

“You mean the thing that I stabbed, thank you very much?” Marco said.

“Yeah, but what about all those disgusting creatures who escaped? Listen. Just listen!” Cass turned toward the jungle, which echoed with the hooting and cackling of panicked animals. “You see what’s been happening to the Massa. There are vizzeets and griffins and vromaskis in there—hundreds of them!”

Marco nodded thoughtfully. “Well, yeah, even human physical perfection has its limits.”

“That’s the most modest thing I’ve ever heard you say,” Cass said.

“So we’ll use the Loculus of Invisibility and the Loculus of Flight. Just pass ’em by. They won’t even know we’re—” Marco cut himself off in midsentence. “Uh, one of you guys did take the backpack, didn’t you?”

Cass shook his head. I shook my head. My heart was dropping like a freight elevator.

“Nope,” Torquin added.

“And the shards of the Loculus of Healing?” Marco continued.

“Everything happened so fast—” I said.

Marco put his palm over his face. “Man. I thought I was supposed to be the dumb one! Guess I’ll dust off three seats in the doofus corner.”

“Five,” Torquin said, counting on his sausage-sized fingers. “I mean, four.”

A deep rumbling noise cut the conversation short. For a moment I saw two Casses. The ground shook, as if a silent subway train were passing underneath. I bent my knees instinctively. I could hear a distant crawwwwwk—the Enigma creaking as it shifted with the earth’s movement.

Cass held on to Marco. I held on to Torquin. My body lurched left, right, up, down, as if the world itself had slipped on its axis. Every other noise—seagulls, the distant crashing of the surf—stopped.

Then, as quickly as the movement began, it ended.

In the silence, I could hear Brother Dimitrios’s voice cry, “Earthquake!”

“Duh,” Torquin said.

Cass groaned. “Ohhhh, I feel motion sick. The world is about to end and I am going to die in a pile of my own puke.”

“Swallow three raw eggs,” Torquin said. “Very good for nausea.”

“This is just the beginning,” Cass moaned. “It’s like Aly said. If the rift opened, Atlantis would rise, and the continental plates would shift. Then, wham. Tidal waves, earthquakes. New York and LA go underwater. Massive fires sweep the land . . . dust clouds block the sun.”

“Cass, we can’t panic,” I said.

“Don’t be a denier, Jack!” Cass said. “This is exactly what happened in the time of the dinosaurs—and you know what became of them.”

Marco wiped sweat from his brow. “I don’t think we have a choice. Jack’s right. Face down those critters! Into the rift!”

Whenever Marco moved, he moved fast. In a microsecond he was dragging a protesting Cass back up the beach toward the jungle. I followed behind.

A scream greeted us as we got to the tree line. It was loud and human, maybe twenty yards deep into the jungle. It rose to a horrific, pained bellow, then stopped abruptly. I squinted into the trees, dreading what I might see. But even in the brightness of the afternoon sun, the thick treetops cast shadows, making the jungle nearly pitch-dark.

“Wh-wh-who do you think that is?” Cass asked.

“Was, from the sound of it,” Marco said.

“S-see what I mean?” Cass said, backing away. “Someone just died in there. We could be next. I am staying out here in the light. I’ll take goons in robes over human-eating beasts any day.”

An acrid stench of rotten flesh wafted out of the jungle, and Cass gagged.

“Whoa. Beans for lunch, Torquin?” Marco said, waving his arms.

“No. A Twinkie,” Torquin replied.

I was focusing on a dark shadow in the jungle behind Cass. “Guys . . .” I squeaked. “Look.”

Marco’s eyes fixed on the black shape. His body tensed. “Cass,” he said softly. “Do. Not. Move.”

Cass spun around. With a sound that was halfway between an animal roar and the grinding of metal, a hose-beaked vromaski emerged from the jungle shadows. It launched its boar-like body toward Cass. It flexed its claws and its nose tube folded backward, revealing three sets of razor teeth.
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CHAPTER TWO

DINNER FOR TWEETY

IN MOVIES AND books, it always seemed dumb to me when a character shouts “No-o-o-o!” to an attacking wild animal. As if the animal understands English. As if it’ll stop in midattack and say, “Pardon me, you’d prefer not to be torn apart limb from limb? All right then, I’ll go away, so sorry.”

So what did I say when the vromaski was about to sink its teeth into Cass?

“No-o-o!”

Here’s the weird thing. The beast seemed to freeze for a nanosecond in midair. Its eyes flickered toward me, but I felt no fear. Everything seemed to stop and I had this crazy feeling I could reach into its brain and make it change course.

Then I blinked, and Marco threw me to the ground out of harm’s way.

I rolled away to the left, then scrambled to my feet. That crazy frozen moment had flown out of my head, and I looked around frantically. Where was Cass? I dreaded what I would see. I didn’t expect that it would be Marco with his right hand wrapped around the vromaski’s left tusk. The creature was spitting and squealing, its legs flailing in the air.

Marco’s left hand pinched his own nose shut. “Whew, take a bath, Bruno,” he said. Planting his feet firmly, Marco flung the vromaski away from Cass. In a spray of its own saliva, the beast rocketed over the tree canopy, disappearing into darkness. I waited for the thud it would make as it hit the ground. But that didn’t happen.

Instead, the beast’s growls became helpless squeals, high overhead. It was stuck in the branches.

“That was emosewa. . . .” squeaked Cass. “Thanks.”

Torquin nodded. “What he said.”

Grimacing, Marco wiped his hand on the trunk of a nearby tree. “Anybody have a Handi Wipe? Let’s get on with this before Porky comes back for revenge.”

Cass struggled to his feet. “So . . . wait. We’re just going to move on, like this didn’t happen? Just march into the woods like four walking snack bars?”

“Hey, I protected you once, didn’t I?” Marco said, putting his arm around Cass.

I had to admit, I admired Marco’s bravery. But I was having doubts about his sanity.

“Stay with me, you two,” he said. “Think about Aly.”

I already was. In my mind I could still hear her screams, see her struggling. She was tough and fearless and smart. But against Uhla’ar she didn’t stand a chance. Especially if he had the Loculus of Strength.

We couldn’t just abandon Aly. If she was still alive, somewhere in the past, we had to get her.

I glanced toward Cass. He looked tiny and vulnerable under Marco’s arm. “What about my sister?” he said.

Eloise. Out of the corner of my eye I saw her still striding toward the ship. “Going back will be a risk,” I said. “They don’t seem to be noticing her.”

“She’s nine,” Marco added. “She was the best of all the trainees, and the Massa respected her. They’ll take care of her. Hey, if we can rescue Aly, it’ll be a piece of cake rescuing Eloise when we come back.”

Cass nodded. He was too smart to protest the plan. He knew the stakes.

And so did I.

I took a deep breath. “Let’s roll, guys.”

As I stepped forward, I spotted a fluttering of wings from the cloudy sky, a streak of red. At the bloodthirsty caaaw of an Atlantean griffin, we had only one choice—duck for cover. The half eagle, half lion hurtled downward, spreading its haunches and flexing its eagle’s wings.

You’d think we’d be used to this. We fought one in Greece. We flew on the back of another through the underworld. But even a thousand encounters wouldn’t make this monster less frightening. Its body was thick and furred, its talons like swords. Sizing us up with yellow, red-rimmed eyes, it snapped open its beak, revealing a rigid forked tongue that could skewer me like souvlaki.

“AAAAAAAHHH!” screamed Cass. Or maybe it was me.

My arms sheltering my head, I counted to five and realized that if I were actually able to count to five, the griffin must have been skewering someone else.

I peeked out. I could see the griffin’s tail disappearing into the branches of the trees high above us. The bird’s shadow merged with the vromaski’s. As the two beasts growled and spat, branches snapped and thick leaves rained around us.

“Run away!” Marco shouted. “That tree is coming down!”

We sprinted back toward the beach, but the tree didn’t fall. Instead, the vromaski’s fearsome growls thinned to a whimper, and then silence.

I heard an odd noise that could very well have been a griffin burp.

Marco let out a hoot of triumph. “Supper for Tweety. Free-range vromaski on a bed of tangy jungle leaves.”

Torquin stood, wiping his forehead in relief. “Hope he leaves tip.”

“Wait—you guys are joking? You think this is funny?” Cass looked at them both in disbelief. “We could have gotten killed. We will be killed. We haven’t even stepped into the jungle yet! These monsters are crazed, hungry, and . . . kcisemit.”

“I stink at Backwardish,” Marco said.

“Timesick?” I offered.

“Exactly,” Cass said. “Like carsick or seasick—which happens when you travel in three dimensions. Imagine what it feels like to travel through time.”

Marco scratched his head. “Wait. Is that a real thing—timesick?”

“I don’t know!” Cass said. “The point is, we can’t jump into this. We have to do something radically different from what we usually do.”

“Which is—?” Marco said.

“Think,” Cass replied. “In plain Frontwardish. Not just rush, rush, rush, then fight, fight, fight. Maybe that works for you, Marco, but think about it. This place has gone nuts. We’re dead if we stay; we’re dead if we go.”

“What do you suggest?” I asked.

“I don’t know that either!” Cass began pacing, running his hand through his tightly coiled hair. “I’m trying to channel Professor Bhegad. He always always told us to think against the grain, not just react to every little thing. So let’s take a few minutes. Recalculate.”

He was interrupted by distant high-pitched screams, back toward the beach. I squinted, but all I could see was a growing crowd of Massa at the edge of the fish-strewn plain. “Was that Eloise?” I asked.

Cass cringed. “She must have seen us. I’ll bet she thinks this is so unfair. In two seconds she’ll be running toward us, with Massa goons behind her. Just what we need.”

My eyes narrowed. Someone was running toward us, but it wasn’t Eloise. It was one of the Massa, wiry, thin, and athletic, with a hood pulled over his face.

As I tensed to run, the hood fell away. First, it wasn’t a he. Second, it was a Karai in disguise, someone we knew very well. “Nirvana?” I said.

The Karai rebel pulled the hood back over her head. Her eyes, no longer rimmed with thick black mascara the way I remembered them at the KI, were softer. Urgent. She grabbed both Cass and me by the hand. “Listen closely. I’ve been gathering Massa weapons while they’re distracted. The rebels are in the jungle and we’ll help you. We know about your mom, Jack. We know exactly who she is, and she’ll be working with us as much as she can. She has the backpack with the Loculi of Flight and Invisibility—and also the sack that contains the shards of the Loculus of Healing. Fritz tracked her down as she came through the jungle.”

“The Massa haven’t found out?” I asked, my heart pounding.

“No, and they won’t, as long as I’m alive.” Nirvana smiled. “All of it is in hiding. We’ll figure a way to get them to you. Now go—go save Aly. Get her out of the rift. Get the Loculus of Strength back. We’ll look after Eloise and the other Massa trainees. We have our ways. Whenever you need us, we’ll be waiting. This will be our signal.”

She inserted two fingers into her mouth and whistled an earsplitting version of the first few bars of “Happy Birthday.”

“Oh, cifirret,” Cass said. “The one tune none of wants to hear.”

Nirvana cringed. “Sorry.”

Then, with a nod, she headed for the trees. But she stopped in her tracks when the carcass of the half-eaten vromaski tumbled from the branches.

It hit the ground with a dull thump, sending a spurt of cold green vromaski blood onto my ankle. Both of its eyes were missing, its body was in shreds, and a torn piece of flesh clung to my ankle. As I jumped back in horror, I heard a loud craaaaack echoing from the beach like a cannon shot.

I spun around. The rotted mast of the Enigma was splitting up the middle. Either half alone could crush a person. And there was exactly one person standing near enough for that to happen.

Eloise.

“What is she doing?” Cass said, running toward the beach. “GET BACK!”

For some reason, Eloise wasn’t moving. And even though the Massa were clumping around to watch, no one was pulling her out of danger’s way.

As I raced after Cass, I saw Mom out of the corner of my eye. She cupped her hand over her mouth and shouted one word.

“Quicksand!”
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CHAPTER THREE

COWBOY CASS

THE WOOD GROANED. Splinters spat into the air like sparks. The two halves of the mast split apart into a V shape, connected only by thin shards of wood that were snapping one by one.

With each step, my feet sank deeper into the mud. Far ahead of me, in the area just before the ship, four Massa soldiers were stuck in a huge patch of quicksand uncovered by the receding sea. They twisted as if doing some creepy tropical dance. The other soldiers had clumped behind them, too wary to move forward.

With another sickening craaack, the broken mast split apart, toppling downward—directly toward Eloise.

As I screamed her name, a blur of brown passed me to the right. I knew it was Marco. No one else could possibly move like that. What happened next was so quick I could only piece it together a few moments later.

He stopped just before reaching the crowd of soldiers. Heaving his arm back, he hurled something toward the ship, hard. I wasn’t sure what it was at first, maybe some kind of log. But when it finally hit the mast, I knew.

It was the remains of the vromaski, a hulking projectile of bone and gristle. On impact it sent off a spray of green blood, its head separating clean off and spinning into the muck. The weight of the animal seemed to knock the mast off its course—but not by much.

I flinched. My eyes darted away, and I heard the mast hit the ground with a soft, sickening whump. And Cass’s voice, yelling for his sister.

The Massa were rushing toward the scene now. I forced myself to look, but their bodies blocked my view. I glimpsed Marco in the crowd and headed for him as fast as I could. Elbowing my way through the clutch of people, I saw part of the mast embedded in the mud but no signs of Eloise. Was she underneath? Weren’t they going to lift it?

I fought my way past a phalanx of robed monks until I was finally standing next to Marco. He—and several other Massa—had stopped short. “Stay right there, Brother Jack!” Marco urged. “Don’t move.”

About twenty feet away, inches from the sinking mast, Eloise was standing thigh-deep in quicksand. Alive.

She was peeling a piece of dead vromaski from her cheek. “EWWW,” she cried out. “What is this green glob? And why are you all just staring at me?”

Now I could see Cass, carefully high-stepping through the muck toward his sister. “Eloise, you have to try to reach toward me—”

“You did this on purpose, Casper!” she shouted. “You waited till my feet were stuck and then pelted me with this . . . disgusting thing.”

“Cassius,” he said, trying to reach across the expanse of quicksand.

“What?” she snapped.

“My name is Cassius, not Casper,” he replied. “Now come on—reach out to me!”

She threw the hunk of flesh at him, but he ducked. Marco lunged forward, pulling Cass back by the shoulder. “Easy, Brother Cass. Or we’re going to have two dead Williams in the quicksand.”

“Williamses,” Cass said.

“This is quicksand?” Eloise shrieked, jerking her body left and right.

She wasn’t the only one. At least five Massa were stuck, too, squirming helplessly. “Don’t fight it!” someone yelled.

“Lie down!” someone else yelled.

“Don’t lie down!”

“Grab the mast!”

Everyone was shouting at once. Eloise froze. Tears began streaming down her face.

“We need a branch—something long!” Marco said. “Now!”

Everyone around us began scouring the beach. I could feel my feet sinking immediately, and I instinctively backed away. My heel clipped the top of a large rock, and I fell.

I landed butt first in the mud, and I could see a black, pointed object jutting upward. I hadn’t tripped on a rock at all.

It was an anchor.

Where there was an anchor, there was a rope. I dug hard with my hands until I found the anchor’s ring. There. A thick, barnacle-encrusted rope was tied to it securely. “Marco!” I shouted.

He was instantly at my side. “Sweet,” he said, yanking the rope from my hand. The thing was stiff from the centuries of mud and seawater. But Marco was Marco, and he managed to pry it loose, holding the end upward. “What now?”

I was about to tell him to throw it to her, but I vaguely remembered something that Cass had once told me about his childhood. “Cass, can you throw a lasso?”

He looked at me funny. “Third place for ten-year-olds in the Laramie junior rodeo. How did you—?”

“Marco, give him the rope!” I said.

Marco quickly massaged the stiffness out of the rope and tossed it to Cass. His face all grim and focused, Cass began fashioning the end of the rope into a fancy loop. I glanced out toward Eloise. She had sunk at least a foot more, nearly up to her shoulders. “Stay still, Eloise!” I cried out.

“No-o-o-o!” she screamed.

She was squirming, jerking her body left and right. Panicking.

“Eloise, listen to me—quicksand behaves like a liquid!” I shouted. “If you stay still, you’ll rise to the top and float.”

Eloise cocked her head and looked at me curiously.

“You’re doing it!” Marco called out. “Nice!”

“Do you feel the difference?” I asked.

Eloise’s panicked expression dissolved. “Um . . . yeah!”

She wasn’t going anywhere, but at least she wasn’t sinking. Beside me, I could see Cass beginning to twirl the rope awkwardly over his head. I took a deep breath.

Marco looked doubtful. “You sure you don’t want me to try?”

“Git along, little dogie—yee-hah!” Cass cried out.

My jaw dropped. Unathletic, geeky Cass reared back and tossed a perfect loop that dropped neatly over Eloise’s head. He immediately pulled back and it cinched around her chest, just below the shoulders.

“What did you call me?” Eloise said.

“Just go with this, Eloise!” I called out. “Go limp!”

She did, and Cass began to pull. Slowly she leaned backward. Her torso emerged from the sand . . . her knees . . . A moment later she was flat on her back, floating toward us at the end of the rope.

“Way to go, Cowboy Cass!” Marco shouted.

I wasn’t aware that my mom had approached me from farther up the beach, so her voice made me jump. “How did you know that Cass could do that?” she asked.

She was looking toward Eloise, not at me. For years Mom had kept her real identity secret from the Massa and she couldn’t risk any suspicion. I did the same.

“When I was nine,” I said softly, “a few years after you died . . . or after we thought you did . . . a family from Wyoming moved to Belleville. The kids were sad we didn’t have rodeo, because they’d all competed in it. I always thought it would have been cool to grow up in Wyoming. Anyway, back at the KI when I first met Cass, over lunch one day he listed all the places he’d lived in all those foster homes.”

Mom smiled. “And you remembered one of them was in Wyoming,” she guessed.

“Yup, it was his longest stay. Two and a half years.”

“So you figured he might know how to handle a rope, like those other kids.”

I nodded.

“And the quicksand info?” she asked.

“I read it in a Superman comic,” I explained.

“Good, Jack,” she said. “Very good.”

Her voice was warm and admiring. I had to turn away from her, or I’d start to cry. Or hug her. Or both. And then we’d be in deep Massa doo-doo. Okay, yeah, I’m thirteen, but imagine finding out your mom is alive after six years of thinking she’s not. It does things to you.

“Thanks,” I said.

Her voice dropped to an urgent whisper. “I have to go. Don’t follow.”

She began crossing behind me, as if just passing me randomly on the beach. In my peripheral vision, I could see Brother Dimitrios and some of his henchpeople heading for her. Dimitrios was gesturing toward a line of injured Massa lying in the sand. Mom took him by the shoulder, pointing him away from me.

Had he noticed me? I couldn’t tell.

It took every ounce of my strength not to run after Mom. But she had told me not to follow, and the last thing I needed was Brother Dimitrios’s attention right now.

From the opposite direction, a very soggy Eloise was storming angrily toward me. Just beyond her, Marco was doubled over with laughter. Cass was wiping a huge glob of mud from his face. The lasso lay on the ground next to him.

“Welcome back, Eloise!” I said. “Are you okay?”

“At least you were nice to me, Jack,” she snapped, jerking a thumb back toward her brother. “He called me a doggie.”
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CHAPTER FOUR

TINKERS AND TRAILERS

“DOGIE, NOT DOGGY!” Cass cried out to his sister. “Dogie means calf.”

“Oh, so I look like a cow?” Eloise stormed away, toward the Massa.

This was our chance. We could take her with us. I tried to pull her back, but she shook me off angrily.

“Eloise, we have to get out of here,” I protested. “You don’t want to go in that direction. You betrayed the Massa. They are not going to be nice to you.”

“Pfff,” Eloise said. “You saw them. They tried to save my life.”

“But I did save your life,” Cass pointed out.

“But I hate you!” she protested.

“Eloise, please.” I looked out toward the ship, where the Massa were all frantically trying to pull each other out of the quicksand with the rope. “This place is chaos. They’re distracted by the earthquake and the quicksand. Give them a few minutes, and they’ll be on us. They’re the enemy. So let’s go before it’s—”

“Um . . . too late?” Eloise murmured, her eyes flickering farther up the beach.

Mom and Brother Dimitrios were heading toward us across the wet sand, with two guards in tow. Mom was tucking a clipboard under her arm. Dimitrios looked stern and tight-lipped. “Well, that was an admirable deed of derring-do,” he said, then turned to the guards. “Seize them!”

One of the guards grabbed Eloise, but she bit him on the wrist. As the other guard jumped in to help, Mom raced toward me. Her eyes were frantic as she grabbed my arm.

I didn’t know what to do. She drew me close. I could feel her shoving something into my pocket. Then she rasped the word go into my ear and fell back as if I’d hit her. I fought the instinct to help her up, but she was staring at me with a fierce look that was unmistakable. Leave fast.

She had done that on purpose. To make it look like I’d pushed her. She didn’t want the Massa to suspect that I’d escaped her clutches without a fight.

As I pushed Marco and Cass toward the jungle, Brother Dimitrios and the guards dragged a screaming Eloise away.



We ducked behind a bush near the tree line. As we peered over, I caught my breath.

“Now what?” Cass said.

“Why’d you make us run?” Marco said. “We had the chance to extract Eloise.”

“Because Mom wanted it that way.” I scanned the beach—or what used to be a beach. Mom was being helped to her feet by a couple of guards. Behind one of their backs, she was shooting us a thumbs-up gesture. “Now she’s giving us an okay signal. We have to trust her. She’s no Dimitrios. She knows what she’s doing.”

“Are you sure you’re not just saying that because she’s your mom?” Cass said.

I shook my head. “Here’s what I know, Cass. One, she’s the smartest person on this island. Two, she probably just saved our butts. And three, she’ll take care of Eloise. I don’t know her exact plan, but we have no choice. Unless we want to be captured.”

Cass gave me a barely noticeable nod and stared glumly through the branches. Eloise was surrounded by Massa now, and Mom was fake limping toward her with a towel to wipe her face. Farther to the right, a team of Massa had fallen into line, one behind the other, holding on to the rope like a bunch of overgrown preschool kids. They looked like they were testing the mud for quicksand. Trying to find a safe path toward the Enigma. An exploratory mission, maybe. Behind them, Brother Dimitrios was barking orders in an agitated voice. He had a cell phone or walkie-talkie to his ear.

He was also looking around, probably for us. Dimitrios was nasty and sadistic, and don’t get me started about his breath. He’d been there at the fight in the jungle with the rebels, and he knew about Marco’s defection back to the Karai side.

The only person I feared more on this island was his boss, the head of Massa. Her name was Aliyah, but everyone in the Massa called her Number One. I looked over my shoulder. We were maybe twenty feet from the jungle. Was she in there? Back at headquarters? Eaten by a vromaski?

Beside me, Marco was running his palm from his forehead to his chin and flinging away sweat. He was breathing heavily from the run.

“I think this is the first time I’ve ever seen Marco the Magnificent out of breath,” I said.

Marco smiled. “Must be the shock of seeing Casso the Lasso in action. You were amazing.”

“Too bad my sister didn’t think so,” Cass said.

Marco tried to hold back a laugh, but it spat out of him so explosively that he started to cough.

“What’s in your pocket?” Cass asked.

“Huh?” I said.

“A piece of paper in your back pocket,” Cass replied. “I didn’t see that before.”

Mom’s note.

I reached around, pulled out the paper, and unfolded it:
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“A code,” Cass said. “Cool.”

“Um, can we deal with this later?” Marco said. “Maybe after we get to Mount Onyx?”

Cass shook his head. “What if she’s warning us about a trap? Let’s crack it now. All of us together, we can do it in no time.”

Marco groaned. “I’m the Soldier. Soldiers don’t do codes. Soldiers keep watch.” He crouched, parting the branches of the bush with his fingers. But his eyes were slits. “Codes are solved by . . . Tinkers and Trailers.”

Cass glanced up from the note. “Trailers? I think you inhaled quicksand, Marco.”

“Whoa, what did I just say?” Marco murmured to himself, blinking hard. “Okay. Cass is the Sailor ’cause his brain is a GPS, Aly’s the Tinker for the killer tech ability. And Tailor Jack . . .” He let out a massive yawn.

“Maybe I can sew your eyelids open,” I said.

Marco ignored the comment. His sleepy eyes sprang wide. “Whoa, put that code away, boys. Here comes Obi-Wan Kenobi.”

Cass and I huddled closer to the ground and looked through the bush. I shoved the note back into my pocket.

Stomping up the beach toward us was an SUV-sized Massa with a hooded robe that could have doubled for a tent. “Let’s book,” Marco cried. “That ain’t Nirvana.”

I tensed to go, until the guy let out a juicy, enthusiastic belch.

“The greeting call of Torquin,” Cass murmured, his body relaxing.

“Heyyyy, if it isn’t the no-hair giant formerly known as Red Beard!” Marco called out. “In Massa fall-fashion wardrobe.”

“Disguise,” Torquin grunted, patting the sides of his robes. “Smuggling stuff underneath.”

“Vizzeet antidote and griffin vaporizers, I hope,” Marco said. As he stood to greet Torquin, he slipped and fell to the dirt.

“Marco . . . ?” I said.

“Whoops,” Marco replied. “My—”

The word bad caught in his throat. His eyes rolled up into his lids. A shudder began in his fingers then traveled up his body. Gagging uncontrollably, he began to convulse.

“Marco?” Cass cried out. “Is this some kind of joke? Because you’re freaking me out.”

“He’s having a G7W episode!” I said.

“He said he was immune,” Cass pointed out.

We watched in shock as Marco’s body contorted and lurched like one of the fish on the beach.

Without wasting a moment, Torquin scooped up Marco in his soot-stained arms. “We go to Massa hospital. Now.”
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CHAPTER FIVE

ALL YOU NEED IS LOHV

A SLINGSHOT ROCK cracked the skull of the first vizzeet. An arrow pierced the leg of the second. In mid-spring, a vromaski took a bullet to the head.

The Karai rebels were armed and all around us in the jungle. We saw only flashes of them as we stumbled through the brush, but they were picking off Atlantean predators left and right. Torquin nearly fell a couple of times. But he held Marco tight over his shoulder.

“Is he . . . alive?” Cass shouted, panting with the effort to follow at Torquin’s pace.

“Marco tough,” Torquin replied.

I pushed my way through brambles and over roots. Marco’s skin was pale, his body limp. I tried to avert my eyes from at least three Massa corpses I saw lying in the brush on either side. Had the entire compound been abandoned for the beach?

“How do we know . . . that anyone . . . will be at the hospital . . . ?” I asked.

“Doctors . . . do not leave patients . . .” Torquin shot back. “Hypocritic oath.”

“I think that’s the wrong word,” Cass said.

I could see a brightening in front of us, which meant we were heading out of the jungle darkness and into the Massa headquarters.

Near the end of the jungle path stood the man who was once the Karai head chef. Old Brutus’s clothes hung loosely from his once beefy frame, and a thick rag was wrapped over his left eye. “What happened to you?” Cass asked.

“Vizzeet spit,” he explained, barking a short laugh. “Didn’t need that eye anyway. Coast should be clear. You’re almost there. When this is all over, we’ll make a fine meal out of these critters. Oh. Your mama told us to give you this.”

He unhooked a backpack from his shoulders. As he swung it around, I could see the familiar bulbous shapes of the two Loculi. “You guys are amazing,” I said. “Thank you.”

“She said she would get the shards to you. . . .” Brutus continued, but his voice tailed off as he spotted Marco on Torquin’s back. “Isn’t that kid the traitor?”

“He’s one of us again,” I replied.

“Then good luck,” Brutus said with a curt nod, and he disappeared back into the jungle.

In a few minutes we emerged into the compound that was once the Karai Institute. After the Massa attack, the lawns had become brown, overgrown, and cratered from bomb blasts. The stately brick buildings, which once looked like some Ivy League college teleported to the tropics, were battered and patched with plaster. When we were last here, most of the structures were surrounded by scaffolding. But the earthquake had turned those into mangled steel and piles of planks.

As we raced to the hospital I heard a burst of excited voices, like kids in a playground. Between two of the buildings, I spotted the Massa trainees—Eloise’s friends—all grouped together near their training yard. One of them called out Marco’s name before a couple of goons ushered them away and out of sight. I was glad they were safe.

Turning back to the hospital, I called out “Hello?”

With his free arm, Torquin pounded on a wall so hard I thought for sure he’d punch a hole in it.

The lobby was brightly lit and reeked of that supermedicinal hospital smell. I couldn’t see anyone at the front or elsewhere in the vast lobby. But above us, on a second floor balcony, a white-coated doctor emerged from a door. He looked startled by the noise, but when he laid eyes on Marco, he immediately said, “Bring him upstairs. The elevators are out.”

A wide staircase led to the balcony and we raced upward.

“Call me Brother Asclepius,” the doctor said, gesturing to an open door.

“This is Marco—” I began.

“I know Mr. Ramsay,” the doctor said. “Please, lay him on the bed.”

Torquin did as he was told. As Cass and I began to explain what had happened, Brother Asclepius gently cut us off. He had dark brown skin and probing eyes that seemed to grow with concern. “Yes, this is a G7W episode. Treatable, but a harbinger of the final deadly effect of the gene—”

“So you can fix him?” Cass said hopefully.

The doctor’s calm gaze faltered. “I—I’m afraid the equipment for this procedure was in the east wing, which was destroyed.”

I felt as if my entire body were dropping through the floor.

“Destroyed?” Cass said. “Why would anyone destroy medical equipment?”

“The Massa are canny, but often reckless,” Brother Asclepius replied. “They did not properly identify this building as a hospital during the liberation.”

“It wasn’t a liberation!” Cass spluttered. “It was an attack. Professor Bhegad told us these episodes will kill us if they’re not treated! Isn’t there anything you can do?”

“Ohhhhhrrrrrrgh . . .” Marco groaned, clenching and unclenching his fists.

“A strong young man. Stubborn,” Asclepius said. “I can sedate him. I can use every technique in my power to keep him alive, but I’m limited without access to the right resources. Maybe the Karai staff have knowledge of an emergency supply of medications somewhere. They were the ones who built this hospital. But without the right equipment, there’s only so much I can do.”

“Call for the rebels, Jack,” Cass said. “With that superloud whistle, like Nirvana did. With the fingers in the mouth.”

“I don’t know how,” I said. “I thought you did.”

Cass shook his head. We both looked at Brother Asclepius, who gave us a helpless shrug.

I glanced around for Torquin, but he’d slipped out of the room. I spotted him through the second-story window—outside, pacing back and forth at the edge of the jungle.

I threw open the window and shouted, “Torquin! We need the Karai!”

Torquin turned toward me. His eyes were glazed, his face sweaty, and for a moment I thought he might have had an episode, too. As he looked up, he said something in a choked, squeaky voice that sounded like complete nonsense.

“Was that English?” Cass yelled.

“Ohhh . . . yes . . . pardon me,” Torquin said.

“Pardon me?” Cass said. “Did you just say—?”

“The Karai, Torquin!” I said. “Can you do the whistle?”

Torquin snapped to, gave me a stubby thumbs-up, turned toward the trees, and inserted two fingers into his mouth.

A pathetic little tune puffed out, mostly breath.

“Oh, great,” Cass said. “He has so lost his mojo. They’ll never hear that.”

“Hey, he’s lucky to be alive. Give him a chance. The rebels are listening for us. They’ll hear him.” I turned to Brother Asclepius. He was injecting Marco with something, hooking him up to IVs. From the beeping of the monitors attached to Marco, he seemed to have stabilized.

Cass and I both breathed a sigh of relief. For now.

“Okay, come on, Torquin . . .” Cass murmured, glancing toward the window.

From outside came a strong “Happy Birthday” whistle that echoed off the hospital wall. Outside, Torquin threw us a big grin.

Brother Asclepius turned from Marco and wiped some sweat from his brow. “Well, I was able to buy us a little time at least.”

Cass smiled wanly. “Thank goodness for the Hypodermic oath.”

“Hippocratic,” Asclepius said gently. “After the ancient healer Hippocrates.”

“I knew that sounded wrong,” Cass said.

I took Cass by the arm, pulling him out of the room onto the long balcony that overlooked the lobby. There I sat on the carpet and pulled out Mom’s note. “Can we do this while we wait? We may need it.”

Cass plopped down next to me as I unfolded the sheet of paper:
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I could sense Cass trying hard to concentrate. “Did she just make this up on the beach, with all that stuff going on around her?” he asked.

“We started to talk, but Dimitrios was noticing us,” I said. “She must have written this when they were taking Eloise away.”

Cass stared at the message. “She couldn’t just write regular words?”

“What if someone intercepted it?” I pointed out. “Her cover would be blown. Mom is supersmart and superfast. But so are you, Code Guy. Any ideas?”

“Okay . . .” Cass said, narrowing his eyes at the paper. “I’m seeing a bunch of letters. . . .”

“I got that, too.”

“Except for the very end. The thirteen. Those are digits.”

I looked at him. “So?”

“So,” Cass said, “that thirteen could be some sort of key to the rest of the message. Like, ‘read every thirteenth letter.’”

“I’ll get a pen.” I ran back into the exam room and grabbed a pen from a counter. While there, I took a quick look at Marco’s chest.

In, out. In, out.

Good.

I ran back out and quickly went to work, numbering the letters first and then circling every thirteenth:
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“R one?” I said. “That can’t be right.”

“Duh, it’s not,” Cass said. “Okay. Okay. Maybe this is just a substitution code. Where each letter represents another one.”

“Like the one you gave me at the Comestibule, when I first came to the island,” I said.

“Ylesicerp,” Cass replied, scribbling on the paper. “First you need to number the letters of the alphabet.”

He angled the sheet toward me:
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“Yeah . . .” I said.

“Now, let’s look at that code again,” Jack said. “I’m thinking the ‘thirteen’ is our key. Like, replace every letter in the message with the one thirteen letters ahead of it.”

I nodded. “So if you see A, you go thirteen letters to the right, and you replace it with N. Which is the fourteenth letter.”

“Yup,” Cass replied. “So if each A is an N, then each B is an O, each C is a P—”

“Then you get to M, which is Z,” I said. “What happens after that?”

“You wrap around,” Cass replied. “Go back to the beginning. So N becomes A, and O becomes B, and so on.”

“Got it.”

“Good. Next step, write the alphabet on top and the replacement letters underneath. Makes it easier.”

Staring at Cass’s string of letters and numbers, I wrote it out:
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“Ognib,” Cass said. “Now solve that message.”

I didn’t want to get anything wrong. I quickly wrote out Mom’s message and replaced each letter, using the key I’d just made:


[image: ]


“Aha!” Cass said, grabbing the paper from my hand. As he read it, his face fell. “Uhhh, guess not . . .”

As if in answer, Marco let out a low, unconscious groan from the table.

“Even in a coma, he lets us know we messed up,” Cass said.

“Maybe the substitution works in the opposite direction,” I said. “We went thirteen letters to the right. What if we go to the left?”

Cass shook his head. “The alphabet has twenty-six letters—twice thirteen—so it would be the same either way.”

“Maybe we’re not seeing something. . . .” I unfolded the paper and sounded out the letters softly: “Nir va nag avem elohvr . . .”

“Wait . . .” Cass said. “Read that again, but don’t pause for the spaces.”

“Nirvanagavemelohvr—” I began.

“Stop,” Cass interrupted, pulling the paper closer so he could see. “You said Nirvana. There it is, plain as day! Nirvana gave me . . .”

My heartbeat quickened. “Nirvana . . . gave me love?”

“L, o, h, v . . .” Cass said. “Your mom has trouble with spelling?”

“No, Cass,” I said. “Look at the rest of the message. Everything after ‘Nirvana gave me’ is gibberish—lohvrqha snow. No matter how you put spaces in it, it makes no sense.”

“The second half of the message could be in a different code. . . .”

I stared intently at the letters. “L, O, H, V, R, Q, H, A—maybe the letters stand for something . . . like an acronym.”

“For what?” Cass said.

“L, O, H,” I replied. “That could be Loculus of Healing.”

Cass nearly hit the ceiling. “Nirvana gave me the Loculus of Healing!”

“V, R, Q . . .” I said.

“Followed by H, A, S, N, O, W—that’s two real words, not anagrams,” Cass said. “Has now!”

“Yes!” My fingers trembled. “So it says, ‘Nirvana gave me the Loculus of Healing. VRQ has now.’ What’s a VRQ?”

Cass began pacing. “Very Rough Question. Virtual Reality Quiz.”

“Victory Round Quaffle,” I said. “Virginia Royal Queen . . .”

“VRQ . . . it has to be a name, right? Vinnie. Victoria. Virgil.”

“That’s it!” I said.

“Virgil?” Cass said.

“Victoria,” I replied.

“We know someone named Victoria?” Cass asked.

“Close enough,” I said, stuffing the sheet into my back pocket. “We know a Victor Rafael Quiñones.”
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CHAPTER SIX

FACE-TO-FACE

“TORQUIN, WHERE ARE the shards?” I called as I ran out the hospital entrance.

Torquin turned. In the heat of the late afternoon, his fire-blackened skin was covered with sweat. I could see a large, angry-looking, round lesion on his arm, where he must have caught a glob of vizzeet spit. He looked at me blankly. “Huh?”

“Are you okay, Big Guy?” Cass asked, gazing at him with concern. “You know, one of my foster parents had diabetes. When their blood sugar was too low, they acted like you—”

“There is much I need to tell you. . . .” Torquin said in a raspy voice.

The robe. I realized that was why it fit him so strangely. There was something underneath. “Torquin, did my mom give you anything before you left the beach?” I insisted.

Torquin’s eyes sparked. He shook his head as if waking out of a dream, and I repeated my question. Nodding, he lifted off his robe. Underneath he was still wearing his tattered rags from Greece, but now the plain brown sack of shards hung by a thick cord around his neck. “Yes, this.”

“You could have told us!” Cass said.

“Nice, Tork!” I said. “Those are the pieces of the Loculus of Healing.”

As Torquin took off the sack and held it out to me, an arrow whizzed out of the woods. It speared the sack, ripping it out of Torquin’s hand, and pinned it to the ground near the hospital wall.

Cass ran for it.

“If that boy goes another step,” came a voice from the jungle, “he will be pinned next to it by the throat.”

“Cass, stop!” I shouted.

He fell to the ground and then bounced back up with his hands in the air.

“Now come join the others,” the voice said. “I would like a proper welcoming committee.”

As Cass hurried to my side, Torquin instinctively pushed him and me behind his back. Out of the blackness stomped six guys who looked like the Massa Olympic weight-lifting team. They surrounded a wiry woman in a long toga-like garment. Her graying black hair was pulled straight back, giving her face a hawklike intensity.

“On your knees before Number One!” shouted one of the goons, unsheathing a dagger from his belt.

“Please, Manolo, the Hulk auditions are in Los Angeles.” As Aliyah stepped toward me, her eyes never wavered from mine. “You see, these young people are our salvation. Jack and I, in particular, have a trusting relationship. Isn’t that right, Jack?”

I was growing sticky with sweat. My eyes darted upward to Marco’s hospital window. “Please, Aliyah, Marco is—”

“Dying?” she said. “Pity. I know death well, having lost several of my best soldiers just in the last few hours. In case you haven’t noticed, the beach side of the island rose quite dangerously. But here is the odd thing. The other shore sank. The island is tilting. Curious, isn’t it?”

“Not . . . just rising?” Torquin said.

Her stare was knifelike. “It may surprise you to know that deep under this island we have a thriving nerve center, left to us by the Karai. In it is our team of seismologists. They are, to say the least, spooked. Something happened to destabilize the island. Something big.”

Cass shot me a nervous glance. But Aliyah was now face-to-face with Torquin.

“Perhaps you’re familiar with this nerve center, having served so well as Radamanthus Bhegad’s lickspittle,” Aliyah said. “Perhaps you know something of the precious sack that was stolen. A sack that looks remarkably like the one that hung from your ample neck.”

Torquin yawned. He flicked a massive fly off his nose, caught it in midair, and popped it his mouth. “Lick my spittle.”

Instantly Manolo and one other goon reached for their gun holsters.

With a loud grunt, Torquin threw his huge frame toward the men. His bare foot, which was roughly the size of an armadillo, connected with Manolo’s jaw. Without missing a beat, he brought his thick arm down on the other guy’s neck. Both guards thumped to the ground. But now I could hear rustling in the jungle, new voices. Other people were approaching. Torquin turned to face them.

“The rebels,” I whispered to Cass.

Cass reached for the sack. He yanked out the arrow, freeing it from the soil.

“Drop it!” Aliyah’s voice called out.

We turned. I took the sack and held it behind my back. Torquin was flat on the ground, surrounded by four new goons who must have emerged from the trees.

“Rebels, huh?” Cass murmured.

One of goons grinned at Aliyah. “Kill the fat guy?”

“Not fat,” Torquin said calmly. “Muscle.”

Aliyah circled Torquin, eyeing him appraisingly. Behind her, more Massa were emerging from the dark.

“I am not convinced this man is the culprit. Common sense would suggest someone rather smaller and quicker.” Aliyah glanced back toward the trees. “Say, perhaps, the young terror behind me.”

“Yeeeoowww!” cried a deep voice, as three more burly Massa guards came out of the jungle—or staggered, really. They were pushing Eloise, who was gagged and blindfolded. Her hands were tied together with rope, but she was landing some sharp kicks at the ankle level.

Cass lunged toward her, but I held him back. “You’re hurting her!”

“She’s hurting us,” one of the goons grumbled.

“Gentlemen, remove the gag from the girl,” Aliyah said. “Cass, you will be kind enough to drop that little bag of stolen goods right now, if you care about the well-being of your sister.”

His face red with anger and worry, Cass let go of the sack. Behind Aliyah, one of the goons was untying the gag from behind Eloise’s head. She spat at him, and he threw her roughly to the ground.

“Ow!” Eloise cried out.

“You leave her alone!” Cass said.

Eloise lunged forward and sank her teeth into the guard’s ankle. With an agonized scream, he fell to the ground.

The guards hovering over Torquin raced over to help out. Torquin bounced to his feet and followed them. Aliyah turned in bewilderment.

I lunged for the sack, scooped it off the ground, and ran for the hospital door. “Go, Jack!” Cass cried out.

“Get him!” Aliyah shouted.

I heard a loud craaack. And another. I felt one bullet whiz past my right ear.

And then I was sprawled in the dirt.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

CYRUS THE GREAT

I WAKE UP in the sand. I have—or someone has—built a protective wall of sand around me. The sun is still a bulge of pulsing orange on the horizon. But leading to that horizon is an orderly row of crops, fed by canals dug at regular intervals and flowing with water.

I shift my leg and feel that it is connected to a canvas sack. In that sack appears to be a Loculus. As I shake off the fog of sleep, I rub my eyes with both hands and slap the sides of my cheeks.

I nearly cry out in surprise. They are stubbled with hair.

I must be Massarym in my dream. Once again.

The sight of water makes me realize how thirsty I am. But as I stand and prepare to climb over the wall, I hear distant voices.

“Hello!” someone is shouting. “It’s all right, brother, come out and face me. We can work together!”

The wall is chest high, and I peer over the top to see a gaunt, dark-bearded man walking along the border between the crop and the desert. He is the last person I would expect to see.

Massarym!

I duck out of sight. I grab a hank of my scrubby beard and pull it forward from my chin. Looking down, I can see the tips of blond hair in my fingers.

Blond.

In this dream, I am Karai.

I have stolen this Loculus from my thieving brother.

I should know where I am, but I am half in this dream and half out. Something is not allowing me to fall completely asleep.

But I am also gaunt and hungry. My feet are swollen and blistered. I have been following Massarym great distances. And now he is hunting for me. “Working together” is the last thing he really wants.

I hear another voice, and I allow myself to peek out briefly. Following Massarym is a wizened old man in a plain white robe, with a blue sash around his waist and a simple cloth band encircling his head and tied together tightly in the back. “Young visitor,” he calls out, “is it not more likely the bandit has escaped to the city?”

Bandit? They are calling ME a bandit? When it was Massarym who snatched away the Loculi and hastened the destruction of an entire civilization?

Massarym spins around to the man. “If he is in the city, we may consider him gone. My brother is nothing if not crafty. You may be a wise man, old Ardashir, but your Persian leaders are dolts. It will be a matter of weeks, maybe days, that the Egyptians will regain control of their land. The cities are already being looted and they are the last places Karai would risk taking the . . . Atlantean treasure.”

Treasure, meaning Loculus, of course. He doesn’t want to give its name to the old Persian man.

I hold tight to the sack. My journeys have been fruitless until recently. But now things are beginning to turn. I will start with this orb. I have heard reports of the hiding places of some of the others—in Rhodes and Halicarnassus. I will not stop until I find them.

Massarym and Ardashir are walking to the edge of the field. As they disappear behind a furrow of growing plants—flax, I think—I cautiously stand.

Slowly I look around. The sight directly behind me takes my breath away. Rising above the desert like sleeping giants, the three pyramids greet the sunrise. Their sides are mottled with a kind of creamy white material, as if a smooth wall has been eroding away to reveal the stones underneath. To the right, its back to the sun, the vigilant but bored-looking Sphinx watches over them. Its features are sharp and lifelike, and I almost sense that if I step too close, it will bite me.

I will lose myself there and then figure out a way to get to the sea—perhaps a kind farmer or merchant will guide me.

Strapping the sack over my shoulder, I hop the wall and begin to run. I cannot believe how weak I feel, and my sandaled feet sink into the sand. I make the best speed I can manage, but after a few moments I realize I am not alone. A young girl is walking out of another field, a small goat hopping at her side.

I stop suddenly but remind myself it is only a child, younger than I, and I have nothing to fear. So I look forward and continue.

A babylike cry makes me turn my head, and I stumble on my crude sandals.

The girl is covering her mouth and laughing. “One does not insult Cyrus the Great by ignoring him,” she calls out. Although she is speaking Egyptian, I understand every word. It is one of the abilities I was able to develop recently as a result of my experiments with the royal blood of my most magical homeland, Atlantis.

I know I should not talk to this girl. But I do. “Cyrus the Great?” I say.

She scoops up the goat and holds up one of its hoofs as if it’s waving to me. The animal looks like it’s smiling, and that makes me laugh. “The humble Karai bids good morning to Cyrus, King of Kings!” I say with a bow.

“And to me, Lydia, too?” she says.

“And to you, Lydia.” As a quick afterthought, I add, “The Great.”

She is so friendly and I am so lost and tired. I make the very quick decision that I can trust her (and Cyrus). So I speak up. “Dear one, I have traveled from a far land without friend or family, and I have a great need to get to the sea.”

She looked over her shoulder. “My father tells me the Egyptians have blocked the port. There is much fighting now. He believes it is a matter of days before the land is conquered.”

“Are you not in danger?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “We are Egyptians. We support the Egyptian rebels. And as we have been here for generations, we know of places to hide.”

With an impish smile, she begins to run in the direction of the pyramids. “Come, Karai! Come, Cyrus!”

With a bleat, Cyrus turns and runs the other way, back toward the fields. But I follow Lydia across the sand, until she stops at a column of stone about chest high. A stele.

It is covered with faded hieroglyphs, but miraculously I can read them. “‘Here will be the greatest monument of all, constructed to honor Cambyses the Second, Conqueror of Egypt.’”

Lydia laughs. “They started to work on it. But they will never finish. Now watch this.”

She runs her fingers down the side of the stele, tracing along some of the hieroglyphs but not others. After a few moments of this, she steps back.

I hear a deep groan from within the sands below, and the stele begins to fall backward slowly. Lydia is nearly jumping with excitement as the stele’s base lifts out of the sand and a square hole opens underneath.

Cool air blasts upward from the blackness. In the rays of the rising sun, I can see a small ladder leading downward. Lydia gives me an eager smile. “Want to see?”

“No,” I reply.

“I insist,” she says. “Because I know that otherwise you will go to the sea. And you will be taken by the soldiers, drawn and quartered, and the next time I see your face it will be atop a sharp wooden pole.”

I swallow. This is not my plan. I know I can turn the other direction from the turmoil and run. But the other direction is miles and miles of scorched desert. Here, at least, I can wait out the conquest. “You really think the battle will be quick?”

She nods. “Father has laid out stores of food. Also games to occupy our time and very comfortable quarters. Follow me.”

Turning around, she begins lowering herself into the hatch, stepping carefully on the ladder’s rungs. I wait until she is just out of sight before following.

I am three steps in when I hear Cyrus’s bleating again distantly. I look up to see him scampering toward us, with a group of men following.

“Karai!” one of them shouts.

It is Massarym!

As I hasten my descent, the sun glints off something in my brother’s hand. It is a scythe.

“Who is that?” Lydia calls up.

“Never mind!” I say.

“Father?”

She is climbing back up the ladder. “How do you shut this?” I ask urgently. “Lydia, please, someone is after me!”

She leaps down the ladder. A moment later I hear a deep groan. A shadow is forming over my head and I step down the ladder to avoid being crushed by the stele’s movement.

At the bottom rung, I see that Lydia is holding a torch at the end of a long corridor. I quickly remove my sack and throw it toward her. It lands with a thump at her feet. “What is this?” she asks.

“Go!” I shout. “Hide this where no one will find it. Just go! I will find you in a moment.”

“But—” she says.

I hear a loud clank of metal directly above me. I look up.

At the top of the ladder, Massarym has wedged the scythe between the bottom of the stele and the edge of the hole. His face, shadowed but recognizable, leers downward. “Good morning, my brother,” he says. “And thank you dearly. You have helped me more than you know.”

He swings his legs around and begins to climb downward.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

RESURRECTION

TORQUIN’S BREATH WOKE me up. On the negative side, it smelled like a freshly killed hedgehog. On the positive side, it was the first indication that I was not dead.

As I turned my head away from the stench, I realized five things:

1.I was out of my dream, where I was about to be attacked.

2.I was back in reality, where I had been attacked.

3.Old Until-Recently-Red-Beard-but-Now-Beardless was carrying me up the stairs. Fast.

4.The sack of shards was still wrapped around my right arm, and

5.As far as I could tell, my body was bullet-hole free.

“Landed very hard on you,” Torquin said. “Sorry. Bullet was close.”

Holding me like a loaf of bread, he crested the stairs and burst into the hospital room. Brother Asclepius was hunched over Marco, but he spun toward us, startled.

“Step aside,” Torquin said. “We cure him now.”

Behind us, footsteps clattered up the stairs. Asclepius blinked his eyes and stammered, “I—I’m sorry, but Marco is . . . he’s . . .”

Torquin set me down on my feet at the side of Marco’s bed. The guards were now at the door, but I didn’t care. As I stood over my friend, I felt as if the air had been squeezed out of the room. Marco was faceup, staring straight into the harsh fluorescent lights overhead. His skin was a sickly alabaster white. A tangle of tubes, bandaged to his arms, led to a bank of monitors. All of them were beeping angrily. And showing flat lines.

Which meant no heartbeat. No vital signs. His chest was absolutely still.

I was only vaguely aware of Aliyah ordering her guards to put their weapons away. Eloise and Cass were walking toward me now. “Is he . . . ?” Eloise asked.

Brother Asclepius put a hand on my shoulder. “I did as much as I could. . . .”

I wasn’t hearing them. Wasn’t listening. Instead I yanked open the backpack, dug my hands into the debris, and pulled out one of the shards. Its edges were sharp, and they cut my finger. But it was at least four inches across.

It was all we needed.

“Jack,” Cass said, “it’s not going to—”

I jammed the shard flat-side down, on Marco’s chest. “It’s bigger than the one we used on Aly,” I said.

“But Aly was alive,” Cass said, his voice muffled with falling tears. “The person has to be alive.”

Closing my ears. Not hearing this . . . not hearing this . . .

I pressed harder against the still chest. “Come on, Marco . . . come on . . .”

The doctor was trying to pull me back, holding my arm firmly. “Jack, listen to me. It’s too late.”

I felt a buzz in my head, maybe from one of the alarms. Sweat ran down my forehead, stinging my eyes. The shard felt warm now. The cut on my finger bled onto Marco’s shirt. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Aliyah approach. I must have barked at her to go away, because she stopped short.

“How long has Marco been dead?” Aliyah asked.

“Almost two minutes,” Asclepius replied.

“Let go of the boy’s arm, Doctor,” she said. “Do not try to pull him away from his friend.”

“But—” the doctor protested.

“I said let go, Asclepius!” she snapped.

The doctor’s fingers loosened. Now Cass and Eloise were by my side. Cass put his hand on top of mine. My fingers were cramping. I felt like the shard was burning a hole in my palm. It was shrinking like the other shard.

“It’s . . . almost gone, Cass,” I whispered.

Cass tightened his fingers around my hand and lifted it upward. “We need it, Jack,” he said.

It went against every ounce of my will, but I let him do it. The shard had embedded itself in my palm. It was now the size of a nickel.

“It’s not going to work this time, Jack,” Cass said softly. “Marco’s gone.”

I slumped back. I turned from the sight of Marco, still and unbreathing. I knew it was something I could never unsee. Cass was right. This was a Loculus of Healing, not a Loculus of Resurrection.

But my brain was pulling up another image of Marco, just as painful. I’d seen him like this before. Worse, really. Crushed and damaged almost beyond recognition.

“Resurrection . . .” I whirled on Cass. “We can do that, Cass.”

“What?” Cass said.

“Think back!” I said. “Marco fell into the volcano. But we brought him back—and we can do it again.”

“The waterfall!” Cass said, his frown vanishing. “Of course. We have to get him there now!”

Brother Asclepius gave Aliyah a confused look.

“The healing waters,” Aliyah explained. “They’re in the center of Mount Onyx. They work for Select. Jack is correct. We must help them do this.”

I couldn’t believe my ears. “Did you say you’ll help?”

Her eyes were moist as she looked down at Marco’s body, and for a moment I could almost see that she was human. “To bring a boy back from the dead . . . this is an extraordinary thing. The problem is, it is quite dark outside. . . .”

“Don’t need you,” Torquin said, holding up the backpack that contained the two Loculi. “Have flight reservation. Invisibility class.”

Torquin’s broad frame was blocking Marco’s bed now. Aliyah eyed the backpack with shock. “The Loculi?” she said. “I will take those.”

“I thought you said you would help!” Cass protested.

“Do not make this difficult,” Aliyah snapped. “You stole those and I will have them back before another step is taken. Torquin, I will count to three and you will hand that pack to Manolo.”

Torquin raised a hairless eyebrow. “Or?”

“One . . .” Aliyah said.

Manolo signaled the goons. I could see them grabbing their weapons.

Torquin yawned. “Two. Three. Come and get me.”

But before anyone could move, Brother Asclepius collapsed to the floor with a dull thump. Torquin spun around. He let out a choked gasp and nearly dropped the backpack.

As he backed away from the bed, the corpse of Marco Ramsay stood straight up. “Sorry,” he said, staring down at the doctor. “Was it something I ate?”
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CHAPTER NINE

KARASSARYM

“M-M-MARCO,” CASS SPLUTTERED. “Y-y-you were—”

“Is he—?” Eloise squeaked.

“Are you—?” I said.

“Hungry?” Marco said. “Yes.”

Eloise let out a screech of joy so loud that it brought Brother Asclepius back to his feet. She leaped on Marco’s bed to hug him.

Cass jumped around the other side, shouting, “Elbaveilebnu!”

“I’m—I’m so sorry,” Asclepius babbled, staring at Marco in astonishment. “This sort of thing has . . . never happened.”

It was unbelievable. Marco had beaten death. Again.

“Welcome back,” I said, “to the kid of a thousand lives.”

Marco drew me close, nearly smothering me in the crook of his neck and shoulders. “Whatever you just did, Brother Jack,” he said, “thanks.”

I wasn’t sure what I’d done.

As Cass sat on the side of Marco’s bed, launching into a blow-by-blow description of what had just happened, I pulled back. Turning my hand upward, I stared at the nickel-sized Loculus in my palm. What had just happened?

“Extraordinary . . .” came Aliyah’s voice. I felt her hand on my shoulder. She was by my side, smiling at Marco.

The backpack.

I eyed the pack with the two Loculi, which lay on the floor. With my foot I carefully slid it across the room toward the window.

But no one seemed interested in it at that moment.

“You knew, didn’t you, Aliyah?” I said. “You asked how long he’d been dead. The length of time somehow made a difference.”

Aliyah turned away. “There have been reports throughout history of people brought back after they were declared dead. The public goes wild over these phenomena, calling them miracles, divine intervention, blah, blah, blah. But this kind of thing only happens within a few minutes after breathing stops. The human body goes into a temporary sort of limbo state . . . a reversible coma. This is when people report seeing white lights, angels and cherubim, celestial music, and so forth. With someone as unusually strong as your friend, I imagine this state lasts longer than most. At least . . . I hoped it would. So I asked the doctor to leave you to your devices.”

I smiled. “Thanks.”

When she looked at me again, her eyes had changed. They were softer, unguarded. “I am moved by your dedication. And your brains. I wish I had known someone like you when I was younger.”

I nodded, remembering the story she had told me in her office. “You lost your brother . . . Osman.”

“You have an admirable memory,” she replied.

“To Queen Artemisia, at the Mausoleum at Halicarnassus,” I went on. “Osman was a Select.”

“Yes,” she said softly. “I did not inherit the gene myself.”

“Were you searching for the Loculi back then?” I asked. “Have you known about these from the beginning? Because I thought only the Karai Institute knew—”

She nodded. “As I watched my brother descend into the underworld, I had the Loculus of Healing in my hand. But I didn’t know what it was. I was so young. Later it was taken from me by a scheming colleague of my father’s, and I never saw it again. It is very moving to see it now, even if it is in pieces.”

I let the shard drop back into the sack. We had used two shards for healing, and they had both shrunk. How was I supposed to put together a Loculus now? It would be like a jigsaw puzzle with two shrunken pieces. When it was all done, there would be holes.

And a Loculus with holes is not a complete Loculus.

“Who-o-oa, who invited Medusa and her Gorgoons?” Marco’s voice boomed.

“I guess he just noticed you,” I murmured to Aliyah.

“Good to see you, Marco,” Aliyah said uneasily. “I mean that.”

Marco raised a skeptical eyebrow. “I’m waiting for the but,” he said. “Like, good to see you, but you’re under arrest for treason and sentenced to death by quicksand—”

“Considering your betrayal of me and my organization?” I could see Aliyah trying hard to hold on to her authority. “Appropriate measures will of course be taken, in the fullness of time.”

“Aliyah, why let me bring Marco back to life just to punish him?” I said. “You need him. You need us. You are now on the road to defeat. The island is tilting, not rising. What’s happening to the geological plates now? Did your experts tell you?”

Aliyah nodded. “They said the whole thing may slide into the ocean. . . .”

“So there’s not much time,” I said. “Leave Marco alone. We need him to the find the Loculi. And let us work with the Karai rebels. They’re scientists, doctors, tech geniuses, Loculus experts. People who could help you. People who know stuff you don’t. People who want the same things you do—”

“The same things?” Aliyah shot back. “These are people who want to destroy the Loculi—just as Karai wanted.”

“No, no,” I shook my head. “They want to find the Loculi, to save the world . . .”

“P. Beg never said that,” Marco remarked.

“There was a lot Professor Bhegad never told you,” Aliyah said.

Marco and Cass were looking at me in bafflement.

My mind was total chaos. Was this true? Did the Karai want us to collect the Loculi just to blow them up? Were they lying about wanting to cure us?

Focus, I told myself. She can spout lies, too.

“What aren’t you telling us, Aliyah?” I said. “Why do you want to make an entire continent rise and force a global seismic catastrophe? Is it to bring the rest of the world to its knees?”

“It does sound pretty selfish, when you put it that way,” Eloise said.

“Oh, dear, dear Jack,” Aliyah said with a chuckle. “Let me set your mind at ease. This catastrophe would never occur. The surface area of the island is not large enough. Perhaps there would be a few unusual high tides and local flooding. But that will be a small price to pay for the benefits of Atlantis’s restored magic. Most important for you, if we were to get the seven Loculi in place, you’d all be cured. And you, Jack, would stand to gain the most.”

She leveled her gaze at me.

The destroyer shall rule.

That was the prophecy in the Seventh Codex of Massarym, hidden in an old painting. A prophecy I supposedly fulfilled when I threw the Loculus of Healing onto a New York City railroad track. When that Loculus was shattered to pieces under a speeding train, I became the Destroyer.

I was supposed to be the ruler of the new Atlantis.

Me, McKinley the Extremely Unmajestic.

I would have been cackling hysterically if everybody weren’t staring at me so seriously. Waiting for me to figure out what to do.

“Work with us, Jack,” Aliyah said. “You will not regret it. Neither will your children or grandchildren.”

“Um . . .” I said, with great wisdom and force.

Who was lying?

Who was telling the truth?

Aliyah was the head of the Massa. Professor Bhegad was not the head of the Karai. He might have been lied to. He might not have known what the KI really wanted to do.

But would Aliyah really want to raise up Atlantis to form a new world order—with me as the leader? It seemed ridiculous.

I missed Dad. He was all about lists—pros and cons. His motto was A problem is an answer waiting to be opened. Which sounded so dumb when I was a kid, but not now. I remember he always started with two questions: What do you want? and How do you plan to get it?

What I wanted:

1.Aly, alive and well.

2.The Loculus of Healing, healed.

3.The Loculus of Strength, back from the clutches of King Uhla’ar on the other side of the rift.

4.The curse of the G7W gene to be over, and a long life for my friends and me.

How I planned to get it:

1.

Arrrrrgh. This part I didn’t know. The Massa had the power. The Karai had my trust.

“Jack . . . ?” Cass said. “You better say something. . . .”

All eyes were on me. No-longer-dead Marco. Almost-killed Torquin. The reluctant siblings, Cass and Eloise. The head of the Massa, Aliyah. About ten very large, very quiet Greek guys in tunics. All waiting for my answer to Aliyah.

Work with her? A day ago I would have laughed in her face. But now, for a nanosecond, I felt a charge of power. As if I actually were the king.

It was scary.

But I had my answer. To my own disbelief.

“I’ll do it,” I said to Aliyah. “I’ll work with you.”

“Jack!” Cass shouted in dismay.

“Really?” Eloise piped up.

“Dude . . .” Marco said.

Aliyah’s eyes grew to about twice their size. “Well. Yes, then. I knew you would see reason.”

“But I have some conditions,” I added.

“Oh?” Aliyah said, holding back a smile.

“A child does not dictate to Number One,” Manolo said, stepping toward me.

Aliyah put her arm out to stop him. “Go on.”

“The Karai-Massarym feud is over,” I went on. “As of now. You will call off the hunt for the rebels and declare a truce. And Cass, Marco, and I will deliver the rebels to you, willing to be your partners in a new union.”

“What?” Aliyah barked in astonishment. As if I’d just reported that all hands were actually feet.

“I like it!” Cass said. “Team Karassarym.”

“Massarai sounds nicer,” Eloise said.

While I had my courage up, I quickly added something that had been stuck in the back of my mind all along. “Plus, you will give me access to a cell phone so I can tell my dad I’m alive.”

“What makes you think we have any service?” Aliyah asked with a bemused smile.

“Do you?” I said.

Aliyah stared back at me silently and tight-lipped, while Brother Asclepius was shaking his head. “This feud has lasted centuries,” he said. “It’s fundamental. Not so easy to—”

“Do not waste your breath, Asclepius,” Aliyah said. “We must be patient with children. Your bluff will not sway me, Jack. You need us more than we need you. Especially with the tasks ahead. Drop this foolishness and not only will I let you call your father but I will put our best scientists to the task of repairing the Loculus of Healing immediately.”

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Cass kneel, open the sack, and spill the Loculus of Healing shards onto the floor. They formed a mangled pile, hundreds of sizes and shapes. He spread them out and examined them carefully. Then, picking up two, he tossed one to me.

We held the shards close and moved them to align the edges, the way we had done it in my room weeks ago. At a certain angle, those first two shards had stuck together like magnets. But we’d had to get the positioning just right.

I could feel my shard warming, vibrating, until my fingertips felt numb. Still, the shards were staying put. Not moving at all. Cass was sweating. His fingers shook. Aliyah was staring at us as if we’d lost our minds.

“It’s not working,” Cass whispered. His shard slipped from his fingers. But as it fell to the floor, it changed course in midair and began to rise toward me.

With a soft sshhhink, the two pieces collided, fusing together into one.

Eloise’s jaw nearly hit the floor. “That was so cool.”

Aliyah stepped forward and grabbed the fused shards from my hand. She walked to the window and held the piece upward to the sun. “How were you able to do that?” she demanded.

“The power of the Select,” I said.

The seam that had formed between the two shards was sealing, bottom to top, until it was gone. Startled by this, Aliyah dropped the shard to the floor. It changed direction in midair and jammed itself right into place.

I fixed my eyes on Aliyah and pumped up all the courage I had. “My terms,” I said, “or nothing.”

Aliyah swallowed hard. And she nodded.

“Deal.”
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CHAPTER TEN

HAPPY BIRTHDAY

SOMEHOW THE MASSA had tapped an untraceable satellite signal through a proxy server. Communication would be possible. I had no idea what that meant, but my fingers were trembling as I sent a text to my dad. I was missing him a lot and I needed him to know I was okay.
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I couldn’t do it. Couldn’t tell him the whole truth. He would have wanted to fly here. And that’s impossible, since no one knows where “here” is. I didn’t want him to worry too much. But as I gave the phone back to Aliyah, I felt so guilty. What if I never saw him again?

She seemed to be reading my mind. “You’re doing the right thing, Jack,” she said.

“How do you know?” I replied. “You didn’t see what I wrote.”

“You’re right,” she said. “But I know you well. You and I aren’t as different as you think.”

Well, that was a cheering thought.

I turned away from her and watched Cass and Marco, who were hard at work on the Loculus of Healing.

“The leg bone’s connected to the hip bone,” Cass sang as he carefully moved two shards like tiny steering wheels.

“And the hip bone’s connected to the neck bone . . .” Marco sang, maneuvering two more.

Sshhhink. Sshhhink. As the pieces slid together, Eloise nearly fell over laughing at Marco. “You’re leaving out a whole part of the body!”

Marco shrugged. “Abs. They’re so overrated.”

I sat on the floor to join them. We each worked on a section of the Loculus, like areas of a jigsaw puzzle. Aliyah, Brother Asclepius, and the goons were all gaping at us. Asclepius had to hold on to at the edge of a table. For a doctor, I guess he fainted easily.

“Ramsay for the win—the biggest piece by far!” Marco said, holding up a section of Loculus that was curved perfectly, like the bottom of a wide bowl.

“Hey! He-e-eyy!” Cass’s own large piece swept upward from underneath him and hurtled through the air like a mini UFO. With a loud snap, it attached to Marco’s.

“Score!” Marco shouted. “How about you, Brother Jack?”

I was holding my section pretty far away. I figured I’d wait till I had more of it made, but hey, why not?

I held my piece out, and it instantly shot from my grip and clanked into Marco’s big piece. Now the joined shape took on weirdly human form, a tiny head and huge torso that looked oddly like . . .

“Torquin!” Eloise cried out with a giggle.

“What do you think of that, Tork?” Marco looked around for Torquin, but he was nowhere to be seen. “Where is the Hulkinator, anyway?”

I caught a glimpse of the big guy out the window again. Just as before, he was perched at the edge of the jungle. Only this time, it looked like he was talking to himself. “Does he have a cell phone, too?” Cass asked.

I shook my head. “He’s a little off his game ever since that explosion in Greece.”

“A little?” Marco said.

“He is not normally like this?” Brother Asclepius asked.

“There’s nothing normal about Torquin,” Marco replied.

“That blast would have killed anyone else,” I explained. “I’m amazed he survived. He’s been acting strange since then. He didn’t used to talk to himself.”

Brother Asclepius nodded. “Let me go outside and see what I can do for him.”

As the doctor headed out the door, we went back to work. Piece by piece, section by section, the shards fused together and took shape. Aliyah and her guards watched us with a mixture of awe and wariness.

When we were done, it looked exactly the way it had when I’d held it in New York City. But with two big problems.
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“Now what?” Aliyah asked.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out the original shard, the tiny one I’d been carrying since we tried using it on Fiddle.

“A baby tooth?” Eloise said.

“It’s a shard,” I said. “It shrank.”

I held it up and said a silent prayer. It left my fingers and shot toward the Loculus. With a tiny click, it attached to the broken edge. The gaping hole was now a slightly less gaping hole.

Quickly I removed the shard we’d used on Marco. It, too, flew out of my fingers and attached to the other hole, filling it only partially.

“Uh-oh . . .” Eloise said.

“We could use it for Halloween,” Marco said with a sigh. “A Loculus jack-o’-lantern.”

Around me, everyone seemed to be deflating. “Is this all there is to the Loculus?” Aliyah said angrily.

“I—I guess so,” I said. “Maybe if we wait?”

“Is that your plan, for it to magically repair itself?” Aliyah demanded.

“We have plaster,” Manolo suggested.

Aliyah spun on him and he shrank back among the other guards.

“Correct me if I’m wrong,” Aliyah said. “A Loculus full of holes is not a real Loculus. And without even one Loculus, there no chance of success. Now, remind me of why we agreed to work together?”

“He did the best he could!” Eloise protested.

As I walked closer to the Loculus, I heard sounds of a scuffle outside—muffled shouts and rustlings of leaves. I glanced out the window. Brother Asclepius, with a hypodermic needle in his hand, was scrabbling backward. Grunting like a caged animal, Torquin stomped toward him across the scrubby soil. “Torquin!” I shouted. “Stop that!”

“I—I’ll be okay,” Brother Asclepius shouted, not too convincingly.

“I’m getting a migraine,” Aliyah said. “Guards, get that oaf!”

The room emptied. Marco was the first one out, then the guards, Eloise and Cass last. I turned to follow them, but something kept me in the room. It began as a soft buzz, like an insect had crawled inside me through the ear. The sound grew, slowly, droning and changing pitch.

I knew I had to help Torquin. But as irritating as the sound was, I couldn’t stop listening. I glanced outside the window. The Massa guards had put themselves between Torquin and Brother Asclepius. But Torquin was on his knees now, head in hands, muttering.

I didn’t know what he was doing, or what was going on in that head, but at least there was no fighting. And that was good.

The sound was drawing me to the broken Loculus. Like a distant orchestra of players bowing on damaged violins, on tin cans and barbed wire. I had heard this before—in the center of the volcano, near the remains of the Seven Wonders, and every time we got near a Loculus. It had a different tune every time, but it was always the Song of the Heptakiklos.

The Loculus began pulsating. The hole’s ragged edges were smoothing out, growing inward, closing the gap.

Running to the window, I shouted: “Get up here—now. Something’s happening!”

Aliyah immediately shouted to the guards, and they came running. So did Marco, Cass, Eloise, and Torquin.

I backed into the room. The Loculus began to rock back and forth. It lifted from the ground, spinning in place. The two holes, not much smaller than before, spat beacons of blue-white light around the room like lasers.

“Jack?” came Cass’s voice from the door.

He was behind me. They were all behind me now.

“What the—?” Aliyah whispered.

Aliyah’s goons closed ranks in front of her, forcing her to the door for protection. But they didn’t get far before a thunderous boom threw us all backward.

My feet left the ground and my vision went white. For a moment I was aware of floating through the room, blinded by the light. Then my back smashed against the wall so hard that it knocked the wind out of me.

I collapsed to the floor, catching my breath. As my sight returned, I tried to sit upright but the pain in my lower back was intense. So I eased myself upward slowly, trying not to groan. Cass was helping his sister off the floor and Aliyah was cursing at her guards, who had fallen on top of her. Brother Asclepius was scrambling to his feet, and I could hear Torquin’s heavy breathing somewhere.

But at the moment all I cared about was in the center of the room. The broken sphere was now a softly glowing orb, its dirt color now a sapphire blue. Waves of turquoise and indigo flowed like oceans inside, washing against the smooth, perfect surface. It was exactly as I remembered this Loculus of Healing, before I’d thrown it under the train.

“Welcome back,” I whispered.

Aliyah’s guards were now trying to help her to her feet. She stood, gawping like everyone else at the bright sphere. As I rose, I realized how hard I’d fallen. I felt like someone had clamped a vise to the base of my spine. I tried to walk normally to the Loculus but instead I hobbled like an old man.

“I don’t remember it looking so cool,” Marco said.

“Everything gets a little grimy in New York,” Cass replied. “The question is, does it work?”

Reaching out, I placed my hand on the surface. Where my palm made contact, the swirls inside the Loculus began to gather. They formed a kind of cloudy image of my hand, neither gas nor liquid but somewhere in between. The blob swelled and darkened until it finally turned to black. Then, with a barely audible pop, it detached from the surface and shot into the center of the Loculus like a comet. I pulled my hand back and watched as the black blob was absorbed into the blue swirl, like a drop of ink into the ocean.

Whatever had been clenching my back released. I straightened out slowly. No pain. I moved left and right. I did a couple of dance moves.

“Well, that’s awkward,” Eloise said.

“Did you see what just happened?” I said.

“The Loculus of Healing made you dance?” she replied.

They couldn’t tell I was hurt. Or they’d been too busy looking at the Loculus to notice. But I could see a flash of recognition in Torquin’s red, squinty eyes.

He was sweating badly. He had been looking worse and worse since he’d arrived back on the island. The burn marks on his arms looked like a botched tattoo job done by an angry orangutan, and his scalp was red from where his hair had been burned off.

I touched the Loculus again and reached out to Torquin with my other hand. “Torquin, let’s get you back to normal—or as normal as a Torquin can be. . . .”

He shuffled toward me, raising his charred right arm. I placed my free hand on it and felt a kind of electric twang where my fingers touched. The feeling pulsed up my arm, across my chest, and clear through to my opposite palm, still placed against the Loculus. There, just inside the membrane, the dark patch began to form again—and again, it disappeared into the orb. Torquin shuddered briefly.

The black mark on Torquin’s arm, nearest my fingers, was the first to vanish. Then the bruise directly above it. Like the movement of the sun, the healing spread up to his head and down the left side of his body. Angry, injured skin became thick and healthy. On his arms, legs, and head, the singed black clumps of hair fell to the floor. In their place came a growing crop of new hair, furry on the arms and legs and thick as ever on his head and cheeks—with one difference.

Although his hair was the old Torquinian red, his beard was now completely white.

Eloise smiled wanly. “Wow. You look almost not scary.”

Torquin’s face twisted into a strange grimace that I recognized as his smile. “Torquin feels fine.”

“And that is why they call it a Loculus of Healing,” I said.

“YEEAHHH!” Marco hooted, punching a fist in the air. “The Select, back in business! Once more with three Loculi! All hail King Jack!”

“No, don’t call me that!” I exclaimed, but Marco scooped me up by the thighs and lifted me in the air.

“How about Jack the gnizama!” Cass shouted.

“Or maybe Spencer,” Eloise said. “I always liked that name.”

Marco set me down and I threw an arm around Eloise in a fake wrestling move until she giggled and pulled away—straight into the arms of a very stern-looking Aliyah.

“Well. That was a very impressive job. This is, as they say, a game changer.” She nodded appreciatively, then turned, signaling for us to follow. “But we must move on. Manolo, will you please take the Loculus?”

As Manolo approached the glowing orb, Torquin stood in front. “No take.”

Marco stepped between them. “Let me translate for old, um . . . White Beard. He means, ‘Sorry, dude, but we’re partners now, so let’s all talk before you boss this crew around.’”

“Ah, of course, Manolo; they have legitimate concerns,” Aliyah said. “So. We could have a little conference, with a celebratory cup of tea and some sensitivity training, and perhaps Manolo would play ‘Kumbaya’ on the lute. But this would take some time, and I am of the opinion that we move now, go back to the rift, and retrieve the Loculus your friend took with her.”

“Now you’re talking,” Marco said.

“But before we rush willy-nilly into disaster, we must seal our bargain,” Aliyah said. “Jack, you will follow your end of the deal and arrange to bring the rebel leaders to me. We have no time to waste. Can you do this in an hour?”

“An hour?” I said. “To broker a deal between the Karai and the Massa. That’s crazy!”

Aliyah sighed with exasperation. “All right. Ninety minutes.”

I turned to Cass, Eloise, and Torquin.

Then finally to Marco.

“Tell me, Marco,” I said pleadingly, “that you know how to whistle.”

“I can!” Eloise announced.

She stuck two fingers in her mouth and let out a blast that felt like an ice pick through my eardrum.

“Come with me,” I said.

We raced downstairs and outside. Night had fallen, leaving only the light of the hospital windows to guide us across the scrubby patch of grass to the jungle.

“Okay, wait till I have my hands on my ears,” I said, “and whistle ‘Happy Birthday.’”

I pressed my hands as tight as I could. It didn’t help. Eloise’s whistle was like a police siren. It had the basic rhythm of ‘Happy Birthday,’ but the tune was pretty much unrecognizable.

Still, I was sure Nirvana would figure it out.

Our answer was a chorus of pained screeches from the birds and monkeys. After a minute or two Eloise tried again.

Behind us the hospital door creaked open. Aliyah was leading her guards toward us quietly, along with Cass and Marco. “What are they all doing here?” Eloise said. “They’ll scare the rebels away.”

“Aliyah, can you and the guards wait upstairs?” I called out.

Manolo had his hand on his gun. “Just want to protect you,” he said. “From monkeys.”

“Wait a minute,” Marco said. “If you guys think we’re idiots, if you think we’re going to call the rebels so you can ambush them, think again.”

“Marco, keep in mind who you are speaking to,” Aliyah said.

“When Number One gives her word,” Manolo said, “it is as good as—”

His eyes went wide in midsentence and his mouth let out a choked little cry. As he fell to his knees, I could see a small, feathered dart in his neck.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

BLOOD OATH

“STOP!” I YELLED. “Don’t—”

I felt the barrel of a gun against my neck. Another of Aliyah’s guards pulled me to the ground, growling into my ear, “Move one strand of hair, and you are toe—”

I think he meant to say toast, but he choked on the word. His hand loosened and he fell away, gagging and convulsing, pawing at an arrow in his neck.

As I sprawled to the ground, Marco pulled Cass and Eloise down, too. Darts flew overhead like a cloud of insects in the growing darkness.

A bullet cracked loudly through the air, then another. Aliyah’s goons were dropping to the ground, shooting blindly into the jungle. Each shot was followed by a volley of darts coming from the jungle’s darkness. One by one the guards fell away, unconscious. I could hear voices in the trees now, distant footsteps.

Creeping slowly on the ground, Aliyah reached Manolo’s side and grabbed his gun. Taking aim at a movement among the trees, she squeezed the trigger.

A shot rang out, followed by a loud shout of pain. A tall figure in a robe fell from the shadows, sprawling out onto the ground before us.

Aliyah dropped the gun. “Brother Dimitrios?”

As she raced toward him, more darts flew overhead. One of them lodged in her hair, barely missing her. “STOP SHOOTING!” I screamed. “WE’RE OKAY!”

From the blackness, Nirvana stepped into the dim light. She held up her right hand, in a signal to the rebels who must have been behind her. “Well, hooo-ee, this is a fine mess,” she muttered, surveying Brother Dimitrios and the unconscious goons. Then, looking over her shoulder, she called out, “Enemy disarmed! Reclamation team, come forward! Bones, our special guest Dimitrios is down!”

Immediately three wiry-looking rebels ran out of the jungle. They went from one of Aliyah’s unconscious guards to the next, scooping up weapons. Dr. Bones, the Karai physician, joined Aliyah and began gently examining Dimitrios. He’d been hit in the leg, and blood pooled below him. A moment later, Brother Asclepius raced out from the hospital with gauze, bandages, and some jars that looked like antiseptic.

“I’ll get the Loculus of Healing,” Marco said softly to Asclepius. “Ninety-nine percent more effective than ordinary Band-Aids. And no harmful side effects.”

As Marco ran inside, the two doctors helped Dimitrios to a soft spot on the grass behind us.

“You used Dimitrios as a shield,” Aliyah growled, glancing up at Nirvana. “A helpless old man.”

“Actually, I’m not that . . . old,” Brother Dimitrios said through a pained grimace.

“Not to put too fine a point on it,” Nirvana said, “but your guys shot him.”

“Self-defense, dear girl,” Aliyah replied.

“Listen, you two,” I said, “let’s not argue—”

“That’s how you guys operate, bullets for tranquilizer darts?” Nirvana blurted angrily. “We rescued this dude. He and his buddies were just asking to be vromaski snacks. They’re all tromping through the jungle like the Seven Dwarfs, heigh-ho, heigh-ho, trying to bring you a present.”

Now a whole team of rebels was emerging from the trees—along with a few robed Massa officials. The rebels were much skinnier and more raggedy, but the Massa looked like they’d just been to war—leaning on walking sticks, bleeding, and wearing bandages fashioned from tree bark. Two of them brought forward a massive wooden chest. Its hinges were rusted, its sides pimpled with barnacles. Seaweed hung wet and limp from every surface, and a huge padlock dangled from a broken hasp.

Aliyah rose, staring at the chest. “What on earth is this, Dimitrios?”

“It belonged to . . . Enigma,” Brother Dimitrios called back. “As you ordered . . . before you left, Your Leadership. It was quite an operation, I must say. Believe it or not, one of our men nearly was bitten by a shark that had got stuck on board when the water receded.”

“Shark?” Cass said, inching forward with his sister.

“Cool,” Eloise added.

“I was not speaking to you, children,” Dimitrios snapped.

Marco was racing out of the building with the Loculus of Healing. In a moment Dimitrios would be fine, but I can’t lie. Part of me wanted him to suffer just a little bit longer.

“I ordered an exploratory committee,” Aliyah said sharply. “I wanted a report, not a dangerous trip through the woods with an old chest.” She glanced at a six-foot-tall woman with a chiseled face and short black hair. “Hannelore, you were supposed to head the committee. Have you no sense?”

“Begging your pardon, but this discovery was too urgent, Your Leadership,” Hannelore replied. “Please, take a look.”

As Aliyah reached for the chest, Nirvana stomped a black-booted foot down on the top of it. “Not so fast, Dora the Explorer. We have some business to take care of. You owe us.”

Aliyah stood. “Yes, yes, Jack and I have been discussing this, and—”

“We could have taken this chest, no sweat, Numero Uno—and we could have let your minions be critter food,” Nirvana barreled on, to a chorus of agreement from the rebels. “Now, our people are starving and dying. Which is bad for you, because we have survival skills in this jungle that you all could use. And in case you haven’t taken a look down at your Sleeping Uglies, we have techniques that will disarm the worst of you. So listen closely because I have a proposition—”

“Oh dear, yes, accepted,” Aliyah said with a weary sigh. “Now open the—”

I was trying to signal Nirvana to stop but she was getting all heated up. “Think hard before you say no to me, boss lady, because we can make your lives supermiserab— Wait. Did you say accepted? I didn’t even tell you what we wanted.”

“Whatever it is, yes,” Aliyah said. “Food, shelter, medicine—and might I suggest from your general atmosphere, baths. We agree to work with you. With Jack and Marco and Cass and Torquin, too. We shall cease to waste energy fighting, and instead combine forces until we find the Loculi.”

Nirvana’s face was all twisted up into an expression that was part duh, part I don’t believe this, and part did I die and go to heaven?

I nodded. “She means it.”

“But they want . . .” Nirvana pointed to the goons. “And we want . . .” Nirvana pointed to the rebels.

“I know we have differences both operational and philosophical,” Aliyah said, “but the seismic irregularities brought on by the abrogation of the time-space rift indicate the absolute necessity of our utilizing our mutual synergies to avoid cataclysm, and in my belief it is advisable to shelve the discussion of the ultimate fate of the Loculi until stability is achieved.”

“In English, please,” Torquin grumbled.

“I think she’s saying that we’re dead unless we work together,” I whispered, “and we’ll worry about what to do with the Loculi after we get them.”

Behind Nirvana, the rebels were wide-eyed and confused, chatting and arguing. Nirvana slowly removed her boot from the chest and held up her hand. As the rebels shushed each other, she went face-to-face with Aliyah. “Blood oath?”

Nirvana whipped out a knife from the pocket of her ripped jeans. She slashed a small cut in the back of her hand, then held out the knife to Aliyah.

“I beg your pardon?” Aliyah said with utter disbelief, as if Nirvana had just asked her to transform into a salamander.

But Nirvana stood firm. And now all the rebels were staring. As well as the Massa captives. And a couple of Aliyah’s guards, who were just beginning to come to.

Aliyah’s dismissive smile faded. With a weary sigh, she took the knife and pierced her own hand. The two women touched their wounds together.

“Ew,” Eloise said. “Just ew.”

Aliyah looked at her bleeding hand in disgust. “Antiseptic, please, Asclepius,” she said.

With a big grin, Nirvana looked over her shoulder and let out a loud, clear whistle. “BOYS AND GIRLS, LOOKS LIKE WE ARE FINALLY FREE!”

More rebels poured out from behind trees, clutching their weapons. Fritz the mechanic and Brutus the chef both approached Aliyah warily. Fritz was the first to offer his hand.

While Asclepius tended to Aliyah’s wound, she offered her other hand tentatively, as if she were about to stick it in dog turds.

I looked at Cass, and he gave me a nervous smile.

It was going to take a while for them all to become friends. The Massa had done a lot of horrible stuff. But it better not take too long. We had the three Loculi. We had Torquin. With the KI and the Massa on our side, we were back in business.

But we were without one crucial partner.

The island.

And we had to get Aly before it decided to slide into the ocean.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

GREED OR NEED

I HATE WHEN grown-ups tousle my hair. But old Brutus was working my scalp so hard you’d think he was kneading bread. At least he was happy about the truce. “Big day,” he kept saying. “Big day!”

“So,” I replied, “can we get started—?”

Brutus turned to Torquin for a high five, but the big guy waved him away. “Waste of time.”

There must have been two dozen KI rebels—way less than the original Karai Institute. The time in the jungle had taken its toll. Fritz the mechanic’s once-bulging arms had grown thin, and his Harley-Davidson tattoo looked like a crushed tricycle. Some of the others were barely recognizable from weight loss and sickness.

The woman they called Hannelore was directing some of the rebels as they tried to pry open Wenders’s chest. “Why are they doing this now?” Cass hissed.

“Because we need all the help we can get,” Marco said. “We talked about this, Brother Cass. Wenders is the man. He covered every inch of this place. If anyone knew how to get in and out of the rift, it was him. So, what if his secrets are in that chest? Sometimes fast is the enemy of smart.”

“Where’d you learn that?” Cass said.

“Fortune cookie,” Marco said.

As the rebels pulled on the warped, waterlogged lid, Eloise clung to my side, openmouthed. I couldn’t help looking either.

The hinges squeaked as the top swung open. A smell of rotting fish wafted upward. “Sweet,” Marco said.

Eloise held her nose. “You are so strange.”

Hannelore shone a flashlight, revealing a box inside:
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“Greek to me,” Torquin grumbled.

Marco peered closely. “I think it says ‘This belongs to a Weird Bald Tot.’”

“Wenders was German, like me,” Hannelore said, “as is this message. The translation is roughly, ‘Whether you come with greed or with need, whoever opens this will soon be dead.’”

“Doesn’t really rhyme,” Eloise remarked.

As Hannelore reached for the box, Marco grabbed her hand. “Whoa. Don’t do that.”

“Why?” Hannelore asked.

“‘Soon be dead’?” Marco said. “That’s pretty strong.”

“Ach, I am a scientist,” Hannelore said with a little laugh. “This message was the scare tactic of a scared man. Besides, we’ve already opened this, and everyone survived.”

Marco let go reluctantly, and Hannelore pulled up the box with both hands. It was sturdy and surprisingly heavy looking, like a giant car battery. She laid it on the ground and brushed off the seaweed. Pulling a small crowbar from a tool belt, she pried it open, releasing a soft sigh of air. “Remarkable for its time,” she said, “this box is nearly waterproof. It must have been precision-crafted by the best German metallurgists of the day. But watch . . .”

Inside it was another box, wedged tightly. She pulled that out and opened it, to reveal yet another box. This one was dry and pristine, its oaken sides looking almost new. “A perfect system of protection,” she said. “The insides of this third box remained dry for more than a century underwater.”

By now the entire crew—Aliyah, her guards, the Massa captives, the rebels, and the rest of us—were gawking silently. Hannelore jimmied open the final box and turned to us with a grin. “Voilà!”

Marco was the first to peer in. The box was packed solid with leather-bound notebooks, jammed side by side. Each spine was labeled with a number and date.

As Hannelore gently pulled one of them out, Eloise gasped. “These are sooo cool.”

“Who’s your daddy?” Marco crowed. “Are those Wenders’s secret notebooks or are they not? So, what do they say, Brunhilda?”

“Hannelore,” said Hannelore, leafing through the book. “The problem is that they are all written in Latin. Wenders was quite a scholar. He knew his classics, his Latin and Greek. I suppose he used Latin instead of his native German as a kind of code, to keep nosey people from understanding them. Which, unfortunately, would include us.”

“Fiddle knew Latin,” Nirvana added softly.

Great. All this effort and we were stuck with books we couldn’t read.

“Wait,” Marco said, reaching down into the chest. “Are you sure they’re all in Latin?”

I felt Torquin’s hand clamping on my forearm. He pulled me away from the chest with one hand and Marco with the other. “We go. To Mount Onyx. Now. She is waiting.”

“But—” Marco began to protest.

“He’s right,” I said.

Aliyah was walking toward us, away from the chest. Marco, Cass, and Eloise were close behind.

“Have all three Loculi now,” Torquin said. “Loculus of Flight to get there fast. Loculus of Invisibility to avoid creatures. Loculus of Healing if things go wrong.”

“But even cases of extreme urgency cannot yield to recklessness,” Aliyah said. “Night has fallen, and even if you are using your Loculi to travel, you must be able to see.”

“Too bad we don’t have a Loculus of Night Vision,” Marco said.

Aliyah smiled. “You might.”

Now all five of us looked at her blankly.

“If I’m not mistaken,” Aliyah said, “you have visited five sites. But you retrieved Loculi from only four of them—the Colossus of Rhodes, the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, the Mausoleum at Halicarnassus, and the Statue of Zeus. You never found the Loculus of the Great Pyramid of Giza.”

I flinched at the thought of our botched visit to Egypt. We’d been taken to the Massa’s underground stronghold near the Great Pyramid. They’d tried to brainwash us the way they’d brainwashed Marco, but we’d managed to escape and return to the island. It was a cell phone in my pocket that allowed them to track us—and eventually invade the island.

My fault. All my fault. For about the gazillionth time I fought back the voice that had been taunting me since the invasion. “We didn’t have a chance to look,” I said. “But after we get Aly, we’ll go back. We have to.”

“What makes you think you need to go back?” Aliyah said.

“Because, duh, we need seven Loculi,” Marco said.

Cass held up a hand to shush him. “Wait a minute,” he said. “What are you saying, Aliyah? Do you have it? Do you have the pyramid Loculus?”

Aliyah turned around. “Follow me.”

“Why can’t she ever give us a straight answer?” Eloise mumbled.

I turned back toward the jungle in frustration. In the distance, Mount Onyx was a deep black blot on the blue-black sky. “We don’t have any time to waste.”

“And I,” Aliyah said over her shoulder, “am not in the habit of wasting time.”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

ORB MUSEUM

“SO, WERE YOU serious that there was a shark on board the Enigma?” Cass asked Brother Dimitrios.

“Hurry,” I warned him.

We were racing into the ruined grand hallway of the building once known as the House of Wenders. The elegant tiled floor was covered with grime. A simple metal pole now lined the grand balcony, replacing the carved mahogany rail. And the destroyed skeleton of Herman Wenders’s dinosaur had been piled up carelessly in one corner.

“It surprised us,” Dimitrios said. “It was like something out of a horror movie. I thought we might be eaten.”

“Doesn’t happen that way,” Eloise piped up. “Sharks use their stomachs for storage. Stuff can just stay in there, like, forever. They can choose which items to digest—and digestion happens in the shark’s gizzard. That stuff in the stomach? If it starts irritating them or whatever, they just go . . . bleeahhhh! They throw it up, right out of their mouth. Their stomach is like this giant rubber slingshot. It’s the coolest thing ever.”

“How do you know all this stuff?” Cass asked.

Eloise smacked him. “They have school here.”

“Will you stop chatting and step lively?” Aliyah called out.

She and Manolo were already at the elevator just beyond the hallway. It was the first we’d seen of the elevator since the Massa attack. The ornately carved metal door was pitted with shrapnel, but the up and down lights were working and the door slid open just fine.

I adjusted my backpack, which contained the Loculi of Invisibility and Flight. Cass was wearing the sack with the newly reconstructed Loculus of Healing. As we stepped inside, Brother Dimitrios settled against the elevator wall. “I don’t believe I thanked you properly, Marco,” he said. “For using the Loculus of Healing on me.”

“No worries, Brother D,” Marco said. “But you owe me one.”

According to the buttons, the elevator descended seven levels underground, to the lowest level. But Aliyah pressed a swift combination of buttons, and it kept dropping.

“Where are we going? China?” Eloise asked.

Torquin, who had been grumbling and scowling the whole way, sighed. “Not hearing her anymore,” he muttered.

“Not hearing who?” I asked.

“Voice,” Torquin said. “Don’t know who.”

“Seriously?” Cass said. “Does Asclepius do psychiatry?”

“You look suspiciously healthy, Torquin,” Brother Dimitrios said.

“We used the Loculus of Healing on him, too,” Eloise explained.

Torquin glared at Brother Dimitrios. “You look suspiciously suspicious.”

Dimitrios was the first one out the door when it opened. The air was at least twenty degrees cooler down here. It smelled like my basement in Belleville after a big flood two years ago. Like mildew and dead mouse.

“Phew, did you unwrap some mummies down here, too?” Cass asked.

Brother Dimitrios and Manolo shone flashlights into a cramped, dirt-walled cavern. The ceiling was not much higher than my head, and occasional stalactites dripped water onto the ground. Both Marco and Torquin had to stoop to walk.

Along the walls, four narrow tunnels had been dug. We followed Aliyah into one of them. Her flashlight outlined a long passageway with detours off to the sides. In the distance was a steady rhythmic banging.

“Th-th-this is scary,” Cass whispered. “What if this is a dungeon?”

Aliyah turned. “Sorry about the noise. We are about to pass the auxiliary power room. We are forced to use it until the main power station is repaired. It was built by the Karai. I must give them credit.”

Just next to the power room, Aliyah stopped before an unmarked door. Leaning low, she stared into a green-glowing metal plate. In a moment, the door swung open. “Iris recognition,” she explained.

Manolo leaned inside and flicked on a light switch. I had to blink at the sudden harsh fluorescent light. As my eyes adjusted, I choked back a gasp.

The little room was actually a vast chamber at least fifteen feet high and stretching the length of a tennis court. Tables had been shoved against the walls, and shelves rose practically to the ceiling—every surface jammed with ancient artifacts. They were dull gray, jewel-encrusted, metallic, rocklike. The smallest was the size of a softball, and the largest approximately the circumference of Torquin’s head. A couple had fallen to the dirt floor, and one lay smashed like a fallen Christmas tree ornament.

Every single one was in the shape of a sphere.

“Who-o-o-oa,” Cass said, his head angled upward to take it all in, “this is an orb museum.”

“Pah,” Torquin said. “Looting. Illegal.”

“We are all archaeologists and scholars,” Aliyah said, “and we plan to return everything. Well, everything that is not a Loculus . . .”

I stepped inside, and it all became clear to me. When Aliyah said she and her people had found the Loculus, she’d been stretching the truth. They couldn’t really know. They weren’t Selects. “So . . . you found everything that might be a Loculus,” I said. “And you brought it all here.”

“We are reasonably certain one of these is the Loculus,” Aliyah replied. “We took them from a hidden tomb that was not discovered by looters. Fragments of writing, presumably from Massarym, assure us that the Loculus was kept in the tomb, not in the Great Pyramid itself. Perhaps the pyramids, which had existed for millennia before Massarym arrived, were not deemed safe from looters. Whereas a hidden tomb . . .”

The Dream.

The memory came rushing back. The stone marker—the stele—had indicated the entrance to a hidden underground place. Lydia the farm girl had gone there to help Karai escape, only to be discovered by Massarym. “Karai and Massarym were both down there. . . .” I said.

“The writings do not mention Karai,” Aliyah said. “But there have been rumors his body was buried under the tomb, with the Loculus beside it. Personally I think it’s all bunk.”

“Aliyah,” I said, “the Loculi are all protected by creatures. If you did take the real one, you would have been attacked . . . by something.”

“Perhaps,” Brother Dimitrios said, “the Loculus must be activated in order for the creature to be summoned?”

I shrugged, looking around the room. The ancient jewels spat sharp beams of reflected light that danced against the walls. “Aliyah, there are hundreds of objects,” I said.

“Can’t you just wander around and listen for the Song of the Streptococcus?” Eloise asked.

“Heptakiklos,” Cass said.

As I looked from orb to orb, the designs danced in the harsh light, distracting my concentration. I closed my eyes, but the fluorescents were giving off an annoying, high-pitched buzz, and the floor shook with the booms and thrums of the power station next door. How was I supposed to hear anything in this racket?

My foot jammed against something and I tripped, stumbling to the floor. “Nice move,” Marco said.

“What do you hear, Jack?” Aliyah insisted.

“I can’t do it,” I said. “I need quiet. Less distraction.”

“Manolo, can we move these to a more sealed location,” Aliyah said.

“Will take days,” Manolo said.

“Too long,” Torquin grumbled.

“What if this is a wild-goose chase?” Marco said.

I looked desperately around the room, trying to ignore the sounds, the light, and now the bickering, which was starting to annoy me. “STOP IT!” I shouted at the top of my lungs.

The voices stopped. A moment later so did the other noises. And then a moment later, so did the lights.

Eight stories underground, we were plunged into total darkness.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

LOUD AND CLEAR

“MANOLO!” ALIYAH CRIED out.

I couldn’t see a thing, but I could hear the burly guard snapping on and off the light switch. “There is power failure,” his voice shouted into the blackness.

“Oh, for the love of Massarym,” Aliyah said. “We will have to do this another time. Let’s go. We shall take the stairs. No power means no ventilation. And no elevator.”

“Ooops,” came Eloise’s voice from the entrance. “Guess I should go back into that room and turn the lights on again?”

The room fell silent. “Did you say, go back?” I said. “Did you turn off the power?”

“I was just trying to help,” Eloise pleaded.

“How is that helping?” Cass asked.

“Hello, Mr. Clueless, Jack wanted the noise and the lights to stop, right?” Eloise said. “So I went to the power room. And I saw this switch—”

Aliyah groaned. “This is why I never had children. Manolo, she tripped the master switch. Go back with her and . . . undo what she did.”

I could hear Manolo muttering Greek curses under his breath. He must have bumped into a shelf because I also heard heavy objects thumping to the ground.

As the two passed into the hallway, silence fell over the room That was when I saw a glimmer of bright color on the opposite side.

And I heard a hum.

“What’s that?” I whispered.

“What’s what?” Cass said.

“The light,” I said.

“Is no light,” Torquin grunted.

“Okay then, what about the sound?” I said.

“There is no sound, Jack,” Aliyah replied softly.

I walked toward the light, reaching forward with my hands. “Tell Manolo and Eloise not to pull the switch yet.”

“Niko—go!” Aliyah commanded.

I could hear the burly guard thump out into the hallway.

The quiet was total now. I was aware that my eyes were not seeing the light, and my ears were not hearing the sound. The two things were like signals between the object and me—private signals that only we could detect.

You found me, Jack.

I laughed out loud, which I’m sure freaked out everyone else, but I didn’t care. The object was totally visible to me, a swirl of blue and purple and green, like the earth itself. As I got closer the hum grew louder, until it seemed to be plucking the folds of my brain. I recognized the Song of the Heptakiklos loud and clear.

It was about chest high, on a shelf wedged between two volleyball-sized artifacts. “Gotcha,” I whispered, lifting it off the shelf carefully with two hands. As I did, I could feel its energy coursing into my fingertips, through my arms, and up to my brain. “This is it. I got it!”

“Woo-HOO!” Cass yelled. “Emosewa!”

“Brother Jack . . . for the win!” Marco said.

I could hear Aliyah yelling into the hallway for Manolo to turn the power back on. With a thump and a whir, the lights bathed the room so brightly I had to close my eyes.

Cass and Marco were at my side now, thumping me on the back.

“FOUR! FOUR! FOUR! FOUR!” Cass said. “Well, five. But four in our possession.”

I grinned as the Song of the Heptakiklos bounced off the walls. “Don’t you guys hear it?”

“A little,” Marco said. “I think. Like with the volume at one.”

“How come it’s so loud for Jack,” Cass asked, “and we need hearing aids?”

“Because my man is da ruler!” Marco said. “So, what does the Loculus do, Brother Jack?”

“Huh?” I said.

“Are you going to, you know, spin spiderwebs? Climb the House of Wenders in a single bound? Wield a mighty hammer?” he asked. “See in the dark?”

“I can’t tell yet,” I said, “but I definitely don’t think it’s night vision.”

Aliyah was staring intently at the Loculus. “You should know what the power is, am I correct? The other Loculi—did you know right away when you touched them?”

“Well, yeah,” I said with a nod. “With the first one, we flew right away. We knew we were invisible with the second. The Loculi of Strength and Healing were pretty obvious, too. But this one . . . I don’t know.”

“We don’t need to know that now!” Cass said, eyeing the door. “We have it. That’s the important thing.”

“Aly will be happy to know,” I said.

Marco thrust his fist in the air and headed for the door. “To Aly!”

A loud thump echoed through the hallway. Eloise came racing in, then turned abruptly. “Ooops,” she said. “Sorry.”

Manolo limped in behind her, holding a hand to his forehead. “The foul, skinny little brat,” he said. “She is the daughter of a jackal and a weasel, and she deserves to be spanked with broom!”

“Manolo, please,” Aliyah snapped. “That is inappropriate.”

I spun on him. “That’s a little girl you’re talking to, you jerk. Maybe you turned out that way because you got spanked with a broom! Tell him to apologize, Aliyah.”

I glowered at her, but she stared at me as if I’d grown a third arm. So were the rest of them.

“Come on, guys,” I said, turning to go. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Wait!” Aliyah called out. “How could you have said that to him, Jack?”

“Because he was being nasty to Eloise,” I replied.

“But . . . I didn’t understand a word he said,” Cass said.

“Well, he mumbles,” I replied.

Aliyah shook her head with a curious grin. “Jack, Manolo was speaking in Turkish.”
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

A DIFFERENT SET OF EYES

HE TOLD ME I ate dirty socks for breakfast. Then he called me a fifteen-headed hydra and said I had the brains of a toaster. When he finally started making comments about my haircut, I stopped him. My test was over. I had understood everything Manolo had said in Turkish, I had repeated them correctly in English, and I didn’t need to hear anymore.

“Bravo!” Manolo cried out, clapping his hands. It was the nicest thing he ever said to me, after the nastiest things he’d ever said to me.

“Well done,” Aliyah said.

We knew the power of the fifth Loculus. It gave a Select the ability to understand languages instantly.

Of course, Marco had to jump in and give it a try, then Cass. This gave Manolo a chance to fire off a few more choice insults, which he enjoyed—a lot. But at Eloise’s turn, when Manolo started yammering away, her face crumbled.

“Darling, he just said that you were a very smart girl,” Aliyah said. “Manolo may be crude, but he does not insult small children.”

Eloise shook her head. “It’s not that. It’s that I didn’t understand him, even holding on to the Loculus.”

“Hey, don’t worry, the Massa recruited you because my m—er, Sister Nancy figured out how to determine G7W early. So the gene will kick in when you’re thirteen.” I tried to sound as reassuring as I could, but it felt weird. Because if I could, I would keep her from ever inheriting this ticking time bomb.

“That’s four years from now!” Eloise replied.

“If I touch the Loculus, and then I touch you,” Cass suggested, “the power will flow through. Right now.”

Eloise made a sour face. “I’ll wait.”

There was barely enough space in my backpack for the Loculus of Language. Marco helped me zip it up, while the others headed into the hallway. “This is sick, Brother Jack,” he said. “They brought the Loculus to us. And it’s a good one. When we’re back in Ancient Atlantis, we’ll be understanding everybody, instead of listening to King Uhla’ar recite lines from Everybody Loves Raymond.”

“Yeah, but we still have no clue how to get there,” I said.

“We don’t need a clue,” Marco said proudly. “We had no clue for any of our adventures. We just went.”

I looked at my watch—9:47. “Aliyah doesn’t want us to travel to Mount Onyx in the dark. We can use this time to brainstorm.”

Marco yawned. “Right. Or maybe sleep.”

“How can you sleep at a time like this?” I said. But I was dragging, too.

“I know, I know,” Marco said. “But what can we brainstorm with? There’s no instruction book.”

As I hooked the backpack to my shoulder, I thought about the group of Karai and Massa we’d just left. Right now they were poring over Wenders’s notebooks, hoping to find something that someone could understand.

“Maybe,” I said, “there is.”

I could hear the sound of slasher metal when we were halfway to the hospital. Through the open door we could see the Massa gathered on one side, the Karai on the other, all of them on the floor poring over Wenders’s notebooks. Well, almost everyone. Nirvana was jumping up and down to some pop punk tune, her hair whipping around wildly. Despite the sound, some people on both sides were fast asleep—which looked like a great idea.

Nobody looked too happy about Nirvana’s music choice. Nobody looked too happy at all. The truce was great, but it was going to take a long time for these two groups to become BFFs. As we walked inside, Fritz the mechanic touched an iPod dock and the music stopped. “Efferyone gets ten minutes! Zat vass eleffen minutes. But it felt like four days.”

The sound of accordions and tubas filled the air. As Fritz began clicking his heels and yodeling, people threw food at him. At least both sides were united about that.

“I beg your pardon!” Aliyah bellowed.

Fritz spun around and turned off the music. “Zorry,” he said, brushing a banana peel from his shoulder. “I got carried avay.”

“It’s lovely to see you all get along so well,” Aliyah said drily. “Any progress?”

“A few interesting maps,” Hannelore said, holding out a stack of papers toward her. “Some parts of the labyrinth that none of us recognize. Drawings, too—mystical, religious. Altars, priests, that sort of stuff. But Wenders was careful. Everything was either coded or in Latin.”

As Aliyah took the papers, Cass, Marco, Eloise, and I knelt by the stack of notebooks. All three of them looked just as exhausted as I felt. I unhooked my backpack and took out the Loculus of Language.

I could hear a few gasps at the sight of the luminescent orb. Immediately Aliyah began explaining to the others what had just happened. Ignoring all that, I placed the Loculus on the floor and sat on it. Because I was wearing shorts, the backs of my calves made contact with the Loculus surface. With both hands free, I picked up the notebook marked Number 1 and began reading.

My eyes were heavy. It took all my concentration to focus. For a moment the Latin looked . . . well, Latin. Total gobbledygook.

The next moment, everything began moving. I blinked, thinking I was just too tired. But the ink was breaking up into blue-black filaments, spinning and colliding, scurrying around the page like cockroaches. A numbness rose from my feet and prickled up the sides of my body, until I felt like bees had been let loose in my brain.

“Jack, are you okay?” Cass asked.

“You look like you bit into a lemon,” Eloise said.

I hung tight. Understanding what you heard and understanding what you read were different things, and I guess the reading part was more complicated. So I waited until the words came back into focus.

When they did, they were exactly the same.

But I wasn’t.

It was as if I had grown a different set of eyes. As if instead of seeing a bunch of nonsense I was actually reading. Recognizing.

A daily journal of the woebegone crew of the ship Enigma, including observations fantastical and dangerous . . .

“Wow,” I muttered.

“What? Are you seeing the words in English?” Marco asked.

“No, it’s more like an optical illusion,” I said. “You know—you think you’re looking at a tree but if you look at it a different way it’s really an old woman’s face?”

“You’re seeing an old lady’s face?” Eloise said, peering at the text.

“No!” I said, scanning the page. “I mean, the words are the same, but I can understand what they mean. Wenders began writing this after his son, Burt, died. ‘It has been three weeks since we buried him, and only now have I the strength to write.’”

“‘But write I must,’” Cass spoke up. He startled me, until I realized he’d dropped to his knees and was touching the Loculus with his hand. Around the room, both Massa and Karai were gathering around us, listening. “‘Many of the crew have also perished, some have become feeble of brain or body. Others, I fear, are planning a mutiny and upon repair of my ship will attempt to return without me. If that is the case . . .’”

Now Marco was touching the Loculus. “‘I shall be sure that this record travels with them,’” he read, “‘hidden in a place unknown to any crew member but Burt, and in a language none of the crew will understand, hoping that someday, some kind scholar will record this for posterity. . . .’”

“‘In nomine Patri fili et spiritus sancti blah, blah, blah,’” Eloise said, scowling with frustration.

“That’s a sacred prayer, watch it,” Cass said.

“Hmmph,” Eloise replied. She flopped onto the floor with her hands under her face like a pillow. “Good night.”

Aliyah found someone’s jacket on the floor, rolled it up, and placed it under Eloise’s head. “We have a few hours before sunrise,” she said. “Rest will do us all good.”

“Nema,” Cass said with a yawn.

“That means ‘amen,’” Marco said. “And I didn’t even need the Loculus of Language.”

A few more of the Massa and rebels had already curled up against the walls of the hospital lobby. Some of the sicker ones were in the rooms off the balcony, being treated by Brother Asclepius.

But as wiped as I felt, I couldn’t stop. It was as if the words were leaping off the page to me, like prisoners sprung from jail. They kept me awake, beckoning me deeper and deeper into Wenders’s story, into his observations and theories. “Just a few more minutes,” I said.

The hospital clock behind us chimed eleven.


Bong . . .

Bong . . .

Bong . . .

No. It couldn’t be.

Bong . . .

Four o’clock. What was I thinking?

I rubbed my eyes. I was the only one still awake in the lobby. Even Brother Asclepius was sprawled out on a gurney like a dead man.

I had just read about Herman Wenders’s toenail fungus and his opinions about proper mustache grooming. The guy must have been totally bored all alone in this hot place.

But I also learned about secret passages in Mount Onyx and tunnels that ran through the jungle. I saw a list of all the creatures that Massarym had assigned to protect the Loculi. Supposedly the protector of the Pyramid Loculus was none other than the Sphinx, but maybe I’d read that one wrong. That old statue, as far as I knew, was still standing.

I’d copied some of the stuff down and ripped out pages of the journal to take with me in case we needed them. Still, as far as any clue about the rift, any hint about rescuing Aly, I had come up blank.

I would have been better off sleeping.

The room was spinning. Even if I slept now, the others were going to wake up in an hour or two. Me? I was going to be a basket case.

“Arrrghh . . .” I picked up one of the journals and threw it against the wall in frustration. It hit with a thud, and Cass woke up with a start.

“What are you doing?” he mumbled, rubbing his eyes.

“Go back to sleep,” I said, plopping myself on the floor. “I’m fine.”

Cass scrambled to pick up the journal. “Did you find anything useful?”

“No,” I grumbled, shutting my eyes tightly. “Good night.”

“Well, I’m awake now,” Cass said, leafing through the pages. “If you give me the Loculus, I can pick up where you left— What the—?”

I let one eye pop open. Cass was staring at a page in the journal. “Did you see this?”

I crawled to his side. The journal was open to a page that showed all seven Loculi arranged in the Heptakiklos. Under it was a numbered list that included the words VOLATUS and INVISIBILIS. From the hours of reading, I remembered enough to know the first meant flight, and the second was obvious. Invisibility.

I grabbed the Loculus of Language and stuck it between us. Both Cass and I held onto it and waited for the words to become clear.

I read aloud an inscription at the top of the page. “‘Although my memory fades, I must attempt to reconstruct the seven fantastical orbs and their powers, told to me by Burt, as told to him by a magical priest hidden in the mountain. Although I took these to be part of the delirious ramblings of a fevered mind, I now believe that he did indeed encounter some manner of being in that godforsaken catacomb. And so, should anyone ever desire to research further, I pray I accurately record the list of magical powers bestowed on these relics, whether real or imagined.’”

We fell silent, skimming over the list. He hadn’t gotten them perfectly right. The Loculus of Flight “allowed the bearer great powers of leaping.” The Loculus of Language “rendered the screeching of primates into the King’s English.” But the basics were there. Flight, invisibility, strength, healing, language—all five were on that first page.

“Turn it!” Cass said.

We stared, goggle-eyed, as I flipped to the next page and read the Latin translation in a whisper:

“‘The sixth Loculus conveys upon the bearer the most unusual form of travel, whereupon the thought of a new location, combined with the desire to be located therein, results in the instantaneous achievement of this goal. . . .’”

“Beam me up, Scotty. . . .” Cass said.

“Huh?” I replied.

“Star Trek, the original,” Cass replied. “Jack, this is teleportation! Your atoms vaporize and are reassembled in a different place!”

I nodded. But I wasn’t really listening. Because my eyes were stuck at the description at the bottom of the page.

Forward is the thrust of growth

That makes us human, gives us breath

To travel back can now be done

Where death is life and life is death.

“Cass,” I said, “I think we may have the answer to finding Aly.”

“Whaaat?” Cass jumped to my side and I pointed to what I’d just read.

“The seventh Loculus—see?” I said. “It’s time travel.”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

THROUGH THE LOOKING-GLASS

THE ONLY THING more frightening than an angry leader of the world’s most ruthless organization is an angry leader of the world’s most ruthless organization who’s been awakened from her sleep.

“Let me get this straight . . .” Aliyah paced the hospital lobby like a ghost in a country cemetery. Her voice was about an octave lower than usual, and if you weren’t looking you might have thought Torquin was speaking. “You are proposing that instead of opening that rift, you just—whoosh—travel back in time to Ancient Atlantis and get Aly directly.”

“Exactly,” I said.

“Using the Loculus of Time Travel,” Aliyah said.

“Right,” I answered.

“Which you do not have,” she said.

“But—” Cass, Marco, and I said together.

She cut us off with a red-eyed zombie stare.

“We’re good at this,” I squeaked. I meant it to sound brave, but it came out kind of lame.

“Even if so, even if you did have it, how do you know you can reach Aly?” Aliyah asked. “Will you be able to pinpoint the time travel so accurately?”

“The Loculi have a way of telling us how they work,” Cass said.

“That’s assuming a lot,” Aliyah drawled.

“You’re right,” I said. “But I also assume this—if we just pull the sword from the rift, a humongous and not very friendly green blob will pop out to greet us and possibly have us all for dinner. Or if we’re lucky, before he has the chance, the island will rise and sink and turn upside down, killing everyone on it. So . . . sword or Loculus? Pick one.”

As Aliyah looked away, Marco elbowed me in the ribs. “Nice, Jack.”

She walked slowly away, rubbing her forehead. Around her, sleepy guards, rebels, and monks were beginning to rouse. Although it was still dark outside, I could hear the first cawing of jungle birds. The sun would be up soon, and we would have to move. Fast.

Finally Aliyah spun around toward us again. She looked about a hundred years old. “You have two sites left, if I’m not mistaken—one in Turkey and the other in Egypt.”

I nodded. “The Temple of Artemis and the Lighthouse of Alexandria.”

“Which would you go to?” she asked. “Did Wenders give any indication?”

I shook my head. “His information came from ancient records left before the destruction of Atlantis. Massarym had not taken and hidden the Loculi yet.”

“That presents a problem, doesn’t it?” Reaching into her tunic pocket, Aliyah pulled out a silver coin and flipped it high in the air. “Heads for Alexandria, tails for Ephesus.”

“Heads!” Eloise screamed.

Aliyah caught the coin and slapped it down on the back of her wrist. “Tails.”

Eloise plopped onto the floor, arms folded. “Figures.”

“Now all of you try to sleep,” Aliyah said. “Wheels up at seven.”


The Dream begins again.

I try to force it away. There’s not enough time. The sun is about to rise. Please.

But like a powerful magnet, sleep drags me down . . . down . . .

Until I am in a grassy field and the dark clouds are scudding overhead, while the Song of the Heptakiklos screeches like a siren on the hot wind. I hear the cackling of frightened animals. Townspeople are outside the gate, demanding to be seen. They are shouting the name Uhla’ar . . . Uhla’ar . . .

I keep my distance. I am . . .

Who?

I can usually tell if I’m Karai or Massarym in these dreams; it’s always one or the other. But this time I don’t know. I still feel like myself.

For a moment that gives me hope. Maybe I am still close enough to being conscious. Maybe I will jolt awake, adjust, and have a nice, pleasant dream about chocolate ice cream or Hoosier basketball or World of Warcraft.

Maybe if I smack myself in the face, hard . . . harder . . . HARDER . . .

“Jack, what are you doing?”

I turn. It’s Aly, running across the field to me. She has the Loculus of Strength in her hand and King Uhla’ar is chasing her. Only somehow he’s still a statue and so his steps are stiff and pieces of his marble skin are popping into the air. He’s screaming, “I’ll get you, Batman!” but it’s not funny or weird, it’s the scariest thing I ever heard, because he’s gaining on Aly and she looks desperate.

“Jack, CATCH!” she screams, and she tosses the Loculus high into the air.

I jump, soaring into the air like a helicopter. But Uhla’ar leaves the ground, too. We are both reaching for the Loculus, and just as my fingers touch it, he transforms into a massive green beast with a mouth that’s a gaping ring of fire.

As I feel myself being sucked into the flames, I scream as loud as I can. . . .

“She’s not here,” Cass muttered.

“Whaaaaa—?” I sat up so fast my back wrenched.

I was on the floor of the Massa hospital. Cass and Marco were sprawled out next to me, and beyond them were the rebels and the Massa.

“The Dream again?” Cass said.

“Yes,” I said. “I mean, no. Not the Dream. It was different. I was in it. Me, Jack. And so was Aly . . .”

Cass wasn’t really listening. He sat up, glancing out the window.

I looked at my watch—6:15. Outside I could hear the tromping of footsteps. Scores of Massa were now marching across the quadrangle toward the hospital. Nearly the whole compound had run to the beach the day before when the earthquake happened. Some of them had been killed by the Atlantean beasts. Others had brought Wenders’s chest back last night. These were the rest. The survivors. They must have spent the night at the beach for safety.

They also must have gotten wind of the new alliance, because the brown-robed monks were talking with the raggedy Karai rebels. It wasn’t exactly a yuk-fest, but no one was trying to kill anyone else. I had to blink my eyes a few times to convince myself this wasn’t a dream.

“Awwwww . . .” said Marco, shuffling over from his sleeping spot. “Maybe we can have a picnic around a campfire.”

I jabbed him in the ribs. But my eyes were fixed on a tall woman emerging from the woods.

Mom.

I wanted so badly to scream out to her. I guess when you’ve been told at age six that your mom died, and the report was wrong, a part of you remains six forever. She spotted my face in the window immediately. I could detect the slightest nod, and then she looked away.

“Now that we’re all friends,” Cass whispered, “are you going to tell Aliyah about your mom?”

“Maybe,” I said. Behind us, the lobby sleepers were awakening and running outside. “But not now. Come on. Let’s join them. Act welcoming. Mingle.”

“Mingle?” Cass whispered, as if I just asked him to dance naked on a tree stump.

I barged outside with the crowd. Most of the rebels looked relieved, but people on both sides seemed wary and guarded. A few stragglers by the edge of the jungle didn’t seem to want to move any farther, as if preparing for some kind of ambush. But now Aliyah herself was striding toward them, flanked by her goons and smiling grandly. “My fellow Karai and Massa loyalists, come, come! Nothing to fear and everything to gain. The improbable news you have just heard is true. . . .”

As she continued, making her grand pronouncements, both camps gathered around her to listen. I hung out at the edge of the crowd, and in minutes, Mom was standing beside me. We both took a couple of steps backward, without looking at each other.

“Did I just step through the looking glass?” Mom whispered. “Or is all this true?”

I spoke soft and fast. I told her everything—about Marco’s episode, the reconstruction of the Loculus of Healing, the truce between the Massa and the Karai, the new Loculus, and our discoveries from Wenders’s journal. “We’re going to find the Loculi of Teleportation and Time Travel, starting today.”

Mom didn’t reply at all.

“Did you get all that?” I said out of the side of my mouth.

“Yes. I—I’m just flabbergasted. About the truce. It’s been so many years. . . .” She gave my hand a quick squeeze. It felt good. So good I wanted to jump up and down.

“Maybe we’ll be able to go home,” I said, “and be a family again.”

Mom paused a few seconds, then said, “Yes.”

“You—you don’t sound happy,” I said.

“I am deliriously happy, Jack,” she replied. “I—I just fear it will all fall apart.”

“We’re going to find them, Mom—”

She shushed me. “Promise me, Jack, you will not call me that name, and you will keep our secret.”

“Why?” I said.

“Because they will not be happy to know there has been an impostor in their midst all along,” she replied. “And it isn’t only the Massa we need to fear. Do not forget why I came to the Massa in the first place.”

I could practically feel my heart thudding against my toes.

Mom had staged her own death in a crevasse in Antarctica. At the time she’d been working for the Karai, trying to find a cure for G7W. She figured the research would go much faster if the two rivals groups would join forces. But when she contacted the Massa to open talks, the head of the Karai assumed she was betraying secrets. He ordered a contract on her life. The only way she could keep from being killed was to fake her own death. When the coast was clear she went to work for the Massa under a false name, to continue research.

“This is exactly what you wanted—the uniting of the two groups,” I said. “Maybe the Omphalos will forgive you. . . .”

“The Massa have starved, oppressed, and killed the rebels,” Mom said. “I have no proof that the Omphalos approves of this union. But whether or not he does, if he finds that I have been living in disguise all these years . . . and if Aliyah discovers I’ve been lying . . .”

“What will happen to you?” I squeaked.

Mom sighed. Again she took a long time to answer, and when she did, her voice was barely audible. “I don’t know. I’m not expecting kindness and understanding.”

“You’ll have to go into hiding again, won’t you? I can’t lose you and see you again—and then lose you forever. I can’t!”

“No,” Mom said. “Nor can I.”

“I promise I will find those Loculi,” I said, my voice quavering in my throat. “I promise we’ll be cured and I will go home again. But I’ll only do it if you promise me you’ll be safe.”

“If there’s one thing I know how to do, it’s take care of myself,” Mom whispered. “On my life, I will be there to celebrate your fourteenth birthday, Jack.”

I thought I felt a kiss on the back of my neck, but I couldn’t have.

Mom’s promise had left me strangely calm. And superdetermined. When I turned, she was gone, lost in the crowd.

I caught a glimpse of Brother Dimitrios’s eyes, pinning me like lasers. Had he heard? He couldn’t have. Frankly, though, at that moment I couldn’t care less. I turned toward Aliyah and pretended to listen to her speech.

But I was hearing nothing.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

AMAZON CAFÉ

I DIDN’T REALIZE how much I missed Slippy the stealth jet until I saw her on the runway.

For a hunk of metal she was gorgeous, her gunmetal gray sides radiating swirls of heat in the morning sun. Unlike the rest of the compound, she had been completely cleaned, repaired, and shined over the last few weeks. She was shipshape and ready to take us to Turkey.

Unless Torquin and Brother Dimitrios killed each other first.

“My dear fellow,” Dimitrios was saying as we walked toward the jet, “I served in the Greek military during my youth as a pilot, and have kept up my aviation license all my life.”

“Pah,” Torquin said.

“Oh, dear.” Dimitrios threw up his arms in exasperation. “It is hard to argue with ‘pah,’ isn’t it?”

“Good,” Torquin said. “Then don’t argue. Torquin fly.”

Marco, Cass, Eloise, and I lagged a few steps behind the two squabblers. “Maybe we should take a referee with us,” Marco murmured.

“Or just sneak away to Turkey on the Loculus of Flight,” Cass said.

“I wish,” I said.

“I call the copilot’s seat!” Eloise blurted out.

“Your feet don’t even reach the floor,” Cass said. “Be glad you’re even coming. You’re nine.”

“And you’re asinine,” Eloise shot back.

“Yes!” Marco bellowed. “Eloise for the win!”

I think we were all a little stressed from the lack of sleep. And worried. My head was spinning. We had hammered out our plan after Aliyah’s coin flip, and she had made us repeat it aloud several times on the way to the airfield:

The expedition team would be Torquin, Brother Dimitrios, Marco, Cass, Eloise, and me.

We’d leave the Loculi here for safekeeping, except for the Loculus of Language. We’d need that. Torquin and Dimitrios both knew Greek, but neither of them spoke Turkish.

We would try to find both missing Loculi before returning.

Torquin and Dimitrios would each have smartphones.

At least it made sense when we planned it. But now, for the thousandth time, I wondered if we were doing the right thing.

“Hey, down there!” Nirvana was at the top of a ladder near Slippy’s nose. She began climbing down, a paintbrush and bucket in hand. “I just finished my masterpiece—what do you think?”

Still drying on the side of the jet was a perfect image of Fiddle’s face, smiling down at us.

I had to swallow back a lump in my throat. She had really captured him in his ponytailed glory, the way he was before the jungle sickness had made him so thin. “Pretty good likeness, huh?” she said. “Slippy was his baby. He was so proud of her, the old nerd. And he’d be very proud of you, too.”

I smiled.

Fiddle was watching over us, Mom was thinking about my next birthday, and Nirvana was standing in front of me with her arms wide open.

Marco, Cass, Eloise, Nirvana, and I all shared a group hug. “Ready?” I said to my friends.

“No,” Cass said. “But that never stopped us before.”

“Cowabunga, we are back in business!” Marco shouted, taking the ladder two rungs at a time.

I raced up after him. We took the two seats directly behind the pilot and copilot. Cass and Eloise climbed into the seats behind us. “No fair . . .” Eloise grumbled.

“Wait—are you nine, or five?” Cass asked.

As the two squabbled, Brother Dimitrios planted himself in the cockpit, donned his headset, and started to take taken control of the jet. Torquin was the last to climb in. With a yawn, he sat sideways on Dimitrios’s lap. “Yeeooooww!” Dimitrios screamed, squirming to get free.

As the monk slid to the copilot seat, Torquin grabbed his headset. “No Loculus of Healing. Be careful.”

He pulled on the door. It slammed shut so hard I thought the jet would topple over. And in a moment the jet was spinning down the runway. The only sound louder than the engine was Dimitrios howling in pain.

And Cass and Eloise arguing in the back.

“Fasten your seat belts,” I said.

“Okay, so the first Temple of Artemis was destroyed—floosh—by a flood,” Cass said. As Slippy soared over the Mediterranean, he read from a tablet screen built into the seat’s armrest. “And the second one? They spend ten whole years building it—and everyone’s like ‘Wow, this is the etamitlu in emosewa!’”

“I beg your pardon?” Brother Dimitrios asked.

“Ultimate in awesome,” Torquin grunted. “Duh.”

“And then, wham, one day some crazy pyro burns it to the ground,” Cass continued. “But do the Greeks give up? No! They spent twenty years building the third temple, and this one is totally off the charts. Like, gnilggob-dnim!”

“Will somebody pull his plug?” Brother Dimitrios moaned, rubbing his forehead. “I am a bit of a scholar of antiquities myself, and if it’s information you need, I’d be pleased to give it to you, regarding the site, the architecture, and the history, in coherent English, not from some fly-by-night Interweb site.”

“Yeah, but Cass isn’t boring,” Marco said.

“I beg your—” Dimitrios said.

Torquin yanked the steering wheel of the plane downward, and Brother Dimitrios grabbed for a barf bag. I was tempted myself. Torquin was the worst pilot in the history of aviation, but I have to admit, it did feel good to see Dimitrios so uncomfortable.

“So, there’s this guy named Antipater,” Cass barreled on, reading from the screen. “He’s like, hey, I’ve seen the Statue of Zeus, the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, the Colossus of Rhodes, the Pyramids, and the Mausoleum at Halicarnassus, but . . . okay, here it is. . . . ‘But when I saw the house of Artemis that mounted to the clouds, those other marvels lost their brilliancy, and I said, “Lo, apart from Olympus, the Sun never looked on aught so grand.”’ Wouldn’t it be cool if we found it?” Cass looked up, a huge smile on his face.

“I’m hungry,” Eloise said.

“Blurg,” barfed Dimitrios.

“What does aught mean?” Marco asked.

The plane dropped so fast I thought I would lose my lunch. “Coming in for a landing!” Torquin grunted.

I closed my eyes and prayed.

I think Torquin felt guilty about taking control of the flight from Dimitrios, because he let the monk drive our rented car. Which would have been okay idea if Dimitrios weren’t ghost white and on the verge of falling asleep. The ride from Izmir Adnan Menderes Airport to the temple’s site near a town called Selçuk took a little more than an hour, but it felt like two days.

Torquin sat in the front passenger seat. “There!” he said, pounding Dimitrios on the shoulder and gesturing to a road off to the right. A sign pointed to the Temple of Artemis site, but Dimitrios steered the car farther up the road, to a boxy-looking building with a sign that said AMAZON CAFÉ.

“Please,” Dimitrios said. “I must use the restroom.”

“Pah,” Torquin said.

Eloise looked longingly out the window. People were eating from heaping plates of fried food in an outdoor seating area, while soft music was being piped in through speakers. “I’m hungry.”

“Amen, sister,” Marco said.

The monk pulled into a spot, and the rest of us bolted out of the car and took seats at a free table. I made sure to hook my backpack tightly over the back of a wooden chair. I knew we needed to visit the temple, but my mouth was watering, and first things first.

As a waiter began pouring water, Eloise asked, “What’s calamari?”

“Squid,” Torquin replied. “Very good fried appetizer. Waiter! We take eight orders calamari.”

Cass looked up from his menu. “But there’s only six of us.”

“Five for me, the rest for you,” Torquin said.

I felt something brush against my ankle, and I jumped so quickly that I nearly knocked over the water glasses. As I scraped my chair back, the people in the nearby tables all stared.

A scrawny black cat slunk away along the tiled floor. As it looked back at me, its eyes flashed bright orange and it hissed, baring its teeth.

“Out of here, devil cat!” the waiter said, giving the feline a swift kick. “I’m sorry. Would you like something to drink?”

“Did you see that cat’s eyes?” I whispered said to Marco. “They were—”

“I’ll have a chocolate shake with extra ice cream,” Marco announced to the waiter.

As we went around the table ordering, I couldn’t help but notice the cat had circled us and was now sitting just outside the café railing, staring at me. Its mouth seemed to be moving, as if it were speaking.

“Jack?” Marco said. “Earth to Jack?”

“Uh, juice,” I said. “Orange juice. Marco, does that cat look strange to you?”

“Looks hungry,” Marco said with a shrug. “If I find a mouse in my food, I’ll share.”

Brother Dimitrios was coming out of the restroom now, and I realized I had to use it, too. I excused myself and went to the back of the café. I felt light-headed inside the restroom and made sure to wash my face. Something was odd about this café. I couldn’t wait to leave.

Maybe it was because we were so close to a Wonder. And that always meant some kind of danger.

As I finished up and pushed the door back open, it thumped against someone. I held tight against the frame and looked out, but there was no one on the other side. And I realized I hadn’t hit someone at all, but something.

The black cat had backed up and was waiting for me. With a low, growly meow, it inched closer, its orange eyes brightening. “Heyyyy, I don’t have any food, buddy,” I whispered.

But as I tried to walk back to my table, it leaped in my way, placing its front paws on my pants. “Stop!” I blurted.

I could see the waiter running over. The cat glanced sideways at him and then cast a reproachful glance at me.

That was when I saw the pupils of its eyes.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

DEVIL CAT

I DIDN’T NEED the Loculus of Language to know that the waiter was throwing some choice Turkish curses at the black cat.

“It’s okay!” I said. “Don’t—”

But the cat had disappeared out of the café, and the waiter was looking at me as if I had a screw loose.

Maybe I did.

I left the café and glanced over the outdoor tables. Torquin and Brother Dimitrios seemed to be in some kind of argument. Cass and Marco were laughing, and Eloise was stuffing fistfuls of calamari into her mouth.

For a moment I thought of going back and telling them what I’d experienced. But even I didn’t trust what I’d experienced. A cat with lambda-shaped pupils? It didn’t make sense. How could it even see?

I had to find it and look at those eyes again. Just to be sure.

To my left, the white stucco walls of the building ended in an alleyway. I casually walked to the alley and looked in. On one side of it was a tightly closed Dumpster. The ground was covered with cobblestones stained brownish gray with food. At the end, the cat was sitting on its haunches.

When I made eye contact, it stood and cocked its head, then walked behind the building. I ran down the alley and followed it around the corner.

And I tripped over the leg of a grizzled old man slumped against the wall. “Whoa!” I shouted, just managing to stay upright. “Sorry!”

The man pulled his legs in and looked up. He was wearing black sunglasses, and his face was covered with a scraggly salt-and-pepper beard. “Australia?” he said, rising slowly to his feet.

“Uh . . . no!” I said. “America.”

He was blocking my path back to the café. I looked over my shoulder, but the cat was gone.

“Ah, good. America,” he said. “You take me to America?”

Oh, great. A total wacko. I knew this was a dumb idea. I backed away, figuring I could sneak around the other side of the building. “Yeah. Sure,” I said. “Uh, well, great to meet you—”

“Herostratus,” the guy said. “And you?”

“Jack. See you!”

I turned on my heel and bolted, but I didn’t get far. The back alley ended in a chain-link fence.

Spinning around, I said, “Oops. Look, I have to get back to my—”

“Orange juice,” he said. “I know.” He was reaching into his pocket, and I felt the hair prickle at the back of my neck. “Take this. We go to America someday.”

Out of his pocket, he pulled a dirty, ragged-edged business card and held it out to me. I grabbed it, mumbled thanks, and shoved it in my pocket. He stepped aside, gesturing for me to pass by.

I couldn’t help brushing against him as I squeezed by, back the way I’d come.

I bolted for the café, where the waiter was already serving the main courses. Someone had ordered me a cheeseburger. Marco was slurping the last drops of a chocolate shake. “Did you fall in to the toilet, bro?” he said. “You were gone a long time.”

“I—I went looking for that weird cat,” I said lamely. “It had . . . strange eyes.”

“Did you find it?” Eloise asked.

“No,” I replied.

“Chef probably needed it . . . for cheeseburger!” Torquin laughed at his own joke, a hideous snorting, choking noise that made the people in the nearby table drop their silverware.

“Well, there are plenty more cats,” Cass said, gesturing around the café floor, where at least three more were twining around the tables. No one seemed to be paying them much attention.

And neither should you, I told myself. As I took a deep breath and picked up my burger, I noticed something strange about my sleeve.

Hairs. Black cat hairs, up and down the length. Exactly where I had brushed against the homeless guy.

“Slow day,” Torquin remarked as we walked up the path to the temple site.

He was right. The sky was overcast, the air had a chill, and we were among the few visitors to the Temple of Artemis. “How much of it is left?” I asked.

Cass gestured to a marble column about two stories high that looked like it had been put together out of mismatched blocks by a baby giant. “That much.”

“That’s it?” Eloise said.

“The temple was destroyed by the attacking Goths in the third century B.C.,” Cass said. “Many of the stones were used in other buildings over the years. Others were looted.”

As we walked closer, we seemed to be the only visitors speaking English. I heard what sounded like German, Greek, Turkish, maybe Swedish. Aside from the patched-together column, the site was basically a flat field strewn with relics—a piece of column here, a chunk of sculpture there. Mostly weeds and soil, and a wide, swampy puddle.

“Some Wonder of the World,” Eloise sniffed. “Are the others just as spectacular?”

Brother Dimitrios was stepping cautiously. “I have seen how this works,” he said. “These children can conjure life out of rocks. They can cause the formation of statues, Loculi, and all manner of creatures. It is a terrifying thing to behold.”

“I’m waiting. . . .” Eloise said, tapping her foot impatiently.

I walked around the field, but I felt nothing. Not the slightest vibration, nothing close to the Song of the Heptakiklos. “Be patient,” I said. “This happened at the Mausoleum in Bodrum, too. All we needed was the right stone. . . .”

Cass was kneeling by a piece of column that was charred black. “Hey, maybe this is from the time that goofball burned down the second temple, before they built the third and most awesome one.”

“Ancient goofballs,” Marco said. “Sounds like a book series.”

As I picked up a stone, Torquin pulled out his phone and began thumbing away. “Wikipedia. Temple arsonist wanted to be famous. Burned it down so people would know his name.” He scratched his head. “Didn’t work. Herostratus. Never heard of him.”

At the sound of that name, I dropped the rock on my foot. But I didn’t feel a thing.

Fumbling in my pocket, I pulled out the business card the homeless guy had given me.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

THE BACK DOOR

BROTHER DIMITRIOS MUST have tipped well at lunch, because the Amazon Café waiter just smiled and nodded as we barged back into the outdoor restaurant. I led everybody around to the back alley, but it was totally empty save for an old newspaper blowing lazily in the wind.

“He was right here!” I said, inching my way down the narrow passageway toward the chain-link fence. “I followed the cat with the orange eyes, but when I got here it was gone. That’s when I saw the old guy.”

“Wait, orange?” Eloise said.

“Yes, and its pupils were shaped like lambdas,” I said. “I tried to show you, but you guys were all over the menu.”

I saw Cass give Marco a look. “Are you sure you’re feeling all right, Jack?” Cass asked.

“The calamari did taste a little funny to me,” Marco said.

I stopped when I reached the end of the alley. Just before the fence, in the back wall of the restaurant, was a closed door. From a distance, it looked black and featureless, but up close I noticed words carved into the metal but blackened with age and paint.

“I don’t remember seeing this,” I said.

“Restaurant kitchens generally do have back doors,” Brother Dimitrios said.

“I mean the words,” I said.


[image: ]


“Stand still,” Cass said, reaching into my backpack. “This is a job for the Loculus of Language.”

I took out the old man’s business card. “I’m taking a wild bet this says Amazon Legacy Solutions.”

“Uh . . . yup,” Cass replied.

“It’s on the card that weird guy gave me,” I said. “He must work here.”

“I guess Amazon’s just starting out in Turkey,” Marco said. “Maybe we should order a book.”

I knocked on the door and heard it echo on the inside. “Hello?” I called out.

After waiting for a few moments, I knocked again.

“No one there,” Eloise said. “Can we go now? This places stinks, and it gives me the creeps.”

I pressed down on the latch. With a deep click, the door swung open into complete blackness. A blast of cold, dry, musty air whooshed out.

“Anyone home?” I couldn’t remember the name on the card, so I checked it in the light from outside and said, “Um . . . Herostratus? Hello?”

As we all stepped in, Brother Dimitrios said, “This is clearly some sort of meat locker. Unless you would like to have a run-in with a side of beef, I suggest we—”

“Yeeeeeeiiiiii!” A baby’s scream pierced the darkness. I jumped back, knocking Eloise off her feet. As we tumbled to the floor, I heard a click.

I scrambled to stand up. Above us a single lightbulb flashed on, and from it hung a long string almost all the way to the floor. At the end of the string was a fuzzy, chewed-up plush mouse.

A black tail disappeared into a half-open doorway. “That’s it!” I said. “That’s the cat!”

My heart thudding, I took in the surroundings—an empty, square room with a vaulted ceiling that seemed higher than the building looked from outside.

“Close the door!” a voice with a thick accent called out from the next room.

“Herostratus?” I called out. “Is that—”

“Am I not being clear?” the voice boomed.

Torquin reached behind him and pulled the door shut.

The room fell silent. Everything we had been hearing—distant car horns and revving motors, planes, radios—was totally gone. Not the slightest hint of a sound.

“Echo!” Marco called out. “Echo! Echo!”

Eloise poked him in the side. “Will you stop that!”

For a moment, absolutely nothing happened. Slowly, the light from above seemed to soften, and I blinked, thinking my eyes were adjusting weirdly to the light. Near the half-open door, the harsh white wall seemed to be darkening. Its flatness grew wavy, as if it were suddenly melting. But one by one, the waves swelled and took on solid form. They became rounded like cups, bowing outward until each one took the shape of a sconce, each holding a flickering candle. Their surfaces took on the weight and shine of polished marble, carved with faces, shoulders, and arms of women. Each one looked as if she were holding up the light herself, the sconce fires dancing brightly.

“Jack, look!” Cass exclaimed, pointing upward.

I craned my neck to see the ceiling, which was now at least twice as high as it had been. Its squarish shape was now vaulted marble, its walls carved with the shapes of vines, leaves, and jumping deer. The bare lightbulb at the top was now a chandelier made of deer antlers, their tips blazing with candlelight.

Brother Dimitrios let out a gasp and began to dance weirdly. I felt a movement under my feet, and I realized he was just spooked over the fact that the bare cement floor was changing shape, transforming into a mosaic of colorful glazed tiles.

Eloise let out a scream. “I want to go home!”

She headed for the door and pressed down on the latch, but it wouldn’t move. Brother Dimitrios joined her, but he wasn’t having much success either.

Marco ignored them both, creeping toward the half-open door, where the cat had disappeared. “Here, kitty, kitty, kitty . . .”

I stepped closer to him. At the transom, we both leaned inward, pushing the door open. I reached in and felt around the inner wall. “There’s got to be a light switch somewhere. . . .” I said.

“Careful, Brother Jack,” Marco said.

I stepped into the room. And I put my foot down on . . . nothing.

Losing my balance, I grabbed Marco. But his weight was pitched forward, too. “Whoa!” he said. “What are you—”

Marco reached for the doorjamb but I felt my weight pitching downward. I let go of Marco’s shirt and windmilled my arms.

“DOOOOIIINNNNG!” Marco’s voice echoed against the walls as we both fell into blackness.
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CHAPTER TWENTY

HEROSTRATUS AND VROMASKI FLAMBÉ

I’M NOT SURE how Marco hit the floor first. But I was really glad he did. He may be all muscle, but he’s way softer than a hard marble surface.

“Yeow, Brother Jack, that was your butt and my kidney!” Marco said, jumping to his feet with a tight grimace.

“Sorry!” I rolled off onto a carpet that was woven with threads of deep reds, greens, and blues—hunting scenes, woodland games, meetings in meadows. The fact that I could see this rug, and Marco’s grimace, meant that somewhere on our way down, someone turned a light on.

As I looked around, I realized it wasn’t just one light, but about two dozen fiery sconces, fancier and bigger than the ones above. I sat there, winded, catching my breath. The view into the room was blocked by a big marble desk balanced on thick columns, but a foot or two away from me was a wooden ladder leading up the wall to an arched doorway above. Cass, Marco, Eloise, Torquin, and Brother Dimitrios were gathered there, looking down.

“You could have used ladder,” Torquin commented.

“Thanks for the suggestion,” I said.

My gaze rose further upward toward the ceiling, which was capped by an enormous dome, painted with an image of a goddess surrounded by women with long, flowing hair. The height of the room was freaky enough. The Amazon Café was a one-story building. It also very much did not have a dome.

“How did they light all those candles so fast?” Marco turned, rapping his fingers on the marble desk. “Whoa, glad my kidney didn’t land on this hard thing—”

He froze in the middle of the sentence, looking over the desk.

I jumped to my feet. On the other wall of the room, a cavernous fireplace crackled. The flames rose at least three feet high, licking the sides of what looked like a pig, slowing turning on a spit. A horrible smell, like burning rubber and puke, made me suspect it was actually a vromaski.

Off to the side, cranking that spit, was Herostratus.

I elbowed Marco. “That’s him,” I hissed. “That’s the guy!”

The old man turned, and his face broke into a huge smile. “Ah, so good of you to . . . drop in!”

“Who are you?” I asked.

“Did you hear what I just said?” Herostratus exclaimed. “‘Drop in?’ Haaaar-ha-ha-ha!” He threw his head back in a high-pitched, barking laugh.

Marco narrowed his eyes as he moved closer to the old man. “My, Grandpa, what orange eyes you have.”

He was right. The light flashing from the man’s eyes were an unmistakable dull orange. “The color of fire,” Herostratus said.

“You . . . you were the cat!” I said.

He nodded. “They love me in that restaurant. Such nice people. Especially the Greeks.”

“Okay, Garfield,” Marco said, “tell us who the heck you are and what you’re doing.”

The old guy stepped away from the fireplace, shambling a few steps toward us in his broken sandals, and bowed stiffly. “Humble Herostratus, at your service. And this”—he gestured with a grand flourish toward the roasting animal—“is Hog Warts.”

“Now that,” Marco said with a sneer, “is not funny.”

Herostratus shrugged. “That joke killed at the last boar sacrifice.” He glanced cautiously toward an arched doorway that led to a long hallway. “They cursed me—the Zons. Like them, I live for an eternity. But unlike them, I have the power to shift shape into animal form. But it is for their pleasure only. For their amusement.”

“Who are the Zons?” I asked.

“They hunt me. They trap me all alone and slaughter me. You cannot imagine the pain of dying, only to be brought back to life—only to be killed again. And for what? Because of my personality. I am being punished for who I am, for what I enjoy—a little laughter, a little flash!” Herostratus moved closer. “Would you like to see me juggle three flaming willow branches?”

“You’re the guy who set fire to the Temple of Artemis,” I said.

He looked fearfully over his shoulder. “Please. That name is not to be mentioned here!”

“Whoa, hang on, Thermostatus,” Marco said, “let’s cut to the chase. We’re here for a reason.”

“Yes, yes, the Loculus, isn’t it?” Herostratus replied.

“You know?” I said.

Herostratus clapped his hands. “Of course! I have been waiting ages—literally—for you, young man.” He looked curiously at me. “Erm . . . your name?”

“Jack,” I said. “But how—?”

Herostratus spread his index and middle finger and pointed them downward in a lambda shape. “The mark! You have it.”

Instinctively I reached for the patch of white hair shaped like an upside-down V at the back of my head. How did Herostratus know about the G7W mark? All of us had this. It was part of way the gene expressed itself. My hair had been shaved off when I first arrived on the island, but the mark had grown back. Professor Bhegad had called it a lambda, because it resembled the shape of the Greek L.

A belch erupted from behind us, echoing loudly in the room. Marco and I spun around to see Torquin leading the others down the ladder. “Sorry. Calamari,” Torquin explained.

“By Adonis’s curls!” Herostratus blurted out, pointing at Marco and then at Cass. “You have the mark also . . . and you! Oh, the Zons will be absolutely thrilliated. Oh, dear eyes, do not fall out of this head! I have been despairing to see even one of you—but now three! Oh!” He cast another nervous glance toward the hallway. “We have a few minutes. You must be hungry. Calamari are such miserably small things. Sit, sit. The only way to properly eat a vromaski is en flambé. Flames rising to the ceiling—”

“STRATO!” bellowed a deep voice from the hallway.

Herostratus jumped. “Strato is my . . . how do you say it—nickname Hm. Yes. Hrmmph. YES, MY ALL-POWERFUL, ALL-KNOWING, WISE, AND BEAUTIFUL HIPPO?”

Cass groaned. “Hippo?”

Clomping noises resounded from the hallway, and we all instinctively backed away. From the top of the arch, a face peeked down at us. Her eyes were a deep brown, her hair jet-black and pulled back with a tightly tied string. I figured it was a woman standing on stilts or on the bed of some kind of vehicle. But when she fully emerged, she was on her own two legs. Which were themselves almost as tall as I was.

She strode in, her thick hair bouncing against her back like an animal pelt. Her feet were the length of my forearms, shod in sandals whose crisscrossing straps wrapped upward to her knees. As she set down a shield against the wall, a saber clattered against her leather tunic. She wore a black leather belt threaded with deep pouches, out of which peeked blowpipes, bows, and darts. Across her shoulder was a quiver strung over a thick, embroidered silk sash.

“Awesome,” Marco murmured.

“Can’t be,” Dimitrios rasped.

“Let’s go,” Eloise squeaked.

“Beautiful,” Torquin grunted.

“I am Maximo!” the woman growled at Herostratus. “Maximo, not Hippo. When will you ever get that right? I sound nothing like that clumsy, lazy, bulbous-nosed lizard!”

Immediately after saying that, Maximo cocked her head to one side like a nervous tic. A spear came ripping out of the tunnel behind her, inches from her ear, its point slicing through the air and thudding into the center of Herostratus’s chest.

We all jumped back. Eloise screamed. Marco rushed toward the old man as he fell to the carpet.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

THE ZONS

“HOW COULD YOU do that?” Marco cried out, looking up at Maximo. “Just because he called you—”

“Pkaaaaach!” Herostratus let out a cough and lurched upward from the floor, yanking the spear from his chest.

I have never heard Marco shriek so loud. He scrambled away on all fours. The rest of us were pretty freaked, too.

Herostratus threw the spear into the fireplace, his tunic unstained by even a drop of blood. “Great gods, that hurts!” he said. “You see? They do this all the time. Kill, back to life. Kill, back to life. They love tormenting me!”

Maximo burst out laughing. Now more enormous people were emerging from behind her—all women, all dressed in warrior garb, all at least eight or nine feet tall. Their shoulders were the width of bookshelves, their voices deep, their legs as sturdy as tree trunks. One of them slapped Maximo on the back, scowling at her over a nose as big as a softball. “You may mock me, but you must admit I am a good shot,” she growled.

“You are full of surprises, Hippo,” Maximo said.

“A barrel of laughs,” Herostratus murmured.

Detouring to the roasting vromaski, Hippo ripped off one of its legs and began gnawing on it like an ice-cream cone.

“Welcome to the set of Seven Brides for Torquin,” Marco muttered.

Torquin was staring, mesmerized, and I realized it was the first time I ever saw him look upward at another person.

“Psssst . . . psssst!” Herostratus hissed from the floor, where he had fallen to his knees, bowing low to the ground. As he signaled for us to do the same, Hippo walked to within an inch of his face and let the steaming fat from the roasted vromaski leg drip onto her massive, dirt-encrusted toes. “Dinner, Strato,” she said. “Come and get it.”

“Lick the feet! Lick the feet! Lick the feet!” the others cried out rhythmically.

I turned away from the sight and waited till the cheering was over.

“That is so disgusting,” Eloise mumbled.

“I—I don’t think we belong here!” Brother Dimitrios said. “Perhaps we can leave now, Ms. Maximo?”

“Strato, where are your manners?” bellowed Maximo. “Are you not going to get up and introduce us to your guests?”

“Jack and Marco,” I said. “And Cass, Eloise, Torquin, and Brother Dimitrios.”

Shaking in his robe, Brother Dimitrios was now saying prayers under his breath in Greek. “Well . . . a Hellene?” Maximo said. “Perhaps we should be speaking your language?”

“English is . . . f-f-fine,” Dimitrios said, holding on to the ladder as if he were either going to keel over or try to run away.

Herostratus was standing now, a thin line of vromaski grease across his lips. “Jack and friends, it is my great pleasure to introduce the strongest, the largest, the longest lasting, the most beautiful and durable, exalted and all-powerful . . .” He cupped his hands to his mouth and let out a fake trumpet fanfare. “The Zons!”

Maximo bowed low from the waist. “Until we become better acquainted, Amazons will do.”

“I am dreaming, tell me I am dreaming,” Dimitrios said, pinching his own arm repeatedly.

Eloise smacked him. “That’s real. And so are they.”

“Do you not know who the Amazons were?” Dimitrios said. “They were not human. They were the woman warrior tribe of Ancient Greece—dedicated to Artemis, goddess of the hunt, known for their skills at killing. They had the bravery and cunning to attack Hercules himself!”

“Yes, well, we all make mistakes,” Maximo said with a sigh.

Cass nodded. “The name of the café upstairs . . . the company on Herostratus’s card. You’ve been here all along. Your name has stayed alive.”

“We protect our brand.” Maximo turned to the others. “Soldiers! What do we do with visitors?”

The women stepped forward, one by one, introducing themselves. After the first one shook my hand, I thought my fingers would come off with it. So I just waved hi to the rest of them. Myrto . . . Pitane . . . Priene . . . Anaea . . . Ephesos . . . Lysippe . . . Their skin color ranged from peach white to dark brown, and although they were thickly muscled, they moved like dancers, with smoothness and grace.

They seemed happy to see us. Weirdly happy.

“Um . . . guys?” I finally said. “Do you know why we’re here?”

Maximo chuckled, which began a ripple effect of laughter around the room. “Do you assume that because we are physically powerful we do not possess adequate brain resources?”

“I get that all the time,” Marco said.

“All of you, sit,” Maximo commanded. A pair of enormous hands pushed me downward to the carpet. “You would like to pursue the gift of the Atlantean. The Loculus. Yes?”

Marco, Cass, Eloise, and I exchanged a wary look. “Yes,” I said.

“Massarym told us you would come someday, of course. We just didn’t think it would take this long.” Maximo gestured to the open door overhead. “Do you have others in the antechamber, perhaps? I see three of you carry the mark, but it will be to your advantage to have a female.”

“I’m going to get the mark in four years, when I’m thirteen,” Eloise announced. “But I might dye it.”

“Ah, well, we shall see, but until then you are still just a child.” Maximo turned, clapping her hands. “Sisters! Phase two begins! The feast!”

A couple of the Amazons bounded into the tunnel, laughing and chattering. A moment later they emerged with cloths, bronze bowls, and plates. Herostratus put on a pair of thick animal-hide gloves and removed the vromaski from the flames. Even roasted with savory spices, the beast smelled awful. As he began slicing it, his knife blade broke. “Hmm, this one may be a bit gamy,” he said.

I hated the confusion. The noise. The chattering. The smell. I hated that we were about to eat the inedible with a bunch of loonies while Aly was lost and suffering.

This was enough.

“Stop!” I finally shouted. “We’re not here to eat! Please, we do not have time. Our quest is urgent. If you have the Loculus, we need it—now!”

The Amazons fell silent. They all looked at Maximo.

“Very well, then,” their leader said, snapping her fingers. “Clear the feast from the carpet and proceed to phase three.”

With a murmur of voices, the Amazons tossed their bowls against the walls and kicked aside the supplies on the floor. Chewing messily on the remains of their dinners, they spread around out the edges of the thick carpet. When Maximo snapped her fingers again, they dug their hands under the borders and lifted upward.

Before we could do a thing, the carpet rose around us and closed at the top, and we were in total, smothering darkness.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

THE TIP OF A KNIFE

TORQUIN YOWLED IN anger. I could feel him fighting against the confines of the carpet, trying to break through. We all were trying, but the material was tough and thick. We had nothing to cut it with, and no leverage. Our arms and legs were all jammed together as we rose up off the floor, being hoisted through the room we could no longer see.

I could feel Eloise’s short, frightened breaths on my shoulder. I tried to put my arm around her but couldn’t get the angle right. As thick as the carpet was, I could hear the murmur of Amazon voices chattering excitedly.

It wasn’t long before we jolted downward onto something hard and vaguely lumpy. Above us, where the carpet was gathered, a rush of cool air entered—and daylight.

The carpet fell away, flattening on all sides. I had to blink my eyes against the brightness. A field of grass stretched out before us. I squinted up into the bottom of a vast dome that arced high overhead, ringed with bright lights. It looked like some kind of stadium, only there were no seats. Surrounding the structure on all sides was a wall of solid rock.

I heard a deep, echoing thump-thump behind us.

“Jack . . .” Cass said.

I spun to see that we were at the base of three wide stairs of white quartz, leading up to a platform. On it was an empty golden throne, so studded with jewels that it seemed to be firing bullets of light. To the left, the team of Amazons stood at attention, each woman clutching a leather ammunition sash draped over her shoulder.

One of them lifted a polished white tusk to her lips. It must have been hollowed out, because when she blew into it, an enormous blatt echoed through the stadium.

A stone door opened at the base of the wall. Four more Amazons emerged, younger than the ones we’d met and dressed in finer tunics, with gold thread and inlaid stones. They marched in formation up to the throne platform, singing a strange anthem.

Nurturer of Persians, Grecians,

Spartans, Thebans, and Ephesians.

Bow thee to the temple goddess,

Wise and strong and fair and modest!

“I wrote that,” Herostratus whispered proudly.

“Figures,” Marco said.

“I told them to use the English version—and for once they listened to me,” Herostratus said. “Now bow down!”

As we sank to our knees, an old woman stepped into the stadium through the archway. She wore a crown made of antlers that seemed too large for her head, and her tunic was made of fine, silken brown fur. A young Zon led her by the hand, but she didn’t need the help. She seemed to float as she walked, as if she were made of air. Her eyes were moist, the color drained from her irises. She stared straight ahead, and for a moment I thought she couldn’t see at all. Then her head turned, her eyes settled on me, and I felt as if someone were running the tip of a knife from my ankle to my neck.

The Zon led her up the stairs and settled her into the throne. Immediately Herostratus stood up and bowed. “Would your godliness like the usual half hour of comedy and song? In honor of our guests, I have some biting political satire about the American presidential election!”

The woman reached into an ornately carved marble urn at the foot of the throne and fished out an ugly dagger. Herostratus’s face turned white. Closing his eyes, he threw his arms wide to give the queen a target. “Here we go again. . . .”

She held out her left hand, palm out. Pointing her gnarled fingers upward, she began using the dagger to clean her nails. In a voice hollow and raspy, she hissed, “No satire.”

Herostratus’s eyes popped open. With a look of relief, he gestured frantically for us to stand. As we did, the woman stared silently. “Introduce yourself,” Herostratus mouthed.

I stood on shaky legs. What was the protocol for meeting the Greek goddess Artemis? “Um, hi,” I said, my voice a ridiculous squeak. “I’m Jack McKinley, and these are Torquin, Brother Dimitrios, Cass and Eloise Williams, and Marco Ramsay.”

She stared off to the distance as if I hadn’t said a thing. As if she couldn’t make out my presence in front of her.

“Say thank you,” Herostratus mouthed.

“So,” I said, “we’d just like to thank you for hearing us, O Great Goddess Artemis—”

She pounded her fist on the throne’s arm and sat forward. “Do not . . . ever . . . call me by that name.”

I jolted back, ramming into Marco. “I’m sorry if I offended you, but isn’t this . . . wasn’t this . . . the Temple of Artemis? That’s what we’re looking for.”

“There is no Artemis!” she thundered. “Tell me, do you mean that odoriferous javelin thrower Aeginaea of Sparta . . . or Alphaea of Letrini who hides her hideous face behind a mask, or that mousy twit Locheia . . . or Aphaea of Athens or Kourotrophos or Potnia Theron or Agrotera—or me?”

“I—I don’t know!” I stammered.

“Of course not,” she said, blinking rapidly. “Every god—every last minor male god—has an individual name, oh yes. But we hunter goddesses? We are all strong, we are all excellent shots, so we are lumped together . . . under the name Artemis.”

She drew out that name with a nasal lisp.

“Wh-wh-what shall we call you, O Great Goddess?” Brother Dimitrios stammered.

She smiled. “I am from Mount Cynthos, on the island of Delos. So you may call me Cynthia.”

The name hung in the air for a moment, until Marco burst out laughing. “Cynthia? The Temple of Cynthia? That’s a joke, right?”

The woman snapped her fingers, and the six frontline Amazons instantly reached for their bows and pointed them at Marco.

“Not a joke,” Marco said, hands in the air. “Not a joke at all. Oh, and BTW? That thing your pal Stratocaster does—popping back to life—that’s not in my wheelhouse. At least not here. So, arrows, very dangerous. Just saying.”

“Up! All of you!” she said.

We stood, and the Amazons surrounded us. Slowly Cynthia rose, and two of the Zons jumped up to help her. Squinting as if the light were too strong, she descended from the throne, circling us. “Do you think they built the most wondrous structure in the world—more than a hundred columns, a marble roof that scraped the clouds—for someone who could merely shoot a deer? Look around you. I was not merely a goddess of hunting but of something greater: womankind. I trained them in the hunt, tutored them in trade and in music, taught them to build and to read, helped nurse their babies. The Amazon race flocked from the mountains to worship at my feet. Then, upon the arrival of the Atlantean, it all ended.”

Now the Amazons were grumbling again, spitting on the floor, and muttering Massarym’s name.

“Massarym was a scholar and a gentleman!” Brother Dimitrios protested. “The Massarene monks have devoted centuries to his writings—”

“This gentleman lured us with the sad tale of his mother the queen, persecuted for her scientific genius,” Cynthia said. “He financed the building of the third and grandest temple, after the idiot Herostratus burned the second—”

“For which I have been dutifully doing penance ever since,” Herostratus broke in.

“By the time that temple was destroyed by the Goths, Massarym was long gone—but only then did his curse take effect,” Cynthia continued. “We were banished to live deep in the earth, tricked into protecting his Atlantean treasure until the rightful heirs came to claim it. Our time here has been long, and we are ready to be freed from our task.”

I couldn’t believe my ears. “We can help you with that.”

“The curse stated that we would be doomed to protect the Loculus against attackers, and that no man would ever succeed in removing it,” Cynthia said. “These were Massarym’s words—no man.”

“We’re boys,” I said.

“Speak for yourself, Brother Jack,” Marco grumbled.

She shook her head. “You have the mark. All three of you. Even with my eyesight, I can tell. It will be impossible for you. Have you no female among the marked?”

“Yes, but she’s been kidnapped,” Cass said. “We’re trying to rescue her. We need your Loculus to do that. Actually, you would like her a lot—”

“Silence!” Cynthia said.

“Wait! I’m going to get the lambda in four years,” Eloise said brightly.

The Amazons all began murmuring. Cynthia signaled Maximo over for a private talk. They mumbled in some odd language with their backs to us.

“Why did you say that, Eloise?” Cass whispered.

“Because it’s true,” Eloise said. “I’m trying to help.”

“Hey, maybe they’ll just give the Loculus to her, because she’s a girl,” Marco said. “This could be the easiest gig yet!”

“See?” Eloise said, sneering at Cass. “You so do need me.”

Now Maximo and Cynthia were turning back toward us, with grim looks on their faces.

Cynthia put a hand on Eloise’s shoulder. “I suppose, dear girl, you’ll have to do.”

Eloise’s face turned three shades paler. “Wait. Do what?”

“Zons—prepare!” Cynthia shouted.

Amazons were bounding over toward us with armfuls of battle equipment—shields, swords, quivers, torches, darts, tubes—and plopping them down around Eloise.

Maximo dropped a helmet over Eloise’s head. “Acchh. Too big.”

Eloise ripped it off. “What is going on here?”

“The only way you can get the Loculus,” she said, “is to fight us for it.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

ELOISE, MARCO, AND CHINGGIS

“YOU’RE MY BROTHER!” Eloise screamed. “You can’t let them do this to me!”

She was pacing the small, stone-walled gladiator chamber attached to the stadium. Outside, Amazons were lining the walls, chattering and passing around baskets of food.

“Jack will figure a way out of this!” Cass said.

“I will?” I said.

Eloise glared at me. She looked like she was about to cry.

“I will,” I said.

It was about the least convincing thing ever out of my mouth. Eloise’s leather helmet drooped down to her ears, and the silk fabric Maximo had stuffed inside was flapping out the back like a tail. Every time she turned, her sandals slid off her feet, and her tunic kept falling down even though they’d clipped it to the strap of her quiver.

“Look at those freaks out there!” Eloise said. “Look what they’re eating! They’re gross!”

I peered outside. The Amazons were passing around buckets, reaching inside, and pulling out cooked animal heads and feathered bird wings. They were picking their teeth with armadillo tails and having contests over who could spit eyes the farthest.

“It’s . . . a different diet from ours,” I said.

“It’s heads and butts and guts,” Eloise replied. She took her helmet off and threw it to the ground. “I’m out of here. I am not doing this.”

The helmet rolled to Marco, who scooped it up. “Hey, this would fit me,” he said, putting it on his own head.

“Then you do it,” Eloise said.

I looked out at the crowd. Their backs against the wall, they were far away from the center of the stadium. There, Amazons in helmets and thick armored gear were throwing spears, sparring with knives, leaping, racing each other. In their outfits, they all looked the same.

“You know, Eloise, that might not be a bad idea,” I said.

“Ha-ha,” Marco drawled.

“Seriously, look at them,” I said. “They’re all about ten feet tall. You walk out there, Marco, all covered from head to toe, and they won’t know the difference. To them, we’re all shrimps, even you.”

“But Cynthia—” Cass said.

“Her eyesight is horrible,” I said. “Did you see the way she was squinting at us? She’s hundreds of years old. My dad’s, like, forty and he needs glasses to see the fridge. Also, look how far away she’s sitting.”

We gathered at the door. Cynthia’s throne had been moved to the far end of the oval stadium. She was at least fifty yards from where the action was going to be.

She stood, and the entire place went silent except for a few deep belches. Through one of the archways, a team of four Amazons carried in a platform on their shoulders, supported by wooden poles. On top of the platform was what looked like some kind of statue, shrouded in a thick, embroidered cloth. Behind the team, two more Amazons pounded a drumbeat on animal skins stretched over hollowed-out tree stumps.

They crossed the stadium and set the platform down before the throne. Cynthia slowly descended the stairs. With a flourish, she removed the cloth.

Sitting at the top of a golden base inlaid with red jewels was a pearl-colored orb. As it caught the glare of the overhead stadium lights, the Amazons oohed and aahed.

“Warriors, scholars, women of thought and courage!” Cynthia said, her voice robust and piercing. “It is with great happiness but a heavy heart that I inform you our Council of Elders has met and decided that we have reached, at long last, our day of reckoning!”

Torquin stared at the Loculus with greedy eyes. “So close . . .”

Marco took a deep breath. “Give me that Amazon uniform. Now. Before I change my mind.”

“Ow! Ow! Ow!” Marco winced as Eloise plucked hairs from his leg. “What’s up with the tweezers?”

“My foster mom used to do this,” Eloise said.

“I’m not your foster mom!” Marco protested. “The boss lady’s not going to see my peach fuzz. Besides, have you seen Maximo’s legs?”

Brother Dimitrios hurried in, carrying a huge leather sack—which he nearly dropped on the floor when he saw Marco. “By Massarym’s spear—what on earth?”

“Where’ve you been?” Marco asked.

“Our dear friend Herostratus gave me some extra weapons,” Brother Dimitrios said. “But I was expecting—”

“Today, the role of Eloise will be played by Marco Ramsay,” Marco said.

Outside, Herostratus had emerged from another tunnel and begun performing a kind of clown act, setting fire to a five-foot-high wooden replica of the Temple of Artemis. It was pretty amazing looking, even in a small version—with its rows and rows of white columns inside and out. As it went up in flames, Herostratus came out with a tiny bucket of water and tried to throw it on the fire, while Amazons rushed in from the entrances with massive hoses.

For a special crowd-pleasing finale, they quickly doused the fire and then turned the hoses on Herostratus—while he transformed into a pigeon, a cat, and a squealing monkey.

“I think they’re almost done with the opening act,” I said.

Cass was wrapping the sandals all the way up Marco’s calves to the knee. “You still don’t look dainty enough,” he said.

“I could wear a tutu,” Marco said, adjusting his helmet.

I tied a colorful silk scarf around Marco’s thick neck. Torquin pulled tightly on the tunic, trying to get Marco’s shoulders to look a little less broad.

“Don’t stand with your legs so far apart,” I suggested.

“Don’t pound your feet when you walk,” Brother Dimitrios said.

“Can you make your arms look less muscley?” Eloise asked.

“Don’t speak like boy,” Torquin said.

“Smile more,” Brother Dimitrios said. “You look pretty when you smile.”

Marco pressed his legs together, pulled his arms in, tiptoed toward the door, made a pained smile, and said in a mousy voice, “How’s this?”

“Terrible,” Eloise said.

“Ladieeees and ladies!” Herostratus shouted, to a chorus of boos and hoots. “Sit back and relax, ’cause now it’s time for the main event!”

A whinny sounded in the stadium, and a masked Amazon in full battle gear—helmet, armor, spear—came galloping out on a horse through one of the archways. The steed was brown, massive, and powerful looking, and it reared up on its hind legs to the roar of the crowd.

“Where’d they get a horse?” Cass asked.

“Where’d they get two?” I said.

Through the opposite archway, another Amazon yanked on the reins of a second horse. This one did not want to enter the stadium, snorting and rearing defiantly. Now another Amazon joined the first—two nine-foot-tall women pulling on a beast that didn’t want to move.

Finally the horse charged forward, kicking left and right and sending both warriors flying. It ran into the stadium, bucking and snorting, until three warriors lassoed its neck.

The animal shook its head side to side, but it knew it was caught. With a final fling of the neck, it turned its eyes toward our little archway.

“I think it likes me,” Marco said.

“Mounting the noble steed to my right will be your favorite Zon and mine—Maximo!” Herostratus bellowed.

Maximo climbed on the calm, powerful horse and took a galloping lap around the stadium, to a roar of cheering.

“And to my left, battling for the Loculus of Massarym, upon the notorious wild horse of Mongolia known as Chinggis,” Herostratus yelled, “let’s give a Za-Za-Zon welcome to the . . . er, precociously powerful Eloise of the mortal world!”

“Za! Za! Zon!” the crowd chanted slowly and rhythmically, then faster and a faster.

“Wild horse?” Eloise said.

Cass tapped Marco on the shoulder. “Go get ’im, Tex.”

Marco stepped out of the archway, taking tiny steps and keeping his arms tight to his sides. He lifted his right hand and waggled his fingers to the crowd, then began blowing kisses.

Cass was turned away, his eyes shut. “I can’t look. How’s he doing?”

“Very bad actor,” Torquin said.

The three Amazons who were handling Chinggis could barely keep the horse from bolting. They weren’t paying much attention to Marco as he walked closer. But Marco didn’t try to jump on, at least not right away. Instead, he walked up to it closely, mumbling words I couldn’t hear. The horse snorted a few times, pulling at the three lassos, but its eyes didn’t move from him.

He touched the side of its head and began stroking its forelock gently. Then, one by one, he unlooped the lassos from Chinggis’s head. Freed, the horse pawed the ground once and bowed.

Marco dug his foot into the stirrup and mounted, to an explosion of applause.

“And they’re off!” Herostratus shouted.

Well, one of them, anyway. Maximo was whipping her horse into action. Her entire face was covered with a thick leather mask; and as she leaned forward, she pointed a blunt-tipped wooden lance directly at Marco.

“They never gave me one of those!” Eloise said.

As Maximo charged closer, Chinggis reared up on her hind legs in surprise. As she came down, Marco gave her sides a firm kick.

Now Chinggis began charging, too. But Maximo had much more speed. I could hear her bloodthirsty “HEEEEAAAAGGGH!” echo into the dome—and the Amazons whooping with expectation.

Marco let go of Chinggis’s reins and threw his arms out to the side as if to say, “Come get me.”

And Maximo rammed her lance directly into his chest.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

THE WRATH OF CYNTHIA

MARCO’S SCREAM DEFINITELY did not sound Eloise-like.

With the blunt tip of the lance against his chest, Marco grabbed the shaft with both hands and yanked his arms upward. Still holding tight to the lance’s hilt, Maximo went flying into the air.

Her horse charged by at full speed, riderless.

With a loud grunt, Marco swung the lance over his shoulder—with Maximo still on it. The lance snapped in two, and the Zon leader somersaulted head over foot, landing in the dirt with a loud thud.

The place went dead silent. Most of the Amazons were slack-jawed with disbelief.

“Such action! Such courage! Hoooo-hoo!” Herostratus shouted. “This sort of thing has never been seen before in our stadium! Is Maximo dead, ladies and ladies? Ha! Of course not! Amazons are immortal . . . OR ARE THEY? Now the question is . . . for the lives of all the Amazons . . . will Eloise get the grand prize?”

Marco spurred Chinggis toward the Loculus. Cynthia sat up in her throne, watching stonily. At the other end of the stadium, Maximo was struggling to her feet.

Swooping down with his hands, Marco snatched up the Loculus and held it high over his head.

“Yyyyes!” Eloise screamed, jumping onto Cass and nearly knocking him over.

I breathed a sigh of relief. I knew the Loculus had to have the power of teleportation or time travel, and either one would get him out of there, so I called out, “Use it, Mar—er, Eloise! Use it!”

But he was on the other side, making Chinggis promenade before the Amazons. He held the Loculus under his arm like a football and shouted while pumping his fist, “We got it. We got it. We—we—we got it!”

“What the heck is he doing?” Cass said.

“WATCH OUT, MARCO!” I yelled.

Across the stadium grass, Maximo was racing on her own two feet toward Marco. Her stride was huge, her calves as muscular as an Olympic runner’s. With a scream, she jettisoned herself into the air, diving toward Marco.

Her hands closed around the Loculus and she snatched it away, knocking Marco clear off the horse. He tumbled to the ground and rolled, his helmet flying off and bouncing away on the grass.

Now Marco’s face was visible to the crowd. Seeing who he really was, they began screaming angrily, storming the field. Cynthia rose to her feet, her jaw hanging open.

Marco scrambled to put the helmet back on, but it was too late.

“Forfeit!” Herostratus cried out. “The mortals are disqualified!”

Cass, Eloise, Torquin, Brother Dimitrios, and I all ran out onto the field. “Grab the Loculus, Marco!” I shouted.

Marco dove toward Maximo, but she jumped away, holding tight to the Loculus. From his left and right, Amazons ran from the sidelines into the fray. Out of nowhere, a half-eaten roasted vromaski’s head flew through the air and landed on Chinggis with a dull splat.

The horse ran toward Marco, kicking at the attacking Amazons ferociously from both sides. I had to watch where I was running, because nine-foot women made deadly projectiles.

One of them landed next to me with a loud “oof.” As she sat up, dazed, Eloise leaped over her. She snatched up the broken half of Maximo’s lance and began swinging it wildly.

She clipped two of the Amazons at the ankle and tore through another’s weapon belt, which fell to the ground. Then, weaving under the legs of the fighting nine-foot warriors, she began yanking on their sandal straps, untying them.

I scooped up the fallen weapon belt and ran to the sidelines. There, out of the chaos, I was able to take out a blowpipe and stuff a leather pouch full of darts into my pocket.

In the middle of the stadium’s confusion, I saw the Loculus roll toward Brother Dimitrios. He picked it up, his face full of disbelief. “By the gods, I’ve got it. I’ve got it!”

Hearing this, one of the Amazons whirled away from the melee and ran toward him, brandishing a club.

I thought I heard Dimitrios muttering, “Oh dear.”

“Toss it over here!” Torquin shouted.

Over the moving scrum of bodies, all I saw now was the Loculus flying high over the crowd, into Torquin’s arms. I tried to see what happened to Brother Dimitrios, but the crowd was parting now to let someone through.

I froze.

Out of the madness, Cynthia was float-walking toward me, brandishing a bow. Before I could do a thing, she was on her knees and aiming an arrow at my head. “You do not cheat Cynthia,” she said.

“No-o-o-o!” Torquin’s voice boomed.

I heard the twang as the arrow left the bow. I saw the point heading for my eye. I knew I had no time to duck.

The line drive blur from my left was a total shock. It connected with the arrow in midair, creating an explosion that knocked it off course. I dropped to my knees, as Cynthia let out a cry of anger in Greek.

To my left, Torquin was staring slack-jawed, the Loculus no longer in his hand. To my right, Cynthia’s arrow lay on the ground.

All around it was a pile of shattered Loculus, being stepped on and kicked around by Chinggis.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

LOSS UPON LOSS

THE SCREAM BEGAN as a tiny wail and grew to be the loudest siren I had ever heard. It caromed off the round dome, magnifying and echoing against itself so that it sounded like a chorus of the dying.

Cynthia was on her knees, looking at the broken Loculus in horror.

I ran up beside her and fell to the dirt, sweeping up the pieces of the Loculus in my hands. “Marco, Cass!”

They dropped to my side and tried to help. We all had to be careful to avoid Chinggis, who was still in a frenzy from all the commotion. The shards were sticking into my palms, drawing pricks of blood. “It . . . looks like glass,” I said. “Whoever heard of a Loculus made of glass?”

“Back!” Torquin ordered, pulling me by the shoulder just in time to avoid Chinggis’s flying hoof.

This Loculus was way more fragile than the one I’d thrown under the train in New York City. Instead of a few dozen thick, jagged pieces, there were millions. And whatever we could have collected was being kicked away and ground in the dirt by a wildly confused Chinggis. “What are we going to do now?” Cass asked.

I shook my head, speechless.

Now the Zons were gathering around their leader, falling to their knees, bowing their heads. Some were wailing in sympathy. No one had time for us anymore.

“Come,” Torquin said. “Let’s go.”

“But—” I protested.

“Must get out of here,” he said. “Now.”

I stood, backing away. The whole thing was hopeless. Torquin was leading us through the jungle of Zons. They were trying to gather up the shards, rushing to comfort Cynthia, picking odd fights with one another for no particular reason. It was utter chaos. I knew Torquin was right. We had to leave now while we had the opportunity.

But as I turned to go, I caught a glimpse of Brother Dimitrios lying on the grass. Eloise was leaning over him, and she looked up in shock as we ran to her. “What happened?” Cass asked.

“He threw Loculus to me,” Torquin said. “And Zons hit him.”

Blood was pooling under Dimitrios’s head. His face was losing color, and as he turned to me, I could see a gash down the side of his face. “J—J—”

“We have to get him some help!” I shouted.

“No!” Dimitrios said with a grimace. “Too late. You must . . . continue . . .”

“Come on, Jack, let’s lift him,” Marco said.

“No . . . ! No!” Dimitrios said. His eyes fluttered and his words were halting. “J-Jack. I did . . . I was . . . wrong . . .”

“What are you talking about?” I said. “You threw the Loculus to Torquin. That saved my life!”

He made a coughing sound, and blood spurted from his mouth. When he looked at me again, tears sprang from his eyes. “Jack . . . Hero . . .”

“You’re the hero,” I said.

“. . . stratus . . .”

Dimitrios’s eyes fluttered again, and then shut.

“Dimitrios—wake up!” Cass said, slapping his cheek. “What did you mean by— Jack, why did he say that?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Brother Dimitrios, what about Herostratus?”

The old monk’s lips quivered as if he wanted to speak, but instead his head rolled to one side. And his body went limp.

Torquin pressed his fingers to the side of Dimitrios’s neck, feeling for a pulse. “Dead,” he said.

Eloise began to cry softly. “No. Just no,” she said between sniffles. “Dimitrios was kind of creepy, but he didn’t deserve this. . . .”

Cass put his arm around her silently.

I sat back, numb. I knew we had to go. I knew that every second we spent here was one second closer to being captured by the Zons. But I couldn’t move. I felt nothing.

Professor Bhegad . . . Daria of Babylon . . . and now Dimitrios. All of them gone in the quest for the Loculi. A quest that was now hopeless. “This was my fault . . .” I muttered. “It was my idea for Marco to impersonate Eloise. And because of that, Dimitrios is dead and the Loculus is destroyed.”

“Brother Jack, did you see that bronco?” Marco said. “No offense, but Eloise wasn’t ready for that.”

“My fault,” Torquin mumbled. “For throwing Loculus.”

Now, over by Cynthia, one of the Zons was pointing toward us, shouting to the others.

“Uh-oh,” Torquin said. “Have to go.”

“We can’t just leave him here!” Eloise said.

“Go—now!” Torquin bellowed, lifting Eloise off the ground with one hand and Cass with the other.

Marco had to pull me up by my shirt. “Dude, don’t lose it. You don’t want to end up like him.”

I got up and ran. Together we headed back toward the entry archway. A spear whistled over my head. It barely missed Torquin but cut a straight row through the top of his hair. Arrows began raining on either side of us. “Yeeeow!” Marco yelled.

“Are you okay?” I shouted.

“Only . . . a flesh wound . . .” he said through gritted teeth. Turning in midstride, he scooped up the fallen arrow with his noninjured hand and hurled it back. “Bull’s-eye!” he shouted.

“Hurry!” I called out.

We headed for the tunnel where Herostratus had emerged. As we plunged in, I could hear another spear clank against the rock wall, just above the opening. “Does anyone have a torch?” Marco called out.

“Oh, sure, Marco, I always keep a torch in my pocket,” Eloise shouted.

“Ow!” Torquin grunted. “Hit wall. Go left.”

We were running blindly now. From behind us came the thumping of size-gazillion feet. I could see the dull glow of light against the walls—they had torches! At least I could see walls, ceilings, and shadows now. We ran straight, past two side tunnels. But just ahead, Torquin was coming to a stop. He’d reached a fork and was sniffing left and right. “Smell air. One of these leads outside.”

An arrow skittered under my legs, sliding on the floor and into the tunnel on the right. “They’re close!” Eloise said.

That was when I saw a shadow moving in the right-hand tunnel, near the floor. Two eyes stared up at me in the darkness.

They were bright orange.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

PLAYING WITH FIRE BOY

“GO RIGHT!” I said.

“Why?” Cass asked.

“That cat—it’s Herostratus!” I replied.

Following Herostratus might have been the dumbest decision I could make, but I had to go with my gut. His name was the last thing Dimitrios had said.

We ran right, following the shadow of the cat into the tunnel.

I was expecting a hail of arrows or a flying lance. But I didn’t expect the loud scraping noise behind us. It made me jump in midstride and turn around, as a wall of solid rock closed across the tunnel, sealing it off to us at the fork.

“What the—?” I muttered.

Marco had seen it, too. “It’s a trap, Brother Jack. They’re locking us in.”

I whirled around. “Not much we can do. Come on!”

Torquin had waited for us at the next fork. He signaled us to go left.

Our path was uphill and I was sensing a change in the air. We were nearing some sort of exit. But as we bolted around a curve, Torquin came to a quick halt. “Whoa, apply air brakes!” Marco yelled.

We pulled up behind them. I peeked over Eloise’s shoulder to see Herostratus standing in our way, trembling. He was reaching into his pants pocket, fumbling with a set of keys.

“You betray, you pay!” Torquin said, balling his fists.

Herostratus shook his head. “Not me, babies,” he said. “I’m not the one who betrayed you.”

His hands shaking, he inserted the key into a door in the wall. It took him a few tries, but he finally pushed it open and stepped inside. “Please,” he said. “Hurry.”

I heard a scrape and saw a spark. A torch came to life, and we could see Herostratus using it to light three sconces. They sent flames shooting up into a long, narrow shaft.

We crowded into a room that was a perfect cylinder, almost too small to fit us. Aside from the sconces, the only other feature I could make out was a huge wooden crank at about waist level. “Please, step back from the center,” Herostratus said. “You’ll just have to squeeze.”

As we spread out, he began turning the crank. It squeaked loudly, echoing upward. Now I could hear frantic chittering above us as the shaft filled with the shadows of bats. “Ignore them,” Herostratus said. “They’re friendly. Except Fuzzy. He bites.”

“I hate bats!” Eloise shrieked. “Which one is Fuz—”

A black streak darted downward. We all ducked, screaming. But with a quick flick of his arm, Herostratus swatted it against the wall, inches from Torquin’s head. “That one.”

“Yum,” Torquin said. “May I take—?”

“No!” we all shouted at once.

Ignoring us all, Herostratus cranked and cranked. The floor began to shake, releasing a cloud of dust—and a perfect circular section of the floor popped out and began to rise.

A cylinder made of polished amber-colored marble thrust upward, inches from Torquin’s belly. It moved painfully slowly and with an ear-splitting groan, as the marble rubbed against the stone opening. I had to close my eyes to the dust cloud, and everyone was coughing.

But through all that noise, I was feeling a sensation in my brain that was a lot like the Song of the Heptakiklos.

When the noise stopped, I squinted through the settling dust. Near the top of the shaft, I could make out a section of the shaft’s wall that had been hollowed out. In the flickering light of the sconces I saw a perfect sphere, the size of a basketball. The Song was screaming now. “This is it,” I said. “This is the Loculus! But that one . . . back in there . . .”

Herostratus sighed. “The Zons will realize it is a fake, if they have not already. They are crafty, but over the eons have grown a little soft in the cerebrum.”

“The who?” Torquin said.

“The brain,” Eloise explained.

“So Brother Dimitrios died for a fake Loculus?” I could barely spit the words out.

“Brother Dimitrios,” Herostratus said, “was the one who made me swap it out. He met with me while the girl was preparing for battle. I told him I had made ceremonial replicas of the Loculus. We used them for pageants and such, so the real one would not be damaged. I was ordered by Cynthia, of course, to use the real one today. But I couldn’t help bragging about the craftsmanship of the replicas. Even though it is not in my nature to boast—”

“Go on,” Marco said.

“Well, I am the Custodial Storage Executive,” Herostratus continued, “so a few centuries ago I fashioned this hiding place. Clever, no?”

I thought back. Dimitrios had been gone while we’d made the decision to substitute Marco for Eloise. “But . . . why would Dimitrios want you to swap the real Loculus for a fake?” I said.

“Because he thought the girl would be torn to shreds,” Herostratus said. “A not unreasonable assumption. Which would ensure that the Loculus would remain here forever. Well, he didn’t like that. And neither did I.”

“I find this line of thought very upsetting,” Eloise said.

“So you switched the Loculus for a fake,” I said. “And then what? We would leave Eloise’s body in the stadium, run back here with you and Dimitrios, and then—whoosh—back to the island with the Loculus?”

Herostratus shook his head. “No,” he said softly. “Brother Dimitrios would. Alone. That was his plan.”

“You’re lying!” Cass said. “It makes no sense. The Loculi don’t work without the Select—which would be us. Dimitrios needed us to bring them back!”

“He had a different plan,” Herostratus said. “He was upset over being forced to accept some kind of truce between enemy camps.”

“The Karai and the Massa,” I said.

Herostratus nodded. “Yes, that sounds right. Well, Dimitrios had a list of young people who also had the mark—a database, I believe you call it. He thought that if he returned with this Loculus, he would be a hero. He would persuade his superior to recruit new . . . Selects. He believed that with you children on the island, he would never achieve the power he deserved.”

From the hallway outside, I heard a dull thump, and then another. Herostratus jumped. “They are breaking down the barrier. We must escape.”

As I reached for the Loculus, Marco grabbed the latch on the door. But it wouldn’t budge. “Let us out, dude,” he said to Herostratus.

A third thump was followed by a huge crash. And the pounding of footsteps.

“On one condition,” Herostratus said. “Take me with you.”

“Whaaaat?” Cass said.

“They are gods, and by the curse of Massarym, they will disappear upon the taking of the Loculus,” Herostratus said. “But my curse was not set by Massarym. It was set by them. When they are gone, I shall become human again.”

“Heck no, Fire Boy!” Marco spat. “You were going to go through with Dimitrios’s plan.”

“You’re as bad as he was,” Eloise said.

Now the footsteps were settling outside the door. Something pounded on it with a force that shook the entire shaft.

“Please!” Herostratus said. “Have mercy on a fellow traveler.”

The pounding was louder now. The center of the door was cracking, the latch beginning to warp. In one or two tries, they would be in.

Herostratus was looking at me desperately. His eyes were glowing an extrafierce orange now. I knew he’d suffered under the Zons. But he’d been punished for setting fire to one of the great structures of ancient history. And he’d been ready to sacrifice us for his own freedom. He couldn’t be trusted.

“Sorry, Herostratus,” I said.

I placed my hand on the Loculus.

Cass and Marco, on my left and my right, put a hand on my shoulder. Torquin and Eloise touched them.

At that moment the door crashed open, shattering the marble shaft that housed the Loculus.

And I heard the screaming of a cat.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

THE DESTROYER DESTROYED

I NEVER THOUGHT I’d miss the Dream. The horrific, end-of-the-civilization Dream that puts me at the brink of death. But I do miss it now.

I want the world to be opening beneath my feet, the kingdom to be crumbling around me. I want to be frightened by griffins and vromaskis and running to save my own life.

Because these new dreams are worse.

In this one, I am floating in nothing. I don’t know where to go or what to do. My body is as tiny as an atom and as large as the solar system. It is expanding and contracting in a blink of a nanosecond. I can see nothing. I can hear, smell, feel nothing, but I know I am not alone. First a blot of black whisks into my vision and disappears into a cloud. Then I see Cass, and Marco and Eloise and Torquin. What is going on? All of them are as scared as I am.

They are calling to me without sound, pulling on me without touch. JACK, GET US OUT. JACK, DO SOMETHING.

Why me?

WHY?

I don’t know how we got here. I don’t know where to go. But I am the one who must make the decisions.

Somehow, it’s on me. But how can I? I am Jack the Nothing. Jack the Failure.

I am the Tailor unspooling.

I am the Destroyer destroyed.

I hurtle and bounce, grow and shrink. I hear screeching tires and hospital beeps, submarines and waterfalls, howling vizzeets and whispering zombies, death threats in sitcom dialog, the Song of the Heptakiklos.

And somewhere in the mix, as if to taunt me, are the old sounds from the Old Dream. They want to torture me, too. The explosions and screams. They know that I want out. They know that I will trade this for the destruction of a continent.

So I decide.

We are going there. Now.

But I fail there, too. Because now, as clear as my hand, Aly is pushing me away.

Aly is telling me there is work to be done.

Aly is pushing me back, back to this dream, to this place that is ripping me apart.

Where do I go? I ask.

WHERE DO I GO?

But her face fades.

Home!

Yes. Home. All I want to do is go there. My yard and my bike and all the things I like. My bed, which I see now.

I reach out to my bed. From here it is a thousand light-years away.

From a thousand light-years away I see that something is under the covers—WHO’S BEEN SLEEPING IN MY BED! So I yank the cover off and I scream.

It is a skeleton, grinning at me, its teeth chattering, surrounded by a swarm of bugs that rises into the air in the shape of a globe. A Loculus of Flies.

I clutch the Loculus closer. It’s still in my hands.

Number six.

NO, it COULD have been number six. But it’s not.

Because one Loculus is lost to the Rift. Because Jack the Tailor is Jack the Failure.

I remember the moment we lost it—Aly screaming, clutching it as she sinks . . . sinks . . .

And now all I can think of is that. The rift and the sword. The rift and the Heptakiklos and the island that is tilting . . . tilting . . .
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

THE THINK SYSTEM

ON THE POSITIVE side, the sun was bright, and the air smelled like the sea.

On the negative side, I felt like someone had reached into my gut, squeezed hard, and pulled me inside out like a shirt.

All in all, I would rather have been in Disney World. Or even in a vat of vizzeet spit. Anything but in the pain that I was feeling right then. I think it took me fifteen minutes to stop screaming, and another fifteen to feel like my skin had finally found my body and attached itself again.

The first thing that came into actual focus was Marco’s face. I’d never seen it so contorted with pain. “Do not. Ever. Let that happen. Again,” he said.

I nodded dumbly. That was a no-brainer.

Where were we? I blinked until the surroundings came into focus. I could see the columns of the House of Wenders-aka-Massa. Soldiers, monks, and rebels were pouring out of the surrounding buildings, shouting to one another. I could see Torquin stumbling about, rubbing his back and arms against a brick wall as if to test if he was really there.

“What the heck just happened, Brother Jack?” Marco said. “I feel like I was just taken apart and reassembled.”

“Marco,” I said in a choked whisper, “where are Cass and—?”

Before I could finish, Marco grabbed my arm. He pulled me up, and I stumbled after him across the compound.

Not far from the cafeteria, Cass and his sister were lying like rag dolls in the dirt. As Massa surrounded them, Brother Asclepius raced out of the hospital. He knelt by them, feeling for their pulses. “Alive,” he said. “Bring them inside.”

Already a team of technicians was exiting the hospital with two stretchers. They carefully loaded Cass and Eloise on them.

As the team went through the hospital doors, I could see Aliyah and her guards sweeping down the steps of the House of Massa. She was carrying a sturdy golden box. “The Loculus of Healing is inside,” she explained, holding it toward me. “I think they need it. The blessings of Massarym on them. I will wait. And then I have many questions for you. Go.”

I took the Loculus from her and ran to the hospital.

I hadn’t a clue what had just happened, but figuring that out would have to wait.

“So, back in that chamber, you just touched that Loculus—even though you didn’t know which one it would be?” Cass said, lying on a hospital bed next to his sister’s bed.

I nodded. It felt great to be talking to a totally normal Cass and Eloise. The Loculus of Healing had worked on them. Aliyah and Brother Asclepius were watching their vital signs in a state of awe. To be honest, Marco, Torquin, and I had put hands on that Loculus, too. All of our bodies had taken a beating.

“I knew it had to be either Time Travel or Teleportation,” I said. “And either one would get us out of there.”

“Well, everyone around here looks the same age as when we left,” Eloise said. “So it wasn’t Time Travel.”

“Good choice,” Marco said. “Better than being speared by Amazons.”

“Teleportation hurts,” Eloise said.

Torquin nodded. “Take body apart, put back together. Very painful.”

“I don’t think that’s what happened,” Brother Asclepius said. “That’s the Star Trek version—you know, the molecules dissolve and reappear like magic somewhere else. But think about it. When you talk on the phone, your voice doesn’t travel. It’s turned into information—little bits of data that are decoded at the other end.”

“That can happen with bodies?” Marco said.

“Theoretically,” Brother Asclepius said. “Atoms are atoms. They’re all the same. So if the information on how to build a Marco is sent to a new set of atoms somewhere else, they assemble themselves. The thing is, that process would take an extraordinary amount of energy! It’s a miracle you didn’t die from the experience.”

“When it comes to Atlantis, some things are best left unexplained,” Cass said.

“What I don’t understand is, how did you get the Loculus to place you back precisely here, on this island?” Asclepius asked. “As opposed to someplace random, like the middle of the Arctic or West Africa?”

I took a deep breath. “I’m not exactly sure. I wasn’t really thinking. We went into some weird state, sort of like sleeping. I could feel my body growing and contracting. I thought we were all going to explode. Then I started thinking about Aly and Atlantis. I could see her yelling at me. It was crazy—like she was guiding me, telling me to go back to the island. When I concentrated on this place—boom, we were here.”

“That’s how all the Loculi work,” Marco said. “It’s the think system. You think about what you need to do, and they do it.”

Brother Asclepius scratched his head. “As a man of science hired by the Massa, I have had to accept many things. But I’m afraid there’s no scientific basis for the think system.”

“Can’t wait to hear what you say about time travel,” Marco said.

Aliyah, who had been quiet this whole time, finally leaned forward on her folding chair. “Jack, where is Brother Dimitrios?”

The room fell into a heavy silence. I tried to think of a way to word it, but Eloise beat me to it.

“He died,” she said softly, “trying to get us the Loculus. Which was fake anyway.”

As I explained what had happened—Dimitrios’s death and the news of his betrayal, Aliyah’s face grew ashen. “Dimitrios . . . had a strong will and could be devious,” she said softly. “But this kind of treachery? I find this very hard to believe. Your source . . . was he, or she, trustworthy?”

I shrugged. “That wouldn’t be the first word I’d use to describe Herostratus.”

“Then I—I don’t know what to believe,” Aliyah said, standing up. “I will choose not to convict him without proof. And I will miss him. While you prepare for the final part of your journey tomorrow, I will arrange a service in his memory.”

“Tomorrow?” I said. “Aliyah, I don’t know if we have that kind of time.”

“If I’m not mistaken,” Aliyah said, “the last Wonder of the Ancient World is in Egypt—the site of the Lighthouse of Alexandria. How do you expect to go there?”

Her question lingered unanswered. I thought about Slippy, which we’d left at the airport in Turkey.

“Jack, if you’re going to suggest the Loculus of Teleportation,” Cass said, “I will personally throw you to the vromaskis.”

“Well, you will be pleased to know I have given this some thought,” Aliyah said. “I’ve made arrangements with our agents in Turkey to retrieve the stealth jet from Izmir. Upon its arrival here, shortly before sunrise, we will inspect it and prepare it for your departure.”

“Sunrise?” Cass said. “But that’s nearly a half day—”

“You will use that time to peruse the writings of your hero, Wenders,” Aliyah said. “We have been examining them to the best of our ability during your absence. He appeared to have written extensively about the Lighthouse. I urge you, with your linguistic abilities, to be fully prepared this time. We cannot risk losing another of our respected comrades. Please wait here while we get the material.”

She turned and walked toward the door, with her guards in tow.

“Respected . . .” Torquin said. “Pah!”

“She’s right,” Cass said. “We can’t be sure Dimitrios said those things.”

“Dimitrios lying, conniving slime,” Torquin said.

I nodded. “But why would Herostratus lie to us?”

“Herostratus lying, conniving, obnoxious, delusional, pyromaniac slime,” Torquin said. “Pick your poison.”

“The dude begged us to take him with us,” Marco said. “Maybe he was trying to win our trust.”

“All he had to do was touch one of us,” I said. “He would have teleported with us.”

“Are you sure he didn’t?” Cass asked.

“Would have swatted him away,” Torquin grumbled. “Good riddance.”

Now Aliyah’s guards were bustling in, carrying Herman Wenders’s chest. With a thump, they dropped the oaken box onto the floor.

Aliyah swept in behind them. “The Loculus of Language is inside this box,” she said. “I advise that you use it. Knowledge is power, my children, and the lack of it can be fatal. I believe my brother’s death years ago could have been prevented. I would never forgive myself if I allowed you to succumb to your youthful eagerness as he did. Am I understood?”

“Understood,” I said.

“Come, gentlemen,” she said, turning toward her guards.

As they left the hospital room, Marco opened the chest and began taking Wenders’s notebooks out. I lifted the Loculus of Language from the box and placed it on the floor.

“Where do we start?” Eloise asked.

I placed my hand on the Loculus and began reading the Latin titles on each cover. There were seven altogether. On the covers of six were dates. But the seventh book was different.

I read the title aloud: “‘Notes on the Nature of Writings Left by Prince Karai of Atlantis and Retrieved from a Devastating Fire in a Chamber of the Labyrinth of Mount Onyx’—”

“That’s got to be the bat guano cave!” Cass turned to his sister. “I almost died there.”

On the first page, Wenders had written an introduction.

“‘I write this in a state of hunger and despair. My sanity leaks away by the day. Praise God for the return of my Malay deckhand, Musa, having survived an abduction by monkeys. His company, and his doggedness, have kept me alive. And his retrieval of these scrolls, after a brave foray into the labyrinth of Onyx, has compelled me to believe that our work must be preserved and will be someday discovered—and that a cure for whatever befell Burt will be found.

“‘The notes that follow were written in runes of the Atlantean Late Period by Prince Karai upon returning to his devastated homeland after a search for his brother. They give insight into Massarym’s aims and fears. I have attempted to translate as best as possible, but I leave the notes themselves to some future scholar with deeper knowledge. What follows are Karai’s words. Humbly, Herman Wenders.’”

I put aside the leather book. Under it, carefully folded, was a stack of brittle-looking parchment, filled with ancient symbols.

Holding onto the Loculus, I lifted the first section and laid it flat. The symbols danced before my eyes, their meanings flying up from the page to me like voices. “I—I can understand this!” I said.

Now the others were looking over my shoulder, not bothering to touch the Loculus, as I began to read slowly:

“‘I, Karai of Atlantis, do hereby record for history the diabolical plan of my brother, Massarym, who travels from city to city in search of structures in which to hide the seven Loculi containing the power to animate the most perfect civilization in the history of the world. I have learned of several locations and traveled to them myself. I believe I found one in a great city by the sea called Ephesus. A temple to the goddess Artemis, it was a work of exceeding majesty and beauty, and a fitting tribute to Massarym’s pride. Upon inspection, though, I was nearly consumed by a fire set by the most wretched of human beings. Who would destroy such a holy site? Only a criminal of basest intent, a subhuman lackey by the name Herostratus, whose loyalty was assured by Massarym with the smallest amount of money . . .’”

“PAH!” Torquin shouted, pounding the windowsill. “Now I wish he came. Want to pound him into the ground myself.”

Cass sat back, his face darkening. “Jack, are we sure he didn’t touch one of us when we jumped?”

Before I could answer, the cry of a griffin ripped the evening air. Startled, we all looked out the window.

The beast fell from the sky in a swoop of red, its talons outstretched. Below it, a small, dark creature that had been near the base of the hospital now ran for the jungle.

The little thing wasn’t fast enough. The griffin plucked it from the ground, screaming with triumph. As it rose into the darkening sky, the griffin’s prey dangled helplessly.

We caught a quick glimpse of it as it passed our window. It was a black cat, with unspeakable fear in its eyes.

Which were bright orange.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

LI’ANU

THE REST OF the night, it was hard not to be bothered by Torquin’s giggling, a rhythmic wheezing that sounded like a bulldog with allergies. We were trying to decipher Karai’s notes and diagrams. Lots of them were ripped, stained, burned, or missing.

“You can be cruel, Tork,” Cass said.

“Did not like Herostratus,” Tork said. “Not as man. Not as kitty cat . . .”

As he went into another fit of giggles, I looked at my watch—3:07 A.M. I think we were all feeling a little giddy.

We hadn’t really looked at Wenders’s notebooks. We’d spent most of our time on Karai’s scroll, which had been carefully cut and divided into four sections. Cass, Marco, Eloise, and I had each taken one.

Mine was the last. The very bottom of it had been burned away. But I was determined to read all of it. “Okay, guys, this is our last Wonder and Loculus,” I said. “We don’t want to mess it up. Did we learn anything here to help us?”

Cass raised his hand. “I had the earliest part of the scroll. Okay, so, Massarym is like the big show-off of the two bros, right? He goes to the Mediterranean on a ship he steals from the royal Atlantean fleet, and what does he do? Shows off. He figures, ‘Hey, I want everyone to think I’m some kind of god. Then I can park the Loculus in some kind of cool gnidliub—or get some architect to build one. Then—boom—I put some kind of spell on it and—moob—I make sure it’s protected by a beastie.’ He goes to Greece, or whatever they called it back then. They love him so much that this group becomes the Massarene monks. Generous old Massarym rewards them by leaving his seven beautiful codices, woo-hoo!”

“What’s a codice?” Eloise asked.

“Singular is codex, plural is codices,” Cass said. “A codex is an ancient text. So, the monks find an architect to make the Colossus, where Massarym hides the Loculus of Flight, guarded by a griffin. Trouble is, Tweety likes to eat monks, so Mass takes the bird back and puts this spell on the statue. It’s totally stone until someone tries to steal the Loculus—then it comes to life and pounds the thief into human moussaka. The monks are like, ‘Great, what a deal!’ and he leaves. Problem is, Massarym’s carrying around those Atlantean beasts on a ship. And the crew are freaking out. The big green blob is oozing out of its cage and managing to eat them.”

“The one Marco the Magnificent stabbed in the rift?” Marco said proudly.

“Well, not that one, but maybe its little brother or sister,” Cass replied. “Anyway, that’s where my part ends.”

“I got the part where Massarym’s sailing up the Euphrates and he meets this shaman from a place called Sippar,” Eloise said. “The guy takes him to Ancient Babylon. When Massarym goes to the palace, the queen is throwing shoes at the king. And her royal highness has a lot of shoes. The king is embarrassed and says she’s really homesick. She’s like a mountain girl, and Babylon is superflat. So Massarym goes, ‘Build her a mountain! You know, like a big structure with Hanging Gardens and stuff, which looks like a mountain. And I’ll leave you with these foul creatures that will protect it and, oh, yeah, can I keep this orb inside it?’ That works out well. Then he gets back to his ship, and there’s been this mutiny. He offloads a bunch of the monsters, which have been spitting acid on the crew and messing up the ship. But that still doesn’t make the crew happy. They’re so angry they nearly kill Massarym. Anyway, that’s all I got.”

Eloise put her part of the scroll down and looked at Marco. “You guys went to all these places? I am so jealous.”

Marco shrugged. “Dude, it wasn’t all fun times.”

“I’m not a dude,” Eloise said.

“And you’re not fun times.” Marco spun away to avoid being slapped. “JK! Anyway, so yeah. Massarym starts ramping up the magic spells. He gets rid of the crew and enchants a bunch of new sailors to obey his every wish. He makes sure extra guys are on board in case Greenie eats some. And he heads to Halicarnassus, where he knows this famous guy Mausolus has died. He gets the guy’s wife, Artemisia, to build this awesome structure, the Mausoleum. Only now his dad, King Uhla’ar, is hot on the trail, and he shows up in Halicarnassus with his toga in a twist. So Massarym tries to throw him off the trail by pretending to throw the Loculus off a cliff—”

“And then they meet again near Olympus,” I said, “where Massarym puts a spell on his dad, trapping him in the Statue of Zeus. That’s in my part of the scroll. Afterward, Massarym is feeling guilty about what he did to Uhla’ar. But he got what he wanted. Dad is off his trail, the crew is a bunch of yes-men. The problem is, Greenie has escaped.”

“That big thing?” Marco said.

“Yup,” I said. “So most of my scroll is about Massarym’s li’anu.”

“Which means?” Eloise asked.

“Well, I couldn’t figure that out, even with the Loculus of Language, but I think I got it from context—you know, get the meaning from the words around it,” I said, reading aloud: “‘Although Massarym was brilliantly skilled in the magic arts and persuasive among the people he met, although he was able to trap his own father and assemble a new crew, he lacked control over many of his fearsome Atlantean beasts. These often acted with wills of their own. Those who lived in or traveled by water proved to be the most difficult. Although Massarym brought them to the Great Lands by cage, the most fearsome of all, the great Atlantean Mu’ankh, broke free. Thus Massarym began his great li’anu, following the sea up through the vast north lands.’”

“So, li’anu is some kind of search,” Eloise said.

“Exactly,” I replied, continuing onward: “Anyway, he’s in Greece now, so he sails over to Rhodes to borrow the Loculus of Flight . . . ‘Under cover of night, Massarym traveled to lands covered by forests and swamps. The crude, warring tribes there took him to be a kind of god, which he enjoyed greatly, of course. He created detailed maps of his travels, some of which I was able to steal, some of which I copied. And it was in these cold, dank, horrid places where he heard of sightings of a great green sea beast. There were many names given to it by these people, the most common being kraken. After much searching, he finally found the Mu’ankh frolicking in a long and narrow waterway, frightening the local tribes.’”
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Cass grabbed the map from me, staring at the circle that had been drawn on the map. “Guys, this is Europe,” he said.

Eloise rolled her eyes. “Tell us something we don’t know.”

“This area . . .” Cass went on. “It’s Scotland.”

“Wait,” I said, pointing to the circle drawn on the map. “So this waterway would be . . . ?”

Cass nodded. “Loch Ness.”

“Wait,” Marco said. “Nessie is Greenie? How cool is that?”

“Wait, don’t people claim to see Nessie even now?” Eloise asked.

“Falsely,” Cass said. “It’s the power of suggestion. The legend sticks and then people see it for years and years . . . mostly because they want to.”

“‘It took Massarym a great deal of time to guide the Mu’ankh out of the lake and onto the land,’” I read. “‘He proved too unwieldy to fly through the air, so Massarym by necessity used the most dangerous Loculus of all, that of . . . de’alethea’ . . . ?”

“That’s got to be teleportation,” Cass said. “He teleported Greenie—but where?”

I kept going: “‘The beast was nearly dead upon arrival. Great was Massarym’s woe, and he set to restoring the hideous monster to life. For while he was gone, the architect Sostratus had completed plans for the greatest of all . . .’”

“Greatest of all what?” Marco said, slapping his hand down on the Loculus.

“That’s it,” I said. “That’s where the scroll ends.”

“Wait. What’s that guy’s name?” Cass raced to the hospital desk and sat at the computer there. As I spelled out the name Sostratus, he did a quick search.

Torquin, Eloise, Marco, and I followed, looking over his shoulder.

“Bingo,” Marco said.

Our answer was glowing on the screen:

SOSTRATUS: ARCHITECT OF THE LIGHTHOUSE OF ALEXANDRIA.
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CHAPTER THIRTY

SEESAW

“IT’S DEAD,” MARCO said as the Jeep bounced along the road toward the airfield. “Greenie, I mean.”

Eloise glared at him. “How do you know it’s d— Owww! Torquin, will you slow down?”

Much as we begged Aliyah not to let him, Torquin was our driver. Heading directly into potholes at top speed had always been one of his favorite things to do. But today his driving seemed more absentminded. Like he just just wasn’t paying attention. “So . . . sorry,” he said, jamming on the brake. “It is difficult . . . to maneuver a wheeled vessel . . . such as this.”

“Not funny,” Eloise said.

“Maneuver a wheeled vessel . . . ?” Marco narrowed his eyes. “Torquin, you don’t need to impress us. Just drive, dude.”

Torquin immediately began speeding up again.

“To answer your question, E—think of what that Loculus did to us,” Marco said, putting his hand over his head to cushion his banging against the roof. “Greenie has a gazillion times the number of atoms we have. Like Brother Asclepius said, it’s all about atoms. The more you have, the more complicated it is assembling them all. There’s no way that thing survived being teleported.”

“What if Massarym had the Loculus of Healing?” Eloise said.

“What if he didn’t?” Cass replied. “What if it was already hidden away in the Mausoleum at Halicarnassus?”

The Jeep jolted so suddenly I thought we might have hit a tree. “Yeeeow, I only have one head, Tork!” Marco shouted. “Dang, we’re the ones who need the Loculus of Healing.”

“Huh?” Torquin grunted as the Jeep fishtailed onto the tarmac. He slammed on the brakes and we did a complete three-sixty, just before plowing into a crowd that nearly covered the entire field.

The people nearest the Jeep jumped back. Manolo grabbed Aliyah and threw her to another guard who was farther back in the crowd. Torquin skidded to a stop, nearly colliding with Slippy’s landing wheels. He jumped out of the driver’s seat and held his hand up to the waiting crowd.

“My badness,” he grunted.

The rest of us were staring, dumbfounded. It looked like every single Massa and every single rebel had shown up to see us off. Streamers hung from Slippy’s wings, along with shining cutout letters spelling GOOD LUCK, SELECT!

On the fuselage, next to Nirvana’s portrait of Fiddle, was another one of Brother Dimitrios. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that, but I guess fair is fair.

As we staggered out of the Jeep, Torquin turned toward us, sheepish looking and even more red faced than usual. “They hate me. . . .”

“Turn around, please!” Aliyah barked, emerging from the crowd and walking directly for Torquin. “I would like a word with—”

But as Torquin slowly shuffled around to face her, his face beet red, his shoulders slumped, and his brow scrunched up like a field of just-planted corn, she spat out a laugh.

Her guard’s shoulders began to vibrate up and down as they struggled to contain their merriment. A couple of rebels let out a giggle, and then Nirvana blatted out a “HAAAA!” that made every person completely lose it.

They were surrounding us now, and I realized that they were even more excited than we were. Finding the last Loculus would fulfill the dreams of both organizations.

Standing maybe ten feet away was Mom. I couldn’t jump into her arms, but she was mouthing “I love you,” which felt just as good.

I knew we had a long way to go. I knew that even if we were successful in Alexandria, we still had our most impossible task ahead of us.

But, boy, could I feel the love. And I let out a whoop at the top of my lungs.

A few hours later, as we swooped, jerked, and spun over the Mediterranean, the love was pretty much out the window—along with my stomach.

“I’ve got my mouth pointed toward the back of your head, Tork,” Marco said. “Keep flying like that and you get the shampoo of a lifetime.”

“Doing best I can,” Torquin said. “Promise.”

As bad as Torquin’s driving is, his piloting is like riding a roller coaster rejected by Six Flags. He jammed the throttle back, and the jet began a nosedive. Both Eloise and Cass started screaming. I don’t need to tell you what happened to Marco. Suffice it to say Torquin managed to radio ahead for someone to meet us on the tarmac with a hose.

Our landing wasn’t a pretty sight.

Afterward we freshened up in the restrooms and then waited at the terminal arrival gate for Torquin. Cass was staring at his tablet, madly doing research. “Okay, the island of Pharos, where the Lighthouse stood? It isn’t an island anymore,” he said. “In ancient times they carted out some rocks and dirt and connected the island to the mainland. The strip of land is called a mole. Do you know how long the mole was?”

“Is this necessary information?” Eloise said. “Because I could use some quiet right now. And maybe ice cream.”

“Back then, instead of miles they measured land by the length of a stadium—which was six or seven hundred feet, give or take,” Cass said, his eyes brightening. “The land connector to Pharos was a heptastadion—seven stadiums!”

“Massarym was all about those sevens!” Marco punched a fist into the air. “Proves we’re on the right track. He must have been there.”

“Turns out, the Lighthouse lasted a long time,” Cass said. “Like, nearly two thousand years, until an earthquake nuked it. Some of the stones were used to build a fort on the site. It’s still there, and it’s called the Qaitbay Citadel.”

Torquin came lumbering toward us from the restroom. “I rent car now.”

“No!” Eloise shouted.

Cass immediately ran to the curb, where a cabdriver was standing idly by a beat-up old taxi. “You need cab?” the driver called out, yanking his door open. “Of course you do!”

We all climbed in before Torquin could say a word.

It was a tight taxi ride through Alexandria, with Torquin hogging the front passenger seat and Cass, Eloise, Marco, and me squeezed into the back. The driver led us down streets of squat, whitewashed buildings. Most of the women wore head coverings and long dresses, everyone walked in sandals, and the smell of the sea got stronger the farther we got from the airport.

The cabdriver spoke fluent English, and he wouldn’t stop. “First time? Of course it is! You from New York? London? Ha!”

“Actually, we’re not,” Marco said.

“Of course you’re not!” the driver said. “Those big American cities, European cities? Brand-new. Paint is not even dry on these cities!”

“But we don’t live in any big American or European—” Cass began.

“Here, we are founded by Alexander the Great!” the cabdriver barreled on, ignoring Cass. “Of course we are! Because is why we are called Alexandria, you see? More than three hundred years B.C.! We had largest library in the world—five hundred thousand volumes! You think New York Public Library had that in ancient times? You think Library of Congress or Harvard?”

“Of course they didn’t!” Eloise said.

“Smart girl!” the cabdriver said. “Alexandria greatest center of learning in history. I take you there now?”

“To a library?” Marco said. “Shoot me first.”

“I like libraries,” Eloise piped up.

“Of course you do!” the cabdriver said, swerving to the right across two lanes of traffic. “We go!”

“No!” Torquin, Marco, Eloise, Cass, and I all shouted at once.

“To the Lighthouse,” I said. “I mean, the Qaitbay Citadel.”

We got there at the height of the sun. The taxi’s air-conditioning couldn’t quite crank up high enough to make up for the heat-generating machine known as Torquin, so we were already sweaty by the time we got out.

The sea breeze helped. Seagulls cawed and swooped down toward food left by a group of kids on a railing. I could hear a buoy clanging out to sea. Qaitbay Citadel was a massive stone castle at the end of the long arcade lined with cannons. The castle’s roof was crenellated along all four sides, with a great turret on each corner. Arched windows like two giant eyes gazed at us from above the entrance as we walked the length of the arcade, past tourist families posing for selfies. “You feeling the Song of the Heptakiklos yet?” Marco said. “Like Brother Cass said, some of the castle stones are from the Lighthouse.”

I shook my head. Not even a hint.

Off to the left, a dark-haired woman in a head scarf clapped her hands and then spoke into a megaphone: “Three minutes to the start of the English-speaking tour, ladies and gentlemen! We will be discussing the history of the Qaitbay Citadel from its days as the famous Wonder of the World, the Lighthouse of Alexandria!”

I was so busy listening for the Song that I barely noticed. “Come on,” Cass said. “We might learn something.”

“If I knew we were going to a lecture, I’d have brought my sleeping bag,” Marco said.

“Can’t we just go into the citadel now?” Eloise asked.

“So, I suppose you are the only customers this afternoon,” the woman said, now walking toward us with a huge smile.

“Customers?” Marco said, his eyes widening in panic. “We’re—”

“Eloise,” Eloise said, extending her hand. “And this is my brother, Cass. And my friends Jack, Marco, and—where’s Torquin?”

I looked around, but he was gone. “Restroom, I guess.”

“Good idea!” Marco said.

“My name is Sima,” the woman said. “Come. These tours are better when they’re small. More intimate, no?”

As she began leading us toward the castle, Marco pantomimed a big, theatrical yawn.

“Too late for us to join?” a voice piped up from behind us.

I turned to see a group of tourists heading our way from a chartered van. There were about ten of them, about half men and half women, each wearing baseball caps and colorful T-shirts. All their arms were covered with tattoos, and most of the guys had beards.

The first guy to reach us must have been in his late twenties. His beard was thick and dark brown, and he wore narrow, black-rimmed glasses. “Americans?” he said.

“Yup,” I answered.

But my eyes were fixed on his shirt, which showed a print of the Lighthouse of Alexandria. As his friends ran up next to him, I couldn’t help staring at their shirts, too. And their tattoos. I saw a great statue astride a harbor . . . a tremendous structure flowing with plants and flowers . . . a magnificent lighthouse . . . “The Seven Wonders,” I said.

“Can you recite them all?” he said.

“Yes,” I replied. As I reeled them off, he looked surprised, but not as surprised as I felt right then.

His baseball cap—all their caps—were emblazoned with an unmistakable familiar symbol.


[image: ]


“Who the heck are you?” Marco asked.

“Actually, I’m Cooper, from Bushwick—that’s Brooklyn,” the guy said, spinning around to show the back of his T-shirt, which said SEESAW. “And that acronym, in case you were mad curious—which of course you are—stands for Society for the Earthly Edification of the Seven Ancient Wonders. You’ve heard of us?”

“No,” Eloise said.

“The . . . upside-down V,” Cass said, “on your hats. What does that mean?”

At once, all of them held their hands out, fingers pointed down in a lambda shape. Scissoring the fingers open and closed, they cried out in unison, “Ka-ku, ka-ku.”

Then they cracked up, nodding toward one another with great satisfaction.

I felt like I was being flung to the outer reaches of the nerd universe.

“Please tell me I’m dreaming,” Marco mumbled.

“That’s our sign,” Cooper said. “It went over really big at Comic Con. The inverted V was discovered by the Alexandrian archaeological diver who founded our group. We think we have a pretty good idea it relates to the actual origin of the Seven Wonders of the World!”

Now I was listening. “You do?”

One of the group members, a girl with purple hair and three nose studs, pointed straight upward. “There,” she said with a grin.

We all looked up, into a clear sky with fluffy clouds. “Where?” Eloise replied.

The entire group burst out laughing again. “I know, I know, you think we’re weird,” Cooper said. “Okay, we’re on a pilgrimage to all the sites. To show that the Seven Wonders are the proof of . . . wait for it . . .”

“We’re waiting,” Marco drawled.

“. . . Extraterrestrial life!” Cooper said.

“Extraterrest— whoa, you guys think the Seven Wonders came from outer space?” Marco said.

“Ka-ku, ka-ku,” Cooper said. “Just kidding. But, yes. Seven other planets . . . seven wonders. Coincidence?”

“I don’t think so,” said the girl, who shared a high five with Cooper.

“According to the carvings discovered by our founder, each Wonder contained a magical sphere,” Cooper went on. “These, we’re pretty sure, were made of cosmic matter . . . wait for it again . . . from each of the other planets of the solar system! Seven planets, am I right?”

“Did the Greeks even know there were seven planets?” Cass asked.

“Not according to history, smart guy,” Cooper said, “but we’re sure some of the mystics knew. We just haven’t found the docs yet.”

Now the guide was calling out to us, looking at her watch. “Erm, I believe we shall begin the tour!”

“Sooo psyched!” said Cooper. “Hey, we have open membership. Our meetings are fun, and we have chapters all over the place. Here’s our contact info. Farouk, our founder? Awesome. Lives in Alexandria, dives for shipwrecks. Coolest way to make a living, ever.”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a business card:
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The Seesaw members were already following Sima toward the citadel entrance. “Think about it,” Cooper said, turning to follow.

“Ka-ku, ka-ku,” I said.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

CRAZY FAROUK

“FAROUK NOT THERE,” Torquin said, shoving his phone back in his pocket.

“Bummer,” Marco said.

We had found a cab just outside the citadel and now were riding down the so-called mole, the land connector back to town.

“Two . . . three . . . four . . .” Cass was counting.

“What are you doing?” Eloise asked.

“Measuring out stadiums,” Cass replied. “I’m curious how long a heptastadion is.”

“About three-quarter mile,” said the cabdriver.

“I still think we should have taken the tour,” I said. “We would have learned something.”

“We’re not here to learn,” Marco said, as if learn were a synonym for have our fingernails pulled out. “Well, we are. But not to learn about castles and museums. This guy Farouk dives for wreckage, right? He’s probably found stuff we can use!”

“If we have to go to Mars, will Torquin have to drive the spaceship?” Eloise said.

“The Seven Wonders did not come from outer space!” Cass said. “Those guys were a couple of sandwiches short of a picnic. I mean, come on—‘ka-ku, ka-ku’? Have you ever heard of anything so ridiculous?”

“Never,” Marco drawled. “Because the Loculi of Flight and Invisibility and Strength and Healing and Language and Teleportation are so reality based.”

“Hah!” Torquin rumbled. “Tushy.”

“I think you mean touché,” I said.

The taxi went left at the main harbor road, which led along the Mediterranean. I checked the card Cooper had given me. On the back he’d written Farouk’s local address.

Soon we were winding through the streets in an industrial part of town, outside the tourist area. There, the road was pocked with holes and the buildings were huddled close together. Cats watched lazily from doorsteps, and every few feet a different spicy smell would waft into the cab windows. Seeing us, a group of kids gave chase, shouting in Arabic until the driver sped up. As he wound through ever-narrower alleyways, the smell of fish became overpowering.

Finally he pulled up to a small dock, where the crew of a sturdy boat was hauling in a net full of squirming, silvery fish. As we got out of the cab, they’d begun dumping their haul into big buckets. Some of the fish spilled over the bucket sides and slid along the decks, where a big, burly dockworker caught them and tossed the escapees in with the others.

“Farouk?” Torquin called out.

Three men looked up.

“Guess it’s common name,” Marco murmured. “Dudes! ’Sup! Anybody here speak English?”

“How can I help you?” the big dockworker said, turning our way. He had a massive chest that seemed to be in competition with his belly, and a beard so thick you could imagine small animals hiding inside. “I am Naseem.”

He stuck out his right palm, which was enormous and covered with calluses. Fortunately Torquin stepped forward to shake it, and I escaped having my hand crushed. “Looking for Farouk Assad,” Torquin said.

“Ohhh, Crazy Farouk you want!” With a big smile, Naseem shouted in Arabic to the fishermen, who all laughed and went back to their catch. “Crazy Farouk shows up sometimes . . . sometimes no. Are you people . . . ?” He twirled a finger in a circle around his ear, rolled his eyes, and made a “cuckoo” whistling noise.

None of this was giving me hope.

“No,” Torquin said.

Naseem looked at his watch. “My son and daughter run the bakery, up the street. It is Wednesday. Right now they are taking the last loaves of rosemary bread out of the oven. You like rosemary bread?”

“I don’t know her,” Cass said.

“Well, Crazy Farouk does!” Naseem said. “Where is rosemary bread, there is Crazy Farouk.”

We thanked him and walked the short distance to the Citadel Bakery, which sat next to a weed-strewn lot. As we neared the building, the stink of fish soon gave way to the warm, yeasty smell of bread. People were appearing from around dark corners, heading toward the shop. “Forget Farouk,” Marco said. “I’m starving.”

He began running. But as he got near, a thin young woman in a head scarf bustled out of the shop carrying a basket with a loaf of bread wrapped in paper. Wordlessly, she set the basket down on the dock, directly in front of Marco. Giving him a quick glance, she turned and went back in.

Marco’s face exploded with a smile. “Whoa—thanks!” he said, kneeling down to take the basket. “When people see Marco the Magnificent, they can’t help themselves.”

“That’s not yours!” Eloise said.

Marco took a deep sniff, then began unwrapping the paper. “So maybe this was an offering to the fishies? I don’t think so. Dang, it smells good—”

A rock whistled toward Marco from the empty lot. “Whoa!” he said, stumbling backward onto the pavement.

We looked to our right. A woman, shrouded in gray scarves, stood next to a small structure made from branches and old patched sheets. “Hands off the bread,” she said.

“Sorry!” Marco replied. “I was just smelling it. Awesome.”

The woman had silvery hair pulled back tightly into a bun. Her skin was dark and leathery, as if she’d spent her entire life outdoors without sunscreen. As she strode across the junk-strewn lot, she fixed each of us with a sharp, green-eyed gaze. It wasn’t until she was halfway across that I realized she was wearing flippers.

“Um, excuse me? Do you happen to know someone named Farouk Assad?” I asked.

Snatching up the basket with one hand, she ripped off a hunk of bread with the other. “I am Farouk Assad.”

“Oh,” Eloise said. “We thought Farouk was a man’s name.”

Farouk nodded. “That’s one of the reasons they call me crazy. Also, the flippers. Eh. What do they know?”

With a shrug, she stuffed the bread into her mouth and held out the rest of the loaf toward us. “Rosemoof burr?” she said, which I assumed was “rosemary bread?” with her mouth full.

Marco was the first to accept her offer, but Cass and Eloise gave me wary looks.

I was too hungry to resist. The bread was steamy, spicy, and warm. It tickled my nose as I ate it. We all sat on the edge of the thick wood rail that lined the harbor, dangling our feet over the water. “We met some of your group members at the citadel,” I said.

“The Americans,” she said. “They are strange.”

“Ohhh yeah!” Cass said, laughing with relief. “They believe the Seven Wonders came from outer space! Haaa-ha-ha-ha—”

Farouk swallowed her bread. “They did.”

Cass fell silent. My heart thumped. Torquin’s face was turning pink and I could hear a few random squeaks coming from him, which meant that he was on the verge of laughter.

Ask a few questions, I told myself, and if she’s a total wacko, cut your losses and move on. “We hear you are a diver, and we’re searching for—”

“The Lighthouse of Alexandria, of course,” she said. “And, like everyone else, you are looking in the wrong place.”

“But . . . this is Alexandria,” Cass said. “And we were just at the island of Pharos—or what was the island. That’s where the Lighthouse used to be, right? So where else would we look?”

Farouk gave me a deep, appraising glance. Then she quickly stood. “I have work to do. Please feel free to finish the bread. It is my gift to you.”

As she turned to go, I called out, “Wait! Does this mean anything to you?”

I was wearing a baseball cap, which I now took off, and then turned around, fluffing my hair to be sure she saw the Λ.

She cocked her head, then grabbed my hair with her fist and yanked hard. “Yeow!” I cried out.

“Hey!” Torquin said, reaching for her arm.

“It’s real!” Cass said. “Not sprayed on or anything. We all have it!”

Farouk let go. “I left a very good job in banking to pursue my dream. To learn about the Seven Wonders of the World. I put all my money into diving and excavation and archaeological digs. I took a vow of simple living. It took years to find more believers, to form SEESAW. If you are here to mock me, to write about me in sarcastic terms—”

“We are descendants of the royal family of Atlantis!” I shouted. “We have been searching for the Seven Wonders ourselves. We think you may have some clues left by a prince named Massarym. Please. Work with us. We need to find the remains of the Lighthouse!”

“Massarym . . .” Farouk thought for a moment and then threw her head back. “Atlantis?” She burst out laughing, an obnoxious jackhammer-like sound that echoed up the alleyway.

“What’s so funny?” Marco said.

“You’re just as crazy as I am!” she retorted.

“Farouk, please,” I said. “We’re not here to mock SEESAW. But we’ve seen a lot. We’ve been in contact with some ancient scholars. And if we don’t have your help, we’ll die. All four of us were taken to a remote island. We are part of a mission to solve this ancient, deadly problem. We all have this gene called G7W—it causes the white lambda on the back of our heads. What it does is—”

Farouk abruptly held up her hand. “This gene . . . I would like you not to talk about it right now.”

“But it means everything to us,” I said. “It will—”

“Kill you. I know this.” Farouk’s face was darkening. From a tattered pocket she pulled a cell phone, tapped something out, and held it to us. The screen showed a faded image of a grinning, black-haired boy. “My son, also Farouk, had the mark.”

Had. Past tense.

“I’m sorry,” I said softly.

Farouk pocketed the phone. “We have different theories. But I know what is in store for you. And I would never forgive myself for denying you the chance to realize your quest.”

She turned and began walking toward her ramshackle tent. “Are the relics . . . there?” Marco asked.

She laughed. “No, my boy. If you would like to see the remains of the Lighthouse, we must go by ship. I will get some equipment. It is a long journey. And I warn you, you may not like what you see.”

“Wait. So the Lighthouse was taken from the island?” Eloise asked.

Farouk began crossing the street, her flippers slapping the pavement. “Not exactly,” she said. “The island took the Lighthouse.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

OUT OF THE OORT CLOUD

THE ALEXANDRIA HARBOR faded into the distance, then completely disappeared. As we motored farther into the Mediterranean, the water became a deep blue, almost purple. It was nice to see the crew on each fishing boat wave to Farouk as we approached.

It wasn’t so nice to see them cracking up as soon as we passed.

“Massarym,” she said, “was, I believe, a survivor from the Oort cloud.”

“The who?” Marco said.

“The vast belt of shattered planets and space debris at the outer edges of the sun’s gravitational reach,” Farouk replied.

“Um . . .” Eloise said, looking at me nervously.

“Maybe you can tell us exactly what you discovered,” I said carefully. “If Massarym left writings, wouldn’t they be in a language you didn’t understand?”

“I cannot decipher all of his writings,” Farouk continued, “but there are similarities to Greek and Arabic and ancient Egyptian. After many years, I have figured out that he flew to these parts through the air—that much I’m sure of.”

“You got that part right,” Marco mumbled. But he got there on a Loculus, he didn’t say.

“I also discerned that there was a large green vessel,” Farouk continued. “From what I can make out, the vessel was called Mu’ankh.”

“It . . . wasn’t a vessel,” Cass said.

“And it didn’t come from outer space,” Eloise added.

Farouk sighed. “I know, I know, most people cannot wrap their minds around something like this. Crazy is the word most often used. But I think it is crazy to assume that the Seven Wonders were built by coincidence—all around the same area, all with concepts in architecture far advanced for their time. Having studied other options, I can only conclude Massarym was from a civilization that simply does not exist on earth—”

“Atlantis does not exist now,” I said. “But it did, trust me. Atlantis sank. Its language had elements of Greek, Arabic, and ancient Egyptian. Massarym was an Atlantean prince. All of what you’re describing can be explained by those things.”

Farouk cut the throttle. She looked from Cass to Marco to Eloise to Torquin to me. “All right,” she said. “I vowed I would be respectful. Do tell.”

I took a deep breath. The fishing boats were far behind us. There was no sight of land, and she controlled the boat. I figured we were stuck together, like it or not.

“Well,” I said, “it began with these two brothers. . . .”

By the time I finished telling the story, it felt like even my eyeballs were sunburned. Farouk had taken some fishy-smelling sheets out of her ship’s hold, soaked them in water, and had us put them over our heads for coolness and protection. She hung on every word.

“Extraordinary,” she said. “But I must say, it absolutely defies rational belief.”

“Oort cloud is more rational?” Torquin said.

Farouk smiled and pulled out a cell phone from her pocket. “Have you been keeping up with the news?”

“Not really,” I said.

“A giant found dashed on the rocks in a beach in Rhodes,” she said. “Sightings of floating two-headed beings in the streets of New York City. A statue coming to life in a small Greek village. Eight-legged creatures flying through the air. The Sphinx of Egypt disappearing overnight.”

“Wait,” I said. “The Sphinx? Are you sure that wasn’t just a rumor?”

“All corroborated on the internet!” Farouk said.

“Yeah, we know about some of those,” Cass said. “But not the Sphinx. You can’t believe everything you read on the web.”

“Ah, you accept those bizarre occurrences, but you doubt my theories?” Farouk’s eyes drifted out to the water, and she began to pull hard to the left on the tiller. The boat was puttering slowly now. “There,” she said, pointing out to sea. “About seven kilometers out. That is where the island is—the one on which the Lighthouse was really built, that is.”

Cass, Eloise, Marco, Torquin, and I bunched together at the railing. Or rather, Torquin grabbed the railing and the rest of us hung on and hoped the boat didn’t tilt into the sea under his weight. “Which island?” Torquin asked. “See nothing but water, water, water.”

“Exactly,” Farouk replied. “It is submerged.”

“So . . . you’re saying the Lighthouse wasn’t built on Pharos?” Cass asked. “And the ruins are out there somewhere?”

Farouk nodded. “You see, long before the Lighthouse was built, the island you visited was a treacherous place. For centuries ships were pulled to its rocky shoals by the currents and the trade winds. Leaders believed the land itself was accursed. Torches were set up on the island to warn the ships, but the great winds made a mockery of this. Alexandrian engineers wanted to build a structure, atop which would sit a mighty torch protected from the elements. But no one could conceive of a way to do this that would not be destroyed by nature. The technology to do this was too advanced for the time. Until one visitor arrived. A visitor who could not conceivably have come from this planet.”

“I’m guessing you mean old Massarym-o,” Marco said.

Farouk nodded. “Dressed unlike anyone in Egypt. Speaking a strange tongue. The technology he brought was so beyond the engineers’ capability, so sophisticated, that they thought him a god. Massarym saw that the harbor would be safer if the Lighthouse were farther out—on another island. By placing it just a few meters farther out, the water would be deeper, safer. The ships would be diverted long before they even caught the strong current. ‘Another island? But there is none!’ the wise men noted. I am certain women noted this, too, but in these stories it is always men. . . .”

“I hear you, sister,” Eloise said with a sigh.

“Massarym said he would conjure an island himself,” Farouk went on. “A movable island.”

“Seriously? Like a gigantic float?” Marco said.

Farouk smiled. “With enough mass to support a lighthouse the size of a forty-story building! Well, he said he needed time for this. He left plans for the architects to build the Lighthouse while he traveled to gather the necessary magic. Many doubted Massarym, but he assured them that he would leave a powerful protective talisman of great magic inside the Lighthouse. Well, the workers created a base massive enough to support such a structure. And as they were building up the walls of the Lighthouse, Massarym returned. Imagine the astonishment as the people woke up one day to see in the harbor exactly what he had promised—another island! Eventually the Lighthouse base was rolled on massive logs to its new home. This new island was given the Greek word for lighthouse—Pharos. Most of the time this new island stayed close, so it seemed like an extension of the bigger island. During storms it traveled. Before long both islands were known by this name.”

“So why is this movable island all way out to sea now, stuck here at the bottom?” I asked.

Farouk shrugged. “There is much we do not know. We can only assume Massarym was trying to impress the people of Egypt. This would make sense. World domination by aliens is not an easy sell to humans. And clearly, he failed. I believe his people could not survive our atmosphere. The drifting of Massarym’s island, its sinking—these happened long after he died. Perhaps they were the result of the powerful earthquakes.”

I didn’t want to argue about the alien stuff. But the rest of the story made a crazy kind of sense. I guess if Massarym could travel through Europe on Loculus Air Express, wrangle the Loch Ness monster, put a curse on his own dad, and create most of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, it stood to reason he could create a movable island. He wanted to create a home for the Loculus, and allow it to be protected by Mu’ankh. If anyone tried to steal the orb, the island itself would come to life.

“The thing is,” Marco said, “creating a whole island? That’s a huge deal. And Alexandria had this crazy library, right? So the place must have been crawling with writers. Wouldn’t someone would have written this down? Why don’t we know about it?”

“Maybe because the last part of Karai’s scrolls was burned in bat guano?” Cass said.

Farouk nodded. “And, of course, the Library of Alexandria was burned three times. Countless records were lost. This is why the writings we found were so valuable.”

“How do we get to the island?” I looked out to sea but still saw nothing but water.

“You don’t,” Farouk replied. “I will not allow it.”

“We have to,” Cass insisted. “That’s why we’re here.”

“There are plenty of relics strewn about for miles around,” Farouk said.

“Farouk, that magical talisman you spoke about—the thing that Massarym promised the people of Alexandria?” I said. “That’s what we need.”

“After what happened three years ago, I have restricted my explorations to a maximum of a half kilometer from the site—about a third of a mile,” Farouk said. “And that is what I will permit you to do. I am used to crews of up to six people, so there is enough diving equipment. But I must insist—my boat, my rules.”

“What happened three years ago?” Marco asked.

“Four divers went down to the site,” Farouk said. “When they came back up, they were in pieces.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

ROCK CYCLONE

I HAVE BEEN grateful for Torquin’s size many times since arriving at the island. Unfortunately, this day was not one of them.

When we already out to sea, Farouk discovered that she didn’t have scuba gear that was big enough for No-Longer-Red Beard. Which meant that during the dive, he would be the one staying on the boat. Which also meant Farouk would be going with us.

I was hoping it would just be us and Torquin on the dive. If there was any chance we could sneak away from Farouk’s safety zone and actually explore the submerged island, those plans would be much easier with Torquin on our side. “Remember, all of you,” Farouk said, helping Eloise with her wet suit, “you descend very slowly, and you rise even more slowly.”

“H-h-how slowly is slowly?” Cass asked. “Do we have a speedometer?”

I elbowed him, and he gave me a sharp look, mouthing the words “I’m a terrible swimmer, you know that!”

“Diving is easier than swimming,” I whispered to him. “Besides, you took the KI training course, right?”

We all had. For me, it had been sandwiched between learning to be a chef and a mechanic. I was terrible at both. And I barely remembered the diving rules.

But Farouk’s nagging brought it all back.

“If you need to, you can jettison your belt in an emergency,” she continued. “It contains lead weights, and dropping it will help you rise. But you must be careful. At the high pressure deep underwater, your body collects excess nitrogen. If you rise too fast, that nitrogen will get into your blood system and your joints, which causes decompression sickness.”

Marco nodded. “Otherwise known as the bends.”

“Exactly,” Farouk said. “You must check your depth and pressure gauges regularly. And don’t forget, you have an alternate air source, and it’s called the . . . ?”

“Octopus,” I answered as I adjusted my mask, snorkel, air tank, fins, buoyancy vest, and the little emergency-air knob.

“Ready!” Eloise shouted, stepping up to the railing. “I call first!”

Farouk looked very reluctant. “You know, it is highly irregular to let a nine-year-old do this.”

“I trained her,” Marco said. “Long story. She’s little, but she’s a fish. If she does anything wrong, I’ll reel her in.”

Eloise kicked him with her flipper. “All right then,” Farouk called out, looking at her watch. “Keep your eyes on me. I found Massarym’s writings in an area safely far away from the sunken island, and I hope to find more with your help. Be careful not to go farther than that spot, for your own safety. And remember, the underwater currents can be strong, so stay close together. We will return in a half hour. You will not have enough oxygen for any more than that.” She took off the watch and handed it to me. “This is waterproof. Rely on it.”

“Roger,” I said. As I slipped it on my wrist, I noticed the time—2:49. We would have to be back by 3:19.

“’Bye, Tork, don’t be too jealous!” Marco said. “Geronimo!”

He leaped over the side, sending up a wave of water that hit Torquin squarely in the face.

“Raaamphh,” Torquin grumbled.

“That’s not fair!” Eloise shouted, jumping in after Marco.

The tank and gear were weighing me down, and I was already sweating. I rolled onto the railing of the boat and pitched myself over. In the water, I made sure to wet the inside of my mask, to prevent fogging up. Then I slipped it on. Cass finally let himself in last.

Farouk took the lead. We sank slowly, then began kicking out with our flippers, away from the boat. Marco pulled off a few somersaults and caught a fish in his bare hands, but that made Farouk stop cold, so he gave it up.

Show-off.

The sea was murky, but our masks contained headlamps. I had to hold my nose and breathe out, to equalize the pressure. I knew this could be dangerous. I looked over to Cass, Marco, and Eloise. I couldn’t see their faces. Could we find signs of the Loculus far from the sunken island? If we didn’t, how could we persuade Farouk to let us go there? I could hear my own breathing . . . too fast . . . a buzzing noise from inside my own ears . . .

Calm down, I told myself.

Before long I caught glimpse of the bottom of the sea. A couple of long, thick-bodied fish undulated lazily. A huge lump of sand came to life and swam away, which scared me until I realized it was just a squid.

Farouk had stopped moving and was pointing downward. I caught a flash of excitement in her eyes through her mask. Below us was a mound of oddly shaped debris. She was pointing to it excitedly. I guess she hadn’t seen it before.

We all dived closer. In the center of the pile was a thick, broken, drumlike cylinder. Even covered with sea grunge, it was obviously part of an ancient column. Farouk began pulling away some of the seaweed, trying to get to the surface. Marco planted his feet and lifted another piece of wreckage clear off the sea bottom, releasing a stingray. As Marco jumped away, his legs made the sand churn, and I saw a knife-shaped sliver rise into the muck, turning end over end. It caught the light of my headlamp. Somehow it had escaped being covered with barnacles and seaweed. It glowed back a golden color.

I swam toward it. The buzzing noise in my ears seemed to get louder. I tried to ignore that and concentrate on my breath. In . . . out. In . . . out. Slow . . .

The sliver sank, and right away the muck began swallowing it up greedily. Just before it disappeared, I grabbed a corner of it and pulled.

It was about a foot long, an almost perfect crescent-moon shape. I turned toward the other three, but they were huddled around the wreckage, their backs to me. I could feel myself drifting away from them and kicked hard to get back. Be very careful of the underwater currents, Farouk had said. They can be strong.

Finally I grabbed onto Marco and pulled myself into their huddle. Spread out before them on the seabed were now four objects, including the section of column. But it was a simple, cracked building stone that made my breath quicken.
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I reached down and lifted it out of the sand. A lobsterlike creature scurried away. This stone had to be part of the Lighthouse. Maybe when the island moved, it dropped pieces on the way. I looked over my shoulder to the place where we’d seen the dark blotch.

When I looked back, the others were at least fifteen feet away. I had drifted in some kind of current, moving fast. I angled my body back toward them and kicked hard, making sure to hold on to the crescent-shaped relic with one hand and the lambda stone with the other.

But no matter how hard I tried, the others were growing smaller and smaller. Why weren’t they caught in this current?

I turned to look over my shoulder. The water on the sea floor seemed to be darkening.

No. Only a section of it. It seemed to be growing larger, a thick oval shape that sat on the ocean floor. Somehow, Massarym had managed to create a floating mass about the size of a baseball diamond that was now stuck down here. And the current was pulling me directly toward it.

I was gaining speed, and I noticed that I’d flipped around. My hands were extended forward, toward the sunken island. It wasn’t the current bearing me along. Those grungy pieces of rock, the two relics—they were pulling me. Like magnets.

Four divers went down to the site, Farouk had said. When they came back up, they were in pieces. As the shadow moved closer, I wondered if those divers were pulled into the island, like I was, by some weird underwater riptide. Did they smash into some deadly sharp coral?

I tried to let go. I opened my fingers. But my palms were pressed against the relics, jammed tight. I was moving fast enough that I could feel the water pushing against my air tanks, hard. The straps were straining against my shoulder. If they broke, I was dead in the water. Literally.

With every ounce of strength, I yanked my hands downward. They slid off the two relics. I braced myself for them to hit me in the face.

But the relics continued to jettison forward, into the light. And I began to slow down.

Light? My brain finally registered the strength of the eerie glow. Where had that come from? My headlamp wasn’t strong enough to create the pulsating yellow-white blob directly ahead of me. I thrust hard with my flippers to spin away. I took a quick look over my shoulders, but the others were nowhere in sight.

The buzzing sound was deafening now. It felt like it was in my bloodstream. I knew that if you didn’t adjust to the pressure, bubbles could form in your blood. You could die from the bends. Maybe that was what this noise was. I couldn’t survive down here. None of us could.

But the light was mesmerizing. From all sides, schools of fish began swarming into it, like moths circling a flame. As I floated closer, I realized they didn’t look like fish. No fins, no sleek shapes. They were pieces of rock, chunks of marble, twisted shards of metal, all gathering.

Despite the muffling of the water, the sound of their collision was deep and bone shaking. I could hear the thump-thump-thump-thump of stones shooting into place, forming a shape. It was thick and square, rising upward in a spiraling swirl of debris. Some of the chunks were enormous. If one of one of them hit me, even underwater, I’d be toast.

I felt something grab me from behind, and I nearly jumped out of my wet suit. Turning around, I saw Marco’s grinning face through his mask. Cass and Eloise were behind him, looking scared out of their wits.

I held on to his arm and Eloise’s. Marco towed us farther away from the rock cyclone. When I turned back around, the column of light had risen to a tapered shape, its top obscured by the dark, murky water. Fewer stones were shooting toward it now, and the light intensified.

Slowly the brightness rose up from the base. As it climbed, it illuminated what looked to me like a soaring skyscraper with a grid of windows and marble sides.

The light finally emerged at the top, sending a beacon that blazed through a wide opening. I’ve seen Empire State Building and it was awesome, but this staggered me. I had to force each intake of breath. Triumphant music blasted like some weird underwater orchestra of crabs and bottom feeders.

It took me a moment to realize it was the Song of the Heptakiklos.

Just below the beacon of light was the stone I had lifted up from the sand.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

TO THE LIGHTHOUSE

“WHERE IS FAROUK?” I mouthed to Cass.

He shrugged. “I don’t know.”

I looked back into the murk. Farouk had warned us about getting close to the sunken island. She was probably too afraid to follow us. Or too smart. Were we in danger? Had we gone too deep too quickly?

I wanted her to see this. Someday, I wanted the whole world to know about the Seven Wonders and why they existed. I looked at the watch Farouk gave me—3:01. We had eighteen minutes.

“We should go back,” Eloise mouthed.

Cass didn’t say a thing, but the look on his face was definitely Are you nuts?

I began swimming toward the Lighthouse. The light that we’d followed had floated to the top, and the base of the thing was a lot darker. Still, I could make out the shape. The base was a superwide structure about the size of a city block and maybe four stories tall. The tower’s tall shaft rested on top of it.

I headed for an arched doorway in the base’s center. If the Loculus was inside, we had to start somewhere. The others followed. I waited at the door, floating.

My watch read 3:03. Sixteen minutes.

Marco pressed down on the door’s latch and pushed it open. A small school of fish swarmed upward around our masks as if we’d interrupted class. Cautiously we swam in.

The Song of the Heptakiklos was loud and clear. I expected to see a Loculus any moment, but the room was pitch-dark. The Lighthouse’s beam was high overhead, at the top of the shaft—but down here in the base, the ceiling was thick, blocking all light. As we swung our headlamps around, we could see rows and rows of stout columns, once straight but now thickened and warped by crusts of barnacles and coral. They seemed to move and dance in the crisscrossing beams, like awkward old men, and I made sure to avoid them as I trained my lamp on the floor.

I saw a sharklike fish, lazily flapping its tail. A gigantic crab. A couple of gallon plastic jugs. A splayed-out creature that was either a drowned pig or a dropped kid’s toy.

No Loculus.

We met at the other end. Eloise gave me a shrug. See anything?

I shook my head.

Cass pointed to his ear. Hearing the Song of the Heptakiklos?

I nodded. I was hearing it all right. And, believe me, when it’s jangling and twanging away at your nerves and bloodstream, while you’re in a wet suit, that’s not a whole barrel of fun.

Marco pointed up. We would search this thing top to bottom.

Together we swam out of the base and back out into the sea. I still hoped to see Farouk, but she wasn’t there. With a powerful thrust of his flippers, Marco quickly rose above the thick base and swam upward toward the tapering Lighthouse shaft.

Higher up, the glow of the beacon cast the building in a dull amber green. The sides just above the base were octagonal and pocked with windows like an office building. But as we squirmed through a door at the base of the section, I could see that there were no offices inside, no floors. Just a huge, spiral staircase flanked by stone buttresses connecting it to the wall.

As we got closer to the top, the sides slanted inward. The octagonal shape gave way to rounded walls tapering to maybe ten feet in diameter. At the top we could see a hatchway leading up into the chamber that contained the great light.

Marco and I both swam up carefully through the hatch, which was way over to one side of the circular floor. We peered inside the top chamber to see a steep pedestal supporting a giant rotating ball of light. The ball made a low moaning sound as it turned, and it was too bright to look at it directly.

Cass and Eloise were in now, too, and she was pointing upward. “Loculus?” she mouthed.

“Too big,” I mouthed back.

Besides, the Song of the Heptakiklos was weaker up here, not stronger. With frustration, I realized we must have missed something at the base. I pointed downward through the hatch. Let’s go back.

I looked at my watch—3:12. Seven minutes left. My air gauge was low, and I hoped Farouk had left us a little margin of safety in case we got stuck.

I led the way this time, spiraling down the stairwell. Sure enough, the Song was growing stronger now.

Obey the Song. Follow it.

I could feel it leading me down into the base, until I found myself nose to the floor. It was then I knew that the Song was pulling me lower.

The Loculus was not in the Lighthouse shaft or the base. It was in the island itself. Had to be.

I turned and waited for Cass, Eloise, and Marco, then pointed downward. “Inside the island,” I mouthed. They all looked at me as if I’d gone completely bonkers.

Which was pretty much how I felt.

I swam out the latched door. With a strong kick, I propelled myself along the surface of the island. The Song of the Heptakiklos was raging, but I couldn’t tell if it was getting louder. Like the rest of the sea bottom, the island was covered with muck and shells and slimy waving tubes. But the surface itself was so much darker than the rest of the sea bottom. What was this island made of? And how had Massarym been able to move it?

I swam down to the surface of the small island, planted my feet, and started to clear away sea growth. As I pulled up some slimy grass fronds, sand sprayed upward. But under that sand was a rock-hard smoothness, way too hard for me to dig through without tools. Whatever material the island was made of, it seemed to be tinted green—maybe from algae, or maybe Massarym had figured out some space-age material, an industrial-grade structure that could support a Wonder of the World.

Whatever it was, the Loculus seemed to be inside it, and we needed to find a hatch, or a way to dig.

I reached down and rubbed my gloved hand along the island surface. I tried to pry away some of the barnacles, but they were stuck tight. Marco joined me. He took out his knife and began hacking away at the barnacles, trying to see what was underneath.

With a mighty, Marcoish thrust, he managed to bury the blade into the surface.

The ground below us heaved violently. Marco and I were flung upward into the sea. I could see him mouth “Earthquake!”

Bad timing. What were scuba divers supposed to do during an earthquake? No one had taught us that.

Eloise and Cass had swum away from Marco and me, investigating the sunken sides of the island. They must have noticed it, too, because I could see the whites of their eyes as we swam toward them.

But instead of coming to meet us, they veered away, as if we’d just farted.

I could tell Cass was trying to say something. He and Eloise were both pointing to something behind us.

Marco and I turned. The island’s side, now rising through the water, showed two burning white spheres. For a moment I thought we’d somehow found two Loculi.

But Loculi didn’t blink. And they didn’t have beady black eyeballs. And they weren’t set into a massive, dragon-like head.

I felt my legs kicking like crazy. But they weren’t fast enough to get away from the giant, gaping mouth that thrust forward out of the green island and closed tight around me.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

IN THE BELLY OF THE BEAST

OF ALL THE ways a person could die, being digested by a prehistoric creature posing as an island had never crossed my mind.

I somersaulted helplessly into a massive gullet. My flippers hit the top of the creature’s throat, making a gash that spurted yellow goop. Then they bounced off the sticky, toadstool-dotted tongue, which nearly sucked those flippers off my feet.

My poor fried brain was trying so hard to latch on to something normal. It was conjuring up images of the Walk on the Moon bouncy house in the Mortimer P. Reese Middle School Annual Kidz Frolic. But the rest of my nervous system was telling me I’d just made the transition from human being to fish food.

This could only be Nessie. The Kraken. Mu’ankh. Greenie. When Massarym went on his trip to “find a movable island,” he brought back this escaped Atlantean beast to protect the Loculus.

And now we were inside it.

I raised my arms over my head to protect my headlamp. As I tumbled, I caught glimpses of Cass, Marco, and Eloise. Cass had lost one of his flippers to the Amazing Suck-o Tongue. I was veering downward now, toward the thing’s throat, where it was getting narrower but no less gross. I finally stopped when I crashed into a wall.

Well, maybe not crashed. Squelched would be more like it. The wall was fleshy and gray, with a thick, lined seal running from top to bottom like a tightly shut curtain.

As the other three barreled into me, the curtain of flesh began to open, bowing outward from the center on both sides. Showtime.

I screamed inside my mask, even though I knew I was the only person who could hear me. We were passing through the opening, tumbling downward. If my knowledge of anatomy was correct, we had just entered the beast’s esophagus.

We slid downward through a smooth, narrow tube that hugged us on both sides. I have never not wanted to be hugged so much in my life. The light from my headlamp was useless here; the creature’s fluids made it nearly impossible to see out my mask.

Finally the tube ended, and I somersaulted downward into a cavernous chamber. I spun a couple of times and landed with a splat on a gelatinous floor—well, it would have been a splat if I could have heard it.

Marco and Eloise landed next to me, and a one-flippered Cass tumbled to a stop not too far away. Cass jumped up, holding his side. But even just standing up proved not to be too easy. The floor wasn’t exactly flat—or steady. Cass teetered off-balance. As I wiped the slime off my mask, I could tell Cass was angry about something. He was also pointing downward, to where he’d landed.

An old television set, in pretty good condition, was sitting there, minding its own business, on the floor of . . .

The stomach.

That was where we were. It had to be.

I was feeling the Song of the Heptakiklos like crazy right now. I was afraid the beast had the Loculus in its clutches, maybe right underneath us. I was tempted to stab through with my knife, but I was pretty sure this thing would kill us if I tried. I shone my beam around. The chamber was about the size of my sixth-grade classroom, and not that much more attractively decorated. Not far from the TV was a hair dryer, a hardcover book, and a soggy Elmo doll—all just passing the time. I guess the beast just ate whatever it saw.

“What now?” Marco was mouthing.

I held my hands to my ears and mouthed back: “Song of the Heptakiklos.” It wasn’t an answer to his question, but at least he would know that we were close. For what it was worth.

Cass lifted the TV, a look of utter confusion on his face. The box was pretty well embedded. The stomach floor stretched up with it.

As Cass tried to tug the TV free, I heard a deep rumble. Without a chance to brace ourselves, we all pitched violently upward. My head bounced off the stomach ceiling, dislodging my headlamp. I dived for it, but the lamp changed course in midwater. Instead of falling downward it veered off, straight through the valve that went back up into Mu’ankh’s throat.

Marco turned to me, and his lamp shone into my face. I pointed up to my own mask. No light.

This was getting worse by the minute.

Marco stayed by my side as we all floated back down to the stomach floor. Cass was pointing to the TV and shaking his head. “I will never do that again,” he was mouthing. Which was wise. Irritating the beast that swallowed us wasn’t exactly a good strategy.

But what was?

My watch said 3:18. In one minute we were going to run out of oxygen.

You are dead.

Dead. Dead. Dead. Dead.

No one will ever know what happened to you. Not Mom on the island. Not Dad in Greece. Not Aly in Atlantis. No good-byes. Nothing.

My brain had decided not to be an optimist at this time. I tried to shut down the thoughts, or at least switch them to the great dilemma of How to Get Out of a Stomach. This was not something they taught you in biology. Stomachs were where things got digested. Digestion was the breakdown of food into components for your bloodstream, your respiration, and your excretion—the last part of which I did not want to think about. All of this, I knew, was accomplished by stomach acid.

Acid!

I looked around. My friends’ lights were bouncing off the stomach walls. I could see the outlines of all kinds of debris down here, not just the TV but some fishing nets, a wooden lobster pot, a baby carriage.

Baby carriage?

All this stuff must have fallen off ships. But if the stomach was supposed to digest, why wasn’t all this stuff eaten up by acid?

Why weren’t we?

Cass was pointing frantically toward an area of the stomach wall above us. It was round and darker than the rest of the wall, with another closed valve running top to bottom.

I could feel my own stomach churn as I imagined where that led. Because after the stomach came the . . . well, the nasty stuff that I’m not supposed to talk about in polite company.

I did not want to end my life as nasty stuff.

Eloise was swimming around in a weird way now, with her left arm twisted around to her back so that her palm was raised upward. Her fingers were tight together, and I realized she was trying to imitate a fish with a dorsal fin. Which, I figured, was a shark.

I did believe at that moment that Eloise had lost her mind. Until I looked at Cass, who was mouthing a word that I took to be China. Maybe they’d both lost their minds. It was Williams-Mind-Losing Day. I swam closer and realized he wasn’t saying China at all.

He was saying Jonah.

As in Jonah and the whale. As in, the character who may or may not have been swallowed by a beast who may or may not have been a whale but possibly instead a shark. And sharks were cool because they are one of the few survivors of prehistoric beasts. Scientists love them for their weirdnesses.

I tried to remember what those weirdnesses were. Eloise had told us.

Sharks use their stomachs for storage. Stuff can just stay in there, like forever. They can choose which items to digest—and digestion happens in the shark’s gizzard.

Storage.

That’s where we were. Whatever happened to old Jonah, we were in the belly of some kind of prehistoric beast. And I had a strong feeling we had more nutritional value than a TV. Which meant a possible Journey to the Gizzard. Which was where we would find our acid bath.

Now Cass was balling up his fists by his chin and tossing his fingers outward. At the same time he opened his mouth and stuck out his tongue. It took me a moment to realize he was pantomiming the act of puking.

Great.

I shook my head with a vigorous no! A mask full of barf would not be a helpful thing right now. But he kept doing it, adding a new motion—pointing upward, too.

Barf. Beast.

As I tried to figure that one out, Eloise swam by him, still “sharking.”

Barf. Shark.

Well, if we were about to fry to death in a gizzard, why not end it all with a friendly game of charades? I was sweating like crazy, teetering between laughing my head off and crying like a baby. But Marco was swimming over to the TV. In my state of mind, I wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d manage to pick up a vintage broadcast of Sesame Street.

Barf. Shark. Sesame Street.

Oh.

The roiling mess that was my mind finally began to snap to attention again. There was a connection, and I knew it. I tried to remember what else Eloise had said in the House of Wenders.

That stuff in the stomach? If it starts irritating them or whatever, they just go . . . bleeahhhh! They throw it up, right out of their mouth. Their stomach is like this giant rubber slingshot. It’s the coolest thing ever.

I looked at Eloise. She caught my glance and smiled.

We could do this. I knew it. I had an idea, but it was certifiably crazy. Which had never stood in our way before.

I took another look at my watch—3:19. We were done. I prayed that Farouk had given us some extra air.

I swam to Marco as fast as I could, and I grabbed his arm. Underwater he was much easier to maneuver than on land. I forced him to swim with me, training his light around the chamber. The TV was a thick old thing like one my grandparents had, from the pre–flat screen days. So it had been here awhile, undigested.

I wanted to know what else was down here. I wanted to know everything.

As we gazed downward at the folds of the stomach floor, I let the Song of the Heptakiklos burrow deeply into me. It was getting way stronger.

There.

It was, at first glance, a bulging fold of flesh where the stomach floor met the stomach wall, like a gigantic pimple. But it was glowing.

As we neared it, my suspicion proved true—something underneath it was glowing. Something round.

Cass and Eloise were right behind us. I didn’t bother looking at their faces. I needed to focus, because I could feel myself getting sleepy. My oxygen was running out.

The octopus. That was the name of the little emergency hand-sized knob. I grabbed for it, turned it, and took a deep breath. And another. I signaled for the others to do the same.

Then I reached for my knife. I held it tight against the beast’s pimple, which was trapping our last Loculus.

With a deep thrust, I pierced the skin and sliced the pimple open.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

A LESSON FROM JONAH

I FELT LIKE someone had thrown a can of thick yellow paint in my face. Knowing it was Mu’ankh blood was pretty disgusting, but I guess if it had been red it would have really topped out the sick-o-meter. At least Marco had the presence of mind to wipe off my mask, so I could see the path of my knife. Despite the thickness and gooeyness of the skin, I managed to pull the knife downward through the pimple that encased our Loculus. I had to hold tight, because the creature was clearly feeling this and not liking it one bit. Its body was moving, tilting one way and then the other.

When I had cut about halfway around the trapped orb, I felt the stomach lurch. Hard. I let go, hurtling backward. My knife went flying. It embedded itself in the stomach wall above me, dangling from a gash that spurted more yellow blood.

Marco had hung on. With one hand, he hung on to the sliced flap of skin around the Loculus. With the other, he was coaxing the orb free.

Spinning around, he held aloft a glowing Loculus of luminous deep green. The Song of the Heptakiklos was ringing through every molecule in my body.

It had never sounded better.

“Yeee-HAH!” I screamed. My own voice was muffled inside the mask and no one else could hear me, but I didn’t care. Cass and Eloise were swimming up beside Marco, flailing their limbs in an underwater celebratory dance. But the big guy was holding out the Loculus toward me.

He knew that this Loculus had the power to get us out of here. Its power was time travel. It could take us to a farm at the break of the Civil War, the hospital on the day I was born, a gladiator match in Ancient Rome, or a dinner with King Arthur and his knights at the Round Table. But it could also send us back to the time and place that started it all. To Atlantis on the brink of its own destruction.

And it could give us what we wanted—Aly.

The stomach wall was undulating wildly now. It looked like a battalion of gremlins were flinging themselves at it from the other side. Mu’ankh was feeling the cuts, big-time, and the cuts were only deepening with the movement.

Yellow Mu’ankh blood was coating the TV and the baby carriage, gumming up the whole stomach. Our wet suits were flecked with it. I snatched the Loculus from Marco’s hands. I knew I needed direct contact, so I ripped off my gloves and let them float away. The water was much colder than I expected, but it was offset by the warmth of the Loculus itself as I held tight.

The think system.

The others had pulled off their gloves, too, and they were holding my wrists. I closed my eyes and thought of Aly. Her hair, dyed some crazy purple not found in nature, was pulled back straight like a ballet dancer’s. She was tossing her head back, laughing. Making her laugh was a hard thing to do, and it always made me smile. I could feel my own face relaxing and my heartbeat quicken . . .

A deep, ominous ggggglluuurrrmmmm shook the water. I felt something snap upward from below me, throwing me off balance.

I opened my eyes. We were nowhere near Atlantis in the ancient past. We were still in the belly of the beast, and the beast had only gotten angrier.

My oxygen levels were near zero. Even the octopus was spent. What had I done wrong? The Loculus was supposed to respond to my thoughts. My thoughts were commands.

Maybe the command was too vague. Atlantis in the ancient past wasn’t exactly specific. Maybe Loculi were like toddlers. They needed to be told exactly what to do. For now, I would pick a year, any year. Just to get us out of here.

July 4, 1999. Noon. 121 Elm Street, Belleville, Indiana. My bedroom. I don’t know where that came from, but you couldn’t get more specific than that.

But I opened my eyes to the same murk, the same rumbling chamber, the same scared friends in wet suits.

Year 1776. Signing of the Declaration of Independence.

Ditto.

Marco was glaring at me, palms upward. What’s happening?

It wasn’t working. I could feel Cass’s fingers let go of my wrist. His body went slack, his eyes fluttering. Eloise had grabbed the back of his mask with one hand and was knocking on it with the other. Her mouth was saying “Stay awake.”

Marco wrapped his arm around Cass’s arm and managed to grab both Eloise and me. He kicked hard, trying to lift us all, trying to get to the opening at the top of the stomach.

I knew I needed to help him. His hands were full, and the least I could do was try to pry open the valve, so we could climb out through the beast’s throat.

As we neared the valve, I realized there was a better way. I thought about Jonah. About that weird digestive system of prehistoric fish.

Irritation.

Forcible ejection.

Stomach functions like a giant rubber slingshot.

I broke loose from Marco and swam right up to the stomach wall. Holding tight to the defective Loculus with one hand, I plunged the knife into the beast’s stomach again and again. The yellow goop was all over the place now, but I didn’t care.

Feel this . . .

FEEL THIS . . .

I heard a pop in my ears, like the change in air pressure on a plane. Something was sucking me away from the stomach wall. Fast. It was all I could do to hold tight to the Loculus, which I did with both arms.

Cass, Eloise, and Marco were nowhere to be seen. All around me was blackness. I felt my body lurching wildly. I glanced at my oxygen gauge, which was at dead zero.

A moment later I felt my strap snap, and the gauge was gone. Along with the octopus. Along with my oxygen tank.

I tried to look for the others. My mask must have still held some air, because I was breathing. I was also shooting through the water like a cannon ball, unable to do a thing about it, clueless about where I was going. My flippers were yanked off my feet by the pressure.

Then, whatever held the mask on couldn’t take the strain. It ripped clear off my face, and the water rushed in.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

I AM NOBODY

AT FIRST I think Aly has been caught in the rain. Her face glistens with wetness.

But the sky is clear, the earth parched, and her eyes are clouded and sad.

I realize she is crying.

She has heard. She was hoping we would come, and now she knows we can’t. She clutches the Loculus of Strength against her body, but it does not give her what she needs.

Now there is a knock at the door. The walls are thick, the windows barred. It is time, a voice says. The tumult has been put down. For now. The fields are clear and safe.

It is time to visit the Heptakiklos. To return the missing Loculus to its rightful place.

King Uhla’ar stands behind his queen. Here in Atlantis, home after his centuries of exile, he is a different man. Intelligent, reasonable. Aly’s eyes focus on him, with frustration and disappointment. She has talked to him at length. Almost convinced him that Qalani’s plan is doomed. That the past is the past and nothing can change it. That he must send her back through the rift.

But he cannot, or will not, stand his own against Qalani.

Aly looks my way.

I panic. Am I Massarym in this dream? Am I Karai?

I realize I am nobody.

I do not exist.

Aly rises. She holds the Loculus to her face. Following the Atlantean guards, she walks out the door.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

FISH MOB

ALL THESE CENTURIES underwater hadn’t done much for the Mu’ankh’s teeth. My bare, flipperless feet banged against a fang with three gaping cavities, and it cracked clear off at the base.

The tooth shot out into the sea through the open mouth, and so did I. Cass, Marco, and Eloise were tumbling along with me. The beast had ejected us. Like a slingshot. I could feel the water’s frigid coldness against my cheeks. The Loculus was still tight in my hands, but I had no flippers, no tank. . . .

No mask.

I stiffened with panic, nearly dropping the Loculus. No mask meant no air. How long had I been holding my breath? How much longer could I?

Why on earth wasn’t I dead?

Cass, Eloise, and Marco were floating lifelessly in front of me. Their oxygen, like mine, had run out. I swam toward them. This seemed impossible. How could I be functioning and not Marco?

I could feel the Loculus moving and I looked down.

In . . . out . . .

I was holding it tight to my chest. That’s what was moving. I was . . .

No. Impossible. I couldn’t be breathing underwater.

But my mouth was shut. My nostrils were sealed. What on earth had just happened to me?

The Loculus.

I let go of it briefly, letting it float in front of me. Immediately my lungs seized up. I grabbed it again and my chest began to move.

I was getting oxygen, somehow. Like a fish.

This was not a Loculus of Time Travel. But it was the Loculus we needed.

I quickly pulled back the sleeves of my wetsuit so I could grip it with my bare elbows. With one hand I grabbed onto Marco’s wrist, with the other, Eloise’s. I tried to maneuver myself so I could secure Cass’s wrist with outstretched fingers, but he was floating away and I wasn’t coordinated enough.

I felt Marco jolt back to life. It took him all of two seconds to size up what had just happened. I nodded my head frantically toward Cass, and Marco managed to grab his hand, too.

Marco still had his flippers. He began kicking as hard as he could.

The Mu’ankh was writhing in the sea bottom, sending up a dark cloud of mud that slowly plumed its way up the Lighthouse, enveloping it bottom to top.

I saw the lambda stone crack and break off. A chunk of wall crumbled. The great lamp teetered twice, and then rolled through the opening of its chamber. After rising from ruins, the Lighthouse was breaking apart.

We raced to avoid being hit by the fiery sphere or swallowed up in the debris. Cass and Eloise were breathing now, and the kicking of eight legs was gaining us more speed. Finally we emerged through the cloud of debris and into clearer water.

As I looked down, the Lighthouse of Alexandria collapsed completely, into a mushroom of yellowish-gray foam.

I knew we were getting close to the surface. For one thing, the water was beginning to grow lighter. For another, I was no longer crazed with fear. I was thinking about the awesomeness of what had just happened. We had the seventh Loculus. We had found every single one—woo-hoo! But if I thought about that too much, I wanted to cry. Partly because one of the found Loculi had been lost again. But mostly because that made me think about Aly and the fact that we had failed to get her back. Whoever had told Herman Wenders about the powers of the Loculi, they’d sure gotten this one wrong.

I couldn’t stop thinking about the Lighthouse and the Mu’ankh. Even though the beast had eaten us, I wished we’d managed to escape without killing it and destroying the Lighthouse. How cool would it have been to have a team dredge it up? People from all over the world would come to be amazed. As a bonus, their kids could drag their parents to a massive aquarium where, behind a thick Plexiglas wall, the great green beast would eject TV sets from its mouth on cue. We could call it the Mu’ankhseum. Or not.

Marco was exhibiting his happiness in more Marcoish ways, like letting go every few moments and doing loop-the-loops and dolphin imitations. Which always made us nervous, because whenever he stopped holding on to us, he had to hold his breath.

During one of his stunts, I had my eye on him so intently that I was only vaguely aware of a shadow passing over us. I heard the distant rumbling sound of its motor but didn’t pay it much mind. But I did notice that Marco had stopped in the middle of a somersault. He was just hanging upside down, waving to us.

I had half a mind to veer away. Forcing him to follow us would teach him a lesson not to show off. But I didn’t have a chance even to try. Because something swept up from below us, forcing us off our course.

I looked down. A massive flash mob of fish and crustaceans was pressed against our feet. A fish mob. They were packed together, squirming against one another, and we were swept upward with them. Cass and Eloise struggled to hold on to my wrists. In a moment we had been pushed up against Marco.

He wasn’t floating in the water upside down. His foot was caught in a net. A net big enough to catch all of us and about a gazillion fish. Marco reached down and freed his foot, lunging out with his hands to grab the Loculus. The choked expression on his face softened as he start to underwater breathe like the rest of us.

“Where are we going?” Eloise mouthed.

The only answer I could give was “Up.”

We finally broke the surface into the hot sun. I had to squeeze my eyes shut against the brightness. We were being hauled up the side of a fishing boat in a net. Dying fish slapped at my face and body frantically. Cass, Marco, and Eloise had finally fallen away from the Loculus and were fighting with the silvery swarm, laughing and screaming at the same time.

I opened my mouth to breathe in my first breath of air, amazing air!

But nothing came in. I began to choke. I felt my face turning red. I looked up to the ship, where the entire crew had gathered to gawk at the humans in their catch. I heard Cass shouting for help. I tried to shout, too. But I could feel myself passing out.

“Let go!” Marco said.

I was frozen in fear, barely hearing him, sinking helplessly into the mass of fish.

“The Loculus!” Marco said. “Get your hands off it, Brother Jack!”

He was making his way toward me through the fish, part swimming, part crawling. I saw his fingers close over the Loculus—and the next moment it was flying up over the railing of the fishing boat to the utter bafflement of everyone on board.

“Kaaaachhhh!” A cough exploded from my mouth. I began gasping uncontrollably, taking huge, deep, gulping breaths. I felt like my throat was going to rupture and my lungs explode.

Marco held tight, coaxing me back. “It’s all right . . . just breathe. . . .”

“What . . . happened?” I finally managed to croak out.

“Dude, you have to think like a fish,” Marco said. “The Loculus gives you something they have. You can dance around forever underwater and get your oxygen just fine. But look at them now, right? By next week they’re going to be breaded and formed into tasty little fish sticks. Because they can’t breathe in the air. And when you’re holding that Loculus, neither can you.”

I thought about it a minute. I felt my lungs expand and contract. I took a deep whiff of fish.

It was the most beautiful smell I’d ever experienced.

For some reason, I burst out laughing. Seeing the goggle-eyed expressions on the faces of the fishing crew only made it worse. I began to howl uncontrollably, and that made Cass and Eloise crack up, too.

As we collapsed into giggles on the deck of the ship, Marco stood up and held out his hand to one of the crew men. “Dude!”

The guy’s face was tanned a deep brown. He had a thick black-gray mustache and narrow blue-green eyes. “Dude?” he said, shaking Marco’s hand. “So you are American. Tell me, why are you with my fish?”

That did it.

Cass, Eloise, and I were rolling on the floor, paralyzed with laughter.

“Well,” Marco said, putting a hand on the guy’s shoulder, “it’s kind of a long story.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

SEE CHOICE ONE

I GUESS IN the Egyptian fishing community, Crazy Farouk was a pretty familiar name. Because when Marco mentioned it, the entire crew shouted a knowing “Ahhhhh . . . ,” rolling their eyes to the sky. As if the mere mention of the name was enough to explain four kids with a shiny orb showing up in their net full of mackerel.

Whatever floats your boat, I guess.

The fishing vessel sped toward the shore. The breeze felt great in my hair, and it kept the fishy stench behind us. I kept the Loculus underneath me, pressed between my legs, taking care not to touch it with my skin.

Muhammad, the guy with the mustache, radioed someone who radioed Crazy Farouk. It turned out she had returned to her boat. When they reached her, she was crying and hung up on them three times. Finally Muhammad called a fourth time and shouted: “DON’T HANG UP JACK IS HERE I WILL PUT JACK ON THE LINE!” and he shoved the phone to me. “She is crazy,” he muttered.

“Hey, Farouk?” I said.

After a moment of silence, I heard a flurry of Arabic words in rhythmic chant like a prayer. And then, “Oh, Jack—oh, I am so relieved to hear your voice! I thought you’d died. You all flew away from me. It was as if you were being summoned. Your friend Twerking was so upset with me.”

“It’s Torquin,” I said. “Where is he?”

“He grew very agitated and insisted we come back to shore,” Farouk said. “I will radio him. He will meet you at the dock. I will return, too, but it’ll take a little while. I am halfway back out to the site. I was going to see if I could salvage—er, rescue you. Now, please, tell me what happened?”

I told her the truth—or, a version of it. I said we had found nearly the entire Lighthouse, but it was being guarded by a fearsome creature that ate people. I didn’t give many details, but that didn’t matter, because she filled them in herself.

“Yes!” she said. “Oh my dear. Oh wait till I tell SEESAW. This confirms the existence of Xinastra!”

“Who?” I said.

“A lizard creature from the star system Alpha Centauri, brought here on a comet in the fourth century B.C.!” she replied, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

I didn’t disagree. She wished us luck in the future. I just thanked her and said good-bye.

For a long time, no one said anything. I think we were all still a little shell-shocked. Finally Eloise piped up, “So . . . how’d we get from ‘Loculus of Time Travel’ to ‘Loculus of Breathing Underwater’?”

“I think we’d need the ‘Loculus of Explaining the Misunderstanding of Words on a Parchment Despite the Use of the Loculus of Language’ to find that out,” Cass said.

“That one is in the Eighth Wonder of the World,” Marco replied.

“We’ll have to check those scrolls again when we get back,” I said. But I wasn’t really thinking about that. I knew we were all avoiding the bigger question. And someone was going to have to bring it up.

“Guys,” I said, “you know, we were counting on this Loculus to take us to Aly.”

Cass’s shoulders slumped. “There goes my fizzy mood. Down the niard.”

“What do we do now, O King of Future Kings?” Marco said.

“As I see it,” I said, “we have two choices. Choice One: pull out the sword, go into the rift, and hope it magically takes us back to where and when we need to go.”

“And Choice Two?” Marco said.

“See Choice One,” I replied.

We all leaned on the railing. In the distance we could see the marina. The people on the dock were all sticklike figures from here, except for one that looked like an animated tree with red and white leaves.

Torquin was waving to us.

We waved back. As the boat cut its speed and drifted toward the dock, we all stared straight ahead in total silence.

I can’t see her.

All I can see is water.

The Dream isn’t supposed to be like this. Am I too late? Has Atlantis sunk? I look for Aly. I am airborne and I’m not sure where to go. I scream out her name.

Aly . . .

ALY!

“Jack, wake up!”

My eyes sprang open, and the Dream dissipated into droplets of black. I was slumped in the plush leather of Slippy’s passenger seat, my head jammed against the window. Cass was shaking me by the shirt.

I sat up straight, forcing myself awake. “Sorry!”

“You were calling Aly’s name,” he said.

I nodded. “Yeah. Wow. I was back in Atlantis. Or flying over it, I guess. But I couldn’t find her. I couldn’t find where I was supposed to land. Because the island was submerged already.”

Cass’s face turned about three shades whiter. He glanced over his shoulder. Marco and Eloise didn’t look much better. They were staring at me like refugees from the underworld at Bo’gloo. “What’s up?” I said. “You guys look like you just took your zombie pills.”

I could tell we were descending. But unlike Torquin’s usual habits, our angle wasn’t totally nose down. We seemed to be on a gentle decline. “Not sure what to do,” he muttered.

That didn’t sound good.

Right now the bag that contained our new Loculus was strapped into the copilot’s seat. We had picked it up in Alexandria, a thick, touristy shoulder bag that said MY PARENTS WENT TO QUITBAY CITADEL AND ALL I GOT WAS THIS LOUSY TOAT BAG. Mainly so we could carry the Loculus without touching it. And also because of the bad spelling.

I set it gently on the floor, sat in the seat, and looked through the copilot window. We were in the middle of a tropical downpour. Through the windshield wipers, I saw what looked like a lake surrounded by trees. “That is . . . airport,” Torquin said quietly.

“Where?” I asked.

He trained a set of spotlights so I could see more clearly. A helicopter was floating on the lake. “Underwater,” he said.

He banked the jet to the right. We flew over a set of roofs, arranged in an oval shape, all peeking up above a sea of water.

“No . . .” I said.

Below one roof was a set of columns, topped by a familiar marble carving:

HOUSE OF MASSA
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CHAPTER FORTY

WHERE DEATH IS LIFE AND LIFE IS DEATH

“HAAAAANG ON, SLIPPY, Slippy hang on!” the voice sang over Torquin’s console.

I knew exactly who it was. “Nirvana!” I shouted. “We’re over the airport! What happened?”

“Hey, that must be Jack!” Nirvana said. “The reception sucks, but I know it’s you because of the full sentences.”

“Not funny,” Torquin said. “Can’t land.”

“Yeah, well, we had a little seismic event while you were gone,” Nirvana replied. “When last we saw you, we’d determined the island was . . . shall we say, unstable? Kind of like a dreidel when it loses speed—you just don’t know which way it’s going to fall? Okay, maybe that’s not the best analogy, but suffice it to say the island has . . . tilted. In the other direction. I’d never been in a flood before. It’s pretty scary.”

My stomach knotted up. All I could think about was Mom. “Did anyone get hurt?”

“Not a soul, thank goodness,” Nirvana replied. “But the Enigma is back underwater playing with its old fishy friends. Way underwater. So far underwater that the opposite side of the island has risen up like the White Cliffs of Dover.”

“Who?” Torquin said.

“The Palisades?” Nirvana tried.

“Huh?” Torquin asked.

“They rose really high, okay?” Nirvana said with exasperation. “Tork, are you pilot enough to pull off a water landing?”

I could see the hairs of Torquin’s beard angle upward. “Whoa, what’s happening to your face, Torquin?” Eloise asked.

“He’s smiling,” I murmured.

“That’s what I was afraid of,” Cass replied.

With a loud “PAH!” Torquin yanked back the throttle and left our stomachs somewhere over the flooded compound.

The only thing worse than being on a plane with Torquin is being on a plane with Torquin during an emergency.

Well, there is one conceivably worse thing. You could crash and die. But this comes close.

He lowered the pontoons with such force I thought they’d drop into the ocean. He landed so hard on the water it felt like solid rock. Despite the airtight compartments, seawater came seeping up to our ankles.

Swimming to a muddy shore and then scaling a steep wall of slime was pleasant in comparison.

At the top of the hill was a long, flat, treeless field of mud. The Karai rebels and the Massa had slapped together a small compound of tents and makeshift buildings of driftwood and tarps. Although the sun had just set and a steady rain fell, I still could see the outline of Mount Onyx looming in the distance. Being in the center of the island, it hadn’t submerged. But its familiar cone now canted to the south.

“Thank you for getting everyone back safely, Torquin,” was Aliyah’s greeting. “That was a monumental feat.”

“Would do it again any time,” he said.

“Not with us,” Cass murmured.

Eloise leaned over to me. “Did she just say Torquin had monumental feet?”

As we gathered inside the largest of the tents, a team of rebels served us hard crackers along with lukewarm tea. “We managed to salvage some provisions, electronic materials—and, naturally, all of Wenders’s records,” Aliyah said. “The rebels have been an enormous help, having survived in the wilderness for so long. There were no casualties, I am happy to report.”

My eyes kept darting out the flap, hoping to see signs of Mom. “So . . . people like, um, Dr. Bones . . . Sister Nancy . . . ?” I asked, trying not to be too obvious.

“All fine,” Aliyah said. “Scattered about on various recovery projects. But as you can see, we are running out of time. There is no telling what this island will do next. It is as if it has a life of its own. Now . . . please, tell us some good news.” She looked greedily at my shoulder bag from Alexandria.

I felt my shoulders shaking. I was cold, and I took a sip of tea. Eloise started telling our story, with the rest of us chipping in until we covered everything. Torquin was quiet—even for him. The whole time he stared at Mount Onyx as if he were afraid it would fly away.

As I finished, with the account of how the new Loculus saved our lives, Aliyah’s eyes drew together with confusion. “You mean the power of the Loculus is not time travel?” she asked. “How could you have gotten that wrong?”

“Did you bring back wrong Loculus?” Manolo grunted.

We’d hardly been back on the island a half hour, and already they were yelling at us.

“Uh, yeah, I’m really glad we’re alive, too!” Cass said.

Aliyah’s voice softened. “I’m sorry. Of course I’m glad you’re all safe. This information throws me, though. If we are to manage the Loculi, we must not make mistakes.”

I shook my head. “Something about the description. I must have read it wrong.”

Aliyah snapped her fingers. In a moment, one of her goons had laid out the boxes with Wenders’s notes, and next to them the Loculus of Language. I had marked the part where Wenders described the powers of the Loculi, so it didn’t take long to find it. Cass, Marco, Eloise, and I leaned over it, touching the Loculus of Language. We stared at it intently, the silence broken only by the tapping of rain on the tent canvas.

The words appeared to me in Latin first. Then they began to change before my eyes. Most of them transformed instantly into their English meaning, bold and clear. Others were slower, their print soft and murky. I waited until I had something definite, and then read slowly: “‘Forward is the thrust of growth/That makes us human, gives us breath/To travel back can now be done/Where death is life and life is death.’”

Manolo scratched his head. “Sounds like the time travel to me!”

“How do you do that so fast, Brother Jack?” Marco said. “The words are still forming for me. Some are supereasy. Like, the. But the rest . . .”

“Me, too,” Cass said.

“Which ones are you stuck on?” I asked.

“Well,” Cass replied, staring hard, “most of them are there by now, but the place where you see ‘growth’—I’ve got nothing definite yet.”

Marco was frowning. “Weird. Something is forming for me, but it doesn’t begin with g. I’ve got an e . . . v . . . o . . . t . . . ? What the heck?”

I blinked at the text. Marco’s suggestion was making stuff happen on the page for me, too. My brain was scrambling the letters again. “Could that t be an l?” I asked.

“Yeah, maybe,” Marco said.

The word was transforming before my eyes. “Evol . . . ution . . .” I said. “Whoa, okay, that makes sense. My first reading was growth. That’s one of the possible definitions. But what Wenders meant was evolution. Maybe that changes the meaning?”

Aliyah’s eyes lit up. “Wenders lived in a world that was being rocked by the publications of Charles Darwin. Everyone was talking about evolution. About how humans began as so-called lower life forms—single-celled organisms to amoebas to fish to amphibians to reptiles to mammals—”

“‘Forward is the thrust of evolution’?” Eloise said. “That’s what he meant?”

Cass nodded. “He’s saying it makes us human and gives us breath. And evolution can only go forward, not back.”

“And now, with this Loculus, we can ‘travel back’—not through time but down the evolutionary cycle!” I said. “To some kind of amphibious state. Which made us able to breathe.”

“So while using the Loculus in water we can breathe, but if we keep holding it out of the water we can’t—just like fish,” Eloise said excitedly. “And that’s what he meant by ‘where death is life and life is death!”

“Bingo, Sister Eloise!” Marco said, slapping her a high five.

I heard the crackling sound of a rock slide in the distance. Torquin stood up abruptly and peered out the tent flap, his eyes trained on the weirdly tilted silhouette of Mount Onyx.

I felt my body moving from side to side, as if some ghost had decided to wiggle me with invisible hands. Through the open flap I could see the tide at the bottom of the cliff sweep out with a swift sucking sound and then crash to the shore, throwing Slippy into the mud like a toy.

Aliyah held tight to my arm until the motion stopped. After a moment of eerie silence, monkeys began screeching bloody murder from the jungle.

I left the tent and looked down over the cliff. The shore had shifted about the length of a football field.

No one had to say a word. But our eyes were all speaking volumes.

We had to act.

Now.

Before we were underwater permanently.
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CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

WWDD

“NO,” ALIYAH SAID. “And that is final. You will not be taking the Loculi from this island.”

“Technically, they’ll still be on the island,” Marco said. “Just, like, thousands of years in the past.”

Aliyah shook her head. “You didn’t take them on your last journeys, and you were quite successful—”

“If we’d had the Loculus of Strength, we would have defeated the Zons so much easier,” Cass said.

“If we’d had the Loculus of Teleportation, we could have gotten out of the Mu’ankh’s belly in a much less disgusting way,” Marco said.

“If we’d had the Loculus of Healing,” I added, “Brother Dimitrios might still be alive.”

Aliyah turned away. Her face darkened.

The tent flap opened, and three Karai rebels stepped in. One of them bowed to Aliyah and reported, “We’ve rerouted the fresh water lines, but Nirvana is still having trouble getting the electronics to work again.”

The rain had stopped, the full moon was peeking through, and people were busy reorganizing the camp, repairing damage from the latest quake. The noise and the level of activity were distracting. I needed Aliyah’s full attention to convince her that going into the rift without the Loculi would be crazy. I needed to talk to her alone.

I stepped toward her and put a hand on her arm. “Let’s go outside and, um, take a walk,” I said.

She gave me a funny look, but then she nodded. Slinging a pair of binoculars around her neck, she ducked through the flap with me.

Aliyah took my arm, and we walked a path parallel to the shore. After the last tremor, the sea had receded again. Now Slippy rested on mud about fifty feet up the slope. In the full moon’s light, the jet glowed an eerie amber white that made the eyes of Brother Dimitrios’s portrait seem to follow us.

“I miss him,” she said. “He could be so dull and even coarse at times, but he was dedicated and trustworthy. And surprisingly wise. To me, at least.”

“WWDD,” I said.

“Excuse me?”

“What Would Dimitrios Do?” I said. “Listen, Aliyah. Cass, Marco, and I—we’re only thirteen. We’ve been through a lot, but we’re still kids. So far we’ve been lucky. But for what we have to do now, we need help. Your help—”

“Are you gaming me?” Aliyah spun on me. “Jack, let me be blunt. Your chances of succeeding are wildly bad. You are entering what has always been a physical impossibility—a breach of time. How can I justify your taking six Loculi? What if you don’t come back?”

“Exactly. If we don’t come back, then what will you be left with?” I said. “Six Loculi, Aliyah. Tell me what you can do with only six of them. Six Loculi won’t raise Atlantis. You’ll be stuck on this island and what happens to your plans? To the memory of your brother? Is that what you want?”

Her eyes fell. She didn’t say a word.

“Without the Loculi we’re just normal kids jumping into that rift,” I went on. “With the Loculi, we have power. Superabilities. We stand a chance of succeeding. Of returning with all seven. Which is the only thing that matters to you. And to us.”

Nothing. No comment at all. How could she be so dense? “Come on, this is a no-brainer, Aliyah!” I blurted out.

Ugh. Nice job, McKinley. Way to be disrespectful to the leader of the Massa.

Her face hardened. She looked away from me, inward to the island.

“I—I don’t mean to be disrespectful,” I said. “We can quietly fly over the jungle and avoid the beasts, then drop into the caldera—”

Aliyah shook her head. “No,” she said quietly. “If you’re going to do this, I would like us all to go to Mount Onyx together.”

“Wait. Did you say—?”

“But for all our safety, you will take the Loculi with us through the jungle,” Aliyah continued. “I will have Manolo get them. And the rebels will help protect us.”

I grinned. “Common sense wins out—woo-hoo!”

“Not so fast,” Aliyah said. “When we reach the caldera, I will make a decision as to whether you’ll take them further. Meanwhile, please get some sleep. We will leave at first light.”

“Thank you, Aliyah,” I said, as she turned away. “And, hey, let’s win this one for your little brother. Full steam ahead for Osman.”

As she walked back to the tent, the wind lifted her hair on the tendrils of a gray-white mist. I thought I saw the glint of moisture on her cheek. “As you wish, my liege,” she said with a smile.


My liege. She had called me that before. She always said it like it was a joke, but I knew it wasn’t. Not really. It was a reminder. They didn’t want me to forget I was the Destroyer, and the Destroyer would be king. But king of what? Some kind of New Order, after Atlantis was raised?

This made me nervous. It also made me think about something we’d never really figured out: What the heck were we going to do if we did finally get all the Loculi? Raise Atlantis, the way the Massa wanted, and risk destroying the world? Or destroy the Loculi, Karai-style, and give up any hope of surviving past our fourteenth birthdays?

The worst part was, we didn’t have time to talk about it.

I thought about this all night. I tossed and turned when I was supposed to be sleeping. Finally I just got up and had a breakfast of stale crackers, rainwater, and some kind of foul-tasting jerky that only Torquin seemed to enjoy.

Now we were racing the sunrise.

As soon as we got up, a rebel named Felix, who had been Karai’s “Director of Design, Electronics and Wardrobe,” began fitting us with special dual-pouch vest packs. Each vest had two compartments and each compartment was big enough to contain one Loculus. A pack for each Select meant we could comfortably carry all six Loculi. Along each side Felix had added a quick-release tab, a rawhide cord that pulled down a huge zipper.

“It’s too tight.” Marco hunched his shoulders forward to show how badly his new backpack fit.

Felix, eyed him skeptically. “I think it’s slimming.”

“Marco the Magnificently Slim,” Cass said.

Marco struck a heroic pose. “I kind of like that.”

“How’d you make these so fast?” Cass asked.

“I made them lo-o-ong ago, baby,” Felix said with a laugh. “For when you guys would make a heroic return and join us in the revolution. Which isn’t going to happen now. Lucky us. Anyway, you guys practice releasing those side tabs. I salvaged the zippers from Karai storage. They’re industrial grade. The leather should be nearly indestructible. Drying and tanning those vizzeet skins was no easy task.”

“These things are made of vizzeets?” Cass said.

Felix put his hands on his hips. “Well, they’re not alive. . . .”

“I’m not going to ask about the jerky I just ate,” I said.

The tent flap opened, and Aliyah strode in. “Well, the ground has not shaken, vibrated, or heaved in five hours. And the sun rises in sixteen minutes. Are we ready?”

“To risk our lives doing something that every scientist in history says is impossible?” Cass said. “Oh, sure.”

“Number One, ma’am?” Eloise piped up. “Are you sure I can’t go?”

“You’re so polite when you want to do something totally dumb,” Cass said.

As she drew back her arm to smack him, Cass lurched away. With a growl, Eloise jumped at him, and he caught her in his arms.

I thought they were going to tear each other apart. But they wrapped their arms tightly around each other and rocked back and forth. “When you come back,” Eloise said, “can we go home?”

Cass’s eyes were red. “Mom and Dad—”

“Are in jail,” Eloise said. “I know. But that doesn’t matter, right? You and me—we can make a home and take care of each other until they get out, right?”

“Right,” Cass said.

“And we can move next door to Jack,” Eloise said.

Cass smiled. “And Aly and Marco will come to visit all the time.”

“Emosewa,” Eloise said. “And gnizama.”

They stood there without moving while everyone else bustled around in preparation.

For sixteen minutes.
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CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

ONCE MORE INTO THE RIFT

“EEEEEE!”

The monkeys were on a time release. It was like they were programmed to scream at the top of their lungs the moment the sun peeked over the horizon.

Which wasn’t the most pleasant way to start what might be the last day of our lives.

As we walked through the jungle, we were flanked by rebels and Massa soldiers armed with blowpipes and guns. “Ignore them, they are merely making mischief,” Torquin said. His voice seemed weirdly calm and un-Torquinlike, as if being with the Massa put him on his best behavior. But his face was dripping with sweat.

“You feeling off your game again, Torquin?” I asked.

“I suppose you could say that,” he replied.

Marco barked a laugh. “Dude, you are the only person I know whose vocabulary gets better when he’s sick.”

“It’s the white beard,” Cass said. “It makes him feel distinguished.”

“EEEEEE!” agreed a chimpanzee.

“Would be so easy to blast those obnoxious pests!” Manolo said.

Another monkey dropped down from a tree, grabbed Manolo’s head, and planted a big fat kiss. As it swung away, screeching, the guard staggered backward. “Uccch! Did you see that? Request permission to—”

“Stay on task, please, Manolo,” Aliyah said.

“Perhaps they recognize a kindred spirit,” Torquin grumbled.

“Ha! Good one, Tork,” Marco said.

“Pah!” Torquin’s response was so loud, so explosive, that we all jumped a little.

“Torquin? You’re scaring us,” Eloise said.

“Sorry,” Torquin grumbled. “Passed out . . .”

“Uh, no, you didn’t,” I said. “You were right here with us. Hiking.”

Torquin nodded. “Huh. Okay. Follow me.”

He took the lead, bushwhacking through the jungle with a machete. Marco rolled his eyes and circled his index finger around his ear. “Cuckoo,” he mouthed.

We walked carefully. Every rustle in the trees made my hair stand on end. Cass was shivering, despite the fact that the temperature must have been close to ninety already. A rustle in the brush made him jump so hard he hit his head on a tree. “Hyyeaaaahh!” shouted one of the Massa guards, slicing a machete through the undergrowth.

A small bush went tumbling away, and an iguana skittered for its life.

“That was close!” Cass shouted.

“It was a lizard,” Eloise said. “How did you ever survive a griffin attack?”

“Barely,” Cass said.

Eloise sighed. “Brothers . . .”

A couple of hours in, the sun began to pound. Last night’s moisture was rising in thick, fetid-smelling waves from the ground. All we could hear was the crackling of branches and leaves beneath our feet.

But I was starting to get a little creeped out. Not by the fear of attack but by the lack of any. No vromaski growls, no griffin calls, no vizzeet screeches. And as we neared the volcano, even the monkey cries receded into the distance. The last time we hiked through the woods, we’d left a trail of poison-darted beasts by this time.

Nirvana hiked back toward us, her face drenched in sweat. “Sorry, guys,” she said. “No fun today. The beasts are pretty quiet. Maybe they don’t like the heat.”

“Quiet is good,” Cass shot back.

“I’m suspicious,” Marco said.

“I think they’re waiting to give a surprise party at Mount Onyx,” Eloise suggested.

“Don’t say that!” Cass barked. “Even as a joke.”

“Well, what do you think it is?” Eloise asked.

“The island flooded, right?” Cass said. “When that happens, things drown. That means lots of easy meals. So if I were a griffin or a vromaski or a vizzeet, I’d be filling up on some of that roadkill and not bothering to hunt things that can still run away and fight back.”

No one had the energy to argue. We were all grateful for the peace. As we reached a clearing near the base of the volcano, we could see a team of Massa scientists waited by the cave entrance, near a carved number 7 in the rock wall.

One of them was Mom. As usual, I had to restrain myself from running to her. “Hello, Sister Nancy!” I cried out, maybe a little too energetically.

“Hi there,” she said. Her eyes were appropriately friendly, but as corny as it sounds, I swear I could see I love you in them. Which made my face heat up embarrassingly. I turned around and started coughing, causing Marco to pound me on the back. I forced myself to stop before I lost my breakfast jerky.

“We’ll be joining you,” Mom said. “We have a map of the route. This will help us avoid wrong turns.”

Torquin waddled up next to her. “Bravo. Excellent idea.”

“Well . . . thank you, Torquin,” Mom said brightly.

“He’s got a rare germ that makes him sound like a real person,” Marco explained.

Aliyah looked over her shoulder. “We’ve been lucky so far this morning. Are we ready to continue?”

“I guess,” Eloise said.

“Um . . .” Cass said.

“You bet,” Marco said.

Felix circled around behind us and began helping Cass unhook his Loculus vest.

“No, we’re not ready,” I said, staring at Aliyah.

She gave me a weary look. “Jack, please . . .”

I put my hand on Felix’s arm before he could go any further. “We go nowhere unless we can take the Loculi with us.”

Aliyah’s guards stepped forward menacingly.

“You told me you would think about it,” I reminded her.

“I did,” Aliyah said. She pulled a small silver chain from around her neck. At the bottom hung a simple, orb-shaped locket.

Quietly she hung it around my neck, and I held the locket in my hand. “What is this?”

“Open it,” she said.

As I popped it open, we all gathered around to look at a yellowed school photo of a dark-skinned, grinning gap-toothed kid about nine years old. Across the bottom was a white-on-black placard that spelled out OSMAN BARTEVYAN.

Aliyah gave a signal to Felix, and he backed away from Cass.

She glanced to the sky, sighed, and in a soft but clear voice said, “Once more into the rift.”

It was the fastest we had ever reached the waterfall. It was also the loudest I’d ever heard it. The water raged from its opening high above, crashing over the rocky wall and thundering into the pool below. It didn’t quite block out the Song of the Heptakiklos, but it sure gave it a good run for its money.

Marco knelt by the waterfall’s pool and splashed water on his face. “Feels great,” he said. “Even if you’re not dead.”

He was right. All of us were tired, and we took a moment to refresh ourselves in the rejuvenating water. It had been a real slog through the labyrinth. Even though Mount Onyx was on the highest part of the island, rainwater had seeped into the paths, maybe two inches deep in some places. Our legs ached and our feet were wet and blistered.

“Okay, before we do this, do you all know which Loculi you’re carrying?” Aliyah asked.

I adjusted my pack and stood. “I have Language and Flight.”

“Invisibility and Healing,” Cass said.

“Bert and Ernie,” Marco said.

Aliyah glared at him.

“Okay. Underwater Breathing and Teleportation,” Marco said.

“Then let’s roll,” I said.

Aliyah nodded. I touched the silver locket, and we all turned toward the caldera.

We weren’t expecting to hear the loud, steady sound of breathing from inside, like the hum of a jet engine.

“Whoa,” Marco said. “Is that Torquin?”

“I—I don’t think so,” Cass squeaked.

I looked over my shoulder. I couldn’t see Torquin, but there were maybe twelve people crowded into a narrow space. So I walked up next to Marco, and we both crept toward the center of the volcano.

“Jack and I will do some recognizance,” Marco called out.

“Reconnaissance,” I whispered.

“That, too,” Marco said.

The sun was just about directly overhead, so we had to shield our eyes. White light scorched the rocky walls and highlighted each stain and scuffle left from our last battle.

Only the corner that contained the Heptakiklos was in darkness. Because of the wall’s angle, that area was dark, day and night.

With the Loculi on our backs and the Heptakiklos about fifty feet away, the Song of the Heptakiklos twanged in my head. It obliterated just about every other noise—except the deep, scratchy breathing, which I heard loud and clear.

“Sounds like a hose-beaked vromaski with a bad cold.” Marco took my arm and we both stepped forward. “Go slowly, Brother Jack. Remember, they’re more afraid of you than you are of them.”

“Famous last words,” I said.

“Dude, we have the Loculi,” Marco reminded me. “Piglet doesn’t stand a chance. You hold on to Flight, I’ll hold on to Teleportation, and we’ll kick his butt from here to Halicarnassus. Deal?”

“Deal,” I said.

We both yanked down the quick-release side zippers, pulled out the Loculi, and stepped into the darkness. Instantly the temperature dropped about ten degrees. I could feel the mists of the Heptakiklos swirling around me.

As our eyes adjusted to the darkness, we both froze.

Sitting on its haunches in the middle of the Heptakiklos was a silhouette of a beast whose folded wings touched two of the caldera walls. In the darkness I couldn’t see its color, but it had the body of a giant lion.

“Check it out, Tweety’s back!” Marco said.

The creature shook its head slowly. It had no beak, and its face was smooth and round. “I-it’s not a griffin, Marco,” I said. “This thing must have flown here while we were away. Or escaped through the rift . . .”

The creature’s wings unfolded with a whoosh that nearly knocked us over. I could hear Eloise shrieking behind us.

“I would thank you,” came a deep voice that sent vibrations directly up my spine, “not to call me a thing.”
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CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

THE RIDDLE AND THE SWORD

FOR A MOMENT I was convinced someone was playing toy drums, until I realized it was just my knees knocking together.

Marco dropped a Loculus on the ground, then quickly recovered it. “Dude. Sorry. I take it back. I didn’t know you could talk.”

The creature was striding toward us on four stout legs, spiked with stiff fur. Its shoulders, at least ten feet high, drove up and down like pistons. But I still could not get a good sense of its face.

“Oh, I can talk,” it said. “And in many languages. If your friends know what is good for them, they will put down their weapons. I believe they have something of mine.”

Guns began clicking behind me. A dart came flying over my head, embedding itself into the creature’s right leg to no effect. “Stop!” I called out.

I heard a flurry of shouting and commotion. Aliyah was yelling at Manolo. I was too afraid to turn away, too intent on seeing what this creature looked like.

Marco and I backed away. The creature’s wings were leathery and thick, resting on either side of a deeply furred body. It wasn’t a griffin. Griffins were sleek, fast moving, and nervous. This thing was broad and hulking and deliberate.

“We come in peace!” Cass shouted.

“I’ll be the judge of that,” the creature replied. “Besides, I’m the one who’s supposed to ask questions. I’m famous for that.”

As the beast stepped forward, light began to soften the shadow. I could see the outlines of its face now—a square jaw and chiseled cheeks, its fur combed straight on either side of its head. If I had any lingering thought this might be a griffin, that was totally gone now. Griffins did not have broad, humanlike noses and piercing round eyes, like this creature did.

“Don’t you know my face?” the beast bellowed, its breath hot and musty. “Don’t you know my name?”

“Let’s see. The hair . . . um, you’re George Washington?” Marco said.

“NOOOO!”

Aliyah was on her knees. “Get down, you fools,” she whispered. “I don’t know how this thing got here! It was protecting the Loculus. I thought we’d managed to sneak away from it in Egypt.”

“THING? THERE’S THAT WORD AGAIN!” the beast roared.

It lunged toward Aliyah, reaching to swat her with its paw, but she rolled aside with the quick reflexes of an extremely scared ninja warrior.

The creature retracted onto its haunches, sitting tall.

Wings. Body of a lion. From Egypt. Looks weirdly like George Washington. I had an idea what this was. “The Sphinx of Egypt, disappearing overnight . . .” I murmured. “That was what Crazy Farouk said. She’d heard it on the news. And Wenders’s notes . . . also mentioned something about a sphinx. . . .”

“What?” Eloise blurted. “But that’s impossible! The Sphinx is a statue. Statues don’t just come to life!”

Cass pressed his eyes shut. “Hasn’t she learned anything?”

“As you know, I am here to collect something,” the Sphinx said, its eyes moving to focus on me. “And I believe you have it.”

“M-m-me?” I said.

“The Loculus of Language,” Cass whispered.

I stood, backing away. I needed to make it to the tunnel. The entrance would be too small for the Sphinx, and it would get stuck. It was my only hope. Manolo stood beside me, eyeing the Sphinx defiantly. I could sense the others gathering, too.

With a sudden roar, the beast reared its head back and belched a plume of fire. It scorched a stray tree root that jutted from the caldera wall. “I do not fear your bullets, nor will your meager brains outwit me. You will return what is mine or you will die.”

The Sphinx leaped into the air and landed inches from me. I felt the burn of its breath like the sun. “I was inanimate until the prince of Atlantis gave me inner life. Though caught in stone, I could see the world, the beauty of the pyramids. What glory! But this magician knew the nature of Sphinxes. We are creatures of logic. We feed on choices. Riddles. So he presented me with one: What in peace sees all but moves not, in distress sees death and moves swiftly, in success is released to eternal life, in failure is turned to dust?”

“I—I give up,” I said.

“The answer was me,” the Sphinx said. “You see, I was given a choice if I wanted life. Would I remain in stone and watch over the magical orb he had placed in the Great Pyramid, coming to life only to retrieve it in the event of its theft? My reward for success upon Massarym’s return would be freedom, like the birds and lizards! But if the Loculus were stolen and not found, I would turn to dust. To this I agreed. And to this I remain faithful.”

“But Massarym can’t return,” I said. “He’s dead.”

The Sphinx glared at me with colossal eyes. “I have no reason to believe this. But I am who I am, and as Massarym did for me, I will give you a choice. Answer me this question correctly, and I will take back the Loculus and let you live. Answer it wrong, and I will kill you for it.”

“What kind of choice is that?” Cass blurted. “It’s not fair!”

The Sphinx turned to Cass. “Then you shall be the one I ask.”

Cass gulped. “On second thought, it is fair. Very fair. But there are people here a lot smarter than I am—”

“What is it,” the Sphinx said, “that has four feet in the morning, two at noon, and three at night?”

“Ooh! Ooh! I know!” Eloise said.

Cass spun around. “You do?”

“Of course!” Eloise replied. “Everyone does. It’s famous!”

“I asked the boy!” The Sphinx reached out with its paw and placed it on Cass’s head. “He must answer or he must die.”

“Um . . . um . . . wait,” Cass said. “So . . . four feet, you said? Hmmm, let me narrow the possibilities. Actually, can you repeat the question?”

The Sphinx let go of Cass and sat back on its haunches. As it glanced at me, it began to drool.

“Wait!” Cass said. “I’ll get it! I will. Just let me think. Do I have a time limit?”

Shaking, I unzipped the Loculus of Language from my pack and held it out, ready to hand it over. I wouldn’t let Cass die, not like this. If the Sphinx took back the Loculus, we would just have to return to Egypt and get it—after we got Aly.

“Jack . . . ?” Aliyah said.

“It’s a dude!” came Marco’s voice from the caldera. “He crawls on all fours as a baby, walks on two legs as a grown-up, and has to use a cane in old age! Ding, ding, ding! And Marco wins the daily double!”

The Sphinx spun around. “I did not ask you!” the beast roared.

But Marco wasn’t worried about the rules. He raced out of the darkness, holding aloft the golden, bejeweled sword that had been keeping the rift shut. The magic sword King Uhla’ar had called Ischis.

It had been stuck in the rift for centuries. It regulated the flow of energy and kept the rift from blowing open. Removing it had let loose all the beasts and destabilized the island.

If Marco could have picked the one colossally idiotic thing to do, this was it.

“What are you doing?” I shouted. “You can’t remove the sword!”

With a roar, Marco leaped at the Sphinx. The beast unfurled its wings and lunged toward him. Spinning away, Marco swung Ischis and sliced off the tip of a wing.

The creature’s screech filled the caldera. Blood spurted from its wound. It planted its feet, bared its teeth at Marco, and went into a crouch.

As it pounced, the ground lurched. A low moan echoed in the caldera. The Sphinx tilted and fell to the earth on its side.

Leaping to his feet, Marco plunged the sword directly into the Sphinx’s chest.
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CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

NO MERCY

“RUN!” MARCO SAID.

“What do you mean, run?” Aliyah said. “Where?”

The Sphinx was writhing on the ground. Nirvana raced to a pile of supplies and tools that the rebels had collected in the caldera. “We can subdue it!” she said. “We have shackles!”

“We don’t have time for that!” I shouted. “Marco, put the sword back. Close up the rift—now!”

Marco turned back toward the Heptakiklos. But the rift was widening, a mass of green flesh emerging from underneath. I could make out one jewel-like eye, rolling slowly to take in the surroundings. As the creature rose higher, two more eyes emerged. And then two more. Its body began spilling out of the rift, billowing like the ooze from my science fair volcano. It had the rolling flesh of an octopus and the wet sheen of an impossibly massive slug. And it was ripping open the gash farther and farther.

Eloise screamed. “What is that?”

“An ocean of blob?” Marco said, moving closer. “If it keeps this up, it’s going to take over this whole space.”

“Marco, th-th-this is the thing you stabbed after Aly was pulled into the rift,” Cass said.

“Dude, excuse me—are you related to Greenie the Hungry Mu’ankh?” Marco called out. “Like his ugly uncle?”

My hands were shaking. I couldn’t even grip the zipper of my pack, let alone return the Loculus of Language to its pouch. The orb slipped out of my grasp and rolled onto the ground, toward the creature.

As I stepped toward it, Cass grabbed my shoulder. “Leave it alone!” he said. “Or that thing will turn you into Jack McSlimely.”

As the creature rose, its many eyes moved independently, sizing up the space. It spilled out over the empty dug-out bowls of the Heptakiklos, the places where the Loculi were once kept.

The Sphinx let out a screech, causing the enormous creature to turn its eyes in her direction. “Do not let this monster free, not under any conditions.”

“We—we weren’t planning to,” Cass stammered.

“Send it back!” the Sphinx pleaded. “Send it back NOW! This is the Great Atlantean Behemoth. It is a killing machine, built of the earth itself, with no capacity of intelligence or mercy.”

“Yeah, unlike you?” Nirvana yelled out.

“Does it speak?” Cass asked.

Marco circled it, holding tight to his sword. “How could it, Brother Cass? It has no mou—”

Spinning to face Marco, the beast lifted its slimy body upward like a cobra. As the rolls of flesh unfolded under its eyes, a gaping hole opened. It was a perfect black circle ringed with saberlike teeth. The Behemoth let out a hiss, spitting a thick, clear liquid.

“Never mind,” Marco said. “Anybody have some Altoids?”

“Marco, this is not a joke!” Eloise screamed.

The Behemoth’s eyes rolled toward Eloise—and Marco pounced. With a loud cry, he swung Ischis like a home-run hitter. Bases loaded, bottom of the ninth. He made contact just below the creature’s mouth.

The sword sliced through cleanly and emerged through the other side of the creature’s body, sending up a gusher of yellowish fluid. The Behemoth’s head tumbled off and splatted heavily on the ground, a network of severed veins dangling like wires. The rest of its body drooped, then fell limply in a pool of slime.

Marco jumped back, his eyes wide. “Whoa. That is some sword . . .”

The Sphinx was moving now in the shadows. Limping. Its eyes were on the Loculus of Language, which had rolled to the opposite caldera wall. “Heads up!” Nirvana yelled.

I sprinted toward the wall, beating the Sphinx to the Loculus. As I snatched it off the ground, she screeched and shot me a furious glance. “This was not wise,” she hissed, as she flapped her wings and crouched into attack position.

I bolted. Despite her injury, she managed to pounce fast. One of her claws ripped through my shirt as I jumped away. She hit the wall with a thud and a shred of shirt fabric, howling in anger and frustration.

I got up fast, clutching the Loculus of Language, and I raced toward the Heptakiklos. Toward Marco. But behind him, the Behemoth’s beheaded body had begun moving again, undulating slowly. It was still stuck in the rift, plugging it up like putty. Its severed veins and arteries were moving, melding back together. Their pale yellowish-white color was turning green. Before my eyes the beast was growing again, forming into a smooth lump.

Marco swept his arm back, keeping me from getting too close. “This doesn’t look good, Brother Jack,” he said, staring in awe at the Behemoth’s transformation.

“Watch your back!” Eloise cried out.

We both whirled around to see the Sphinx hobbling toward us. Marco kept it at bay with a threatening swipe of his sword. “En garde! Take that!”

“En garde?” the Sphinx hissed.

“I heard that in a movie once,” Marco replied. “Loosely translated it means come any closer, you’re Sphinx patties!”

A gurgling noise bubbled up from behind us. I looked over my shoulder to see the Behemoth’s body repairing itself, sprouting eyes, growing a new mouth. “I don’t believe this . . .” I moaned.

Marco’s head whipped around. “Oh, great. It’s regenerating. Just what we wanted.”

“Jack!” Nirvana screamed.

The Sphinx took advantage of the distraction. But instead of attacking us, it catapulted on its good leg, managing to leap over our heads. Marco swung at it with Ischis, but the creature cleared him easily and landed just beyond me.

It stood between us and Behemoth now. With the glob growing behind it, the Sphinx seemed smaller but no less fierce. “This fetid hole has become quite unpleasant,” she said. “So I will have that Loculus right now, please, and leave for Egypt.”

“Or . . . ?” Marco said.

“Or the ground will slicken with the blood of children!” the Sphinx snapped.

“Lame dialog, drama queen,” Marco said. “You need a new writer.”

The Sphinx jumped toward us. Marco swung but managed only to chop off a few feathers. Off balance, the beast landed on my foot, nearly wrenching it off. I saw red. All I could do was scream.

The ground lurched. A chunk of stone, soil, and roots smashed to the floor from high on the caldera wall.

The sword. Up till now I figured that with the Behemoth stuck in the rift, the energy was still trapped underground. But the crack was spidering outward in lightning jags. The rift was becoming a network of cracks. Clenching my jaw against the pain in my crushed foot, I looked for Ischis but couldn’t see it in the chaos.

Marco leaped into the air and landed a kick directly in the Sphinx’s face. As the beast fell back, I could see someone rushing toward me. I had to blink away the pain a few times to see it was Cass. He knelt over my legs, touching the Loculus of Healing to my ankle. “One Mississ-ss-ssippi, two Miss-ss-issippi . . .” he stammered, while the orb did its work.

The pain quickly disappeared. I thanked Cass and stood, surveying the mess around us. Marco was emerging from behind the Heptakiklos, Ischis aloft. He had found it in the shadows.

The Sphinx fixed a cold glare at him, but she wasn’t going to go near Marco as long as he had the sword. The Behemoth was moaning, resuming its rise from the rift. Its new head was darkening, solidifying. Cass ran back to the pack of Massa and rebels. Many of them were firing at the green blob, but that was having no effect. Their bullets disappeared harmlessly into its gelatinous skin.

“Anybody got salt?” Marco said.

“What?” Eloise shot back.

“Ever see what happens when you put salt on a slug?” Marco said. “The thing shrivels up and dies.”

“You need a salt mine for that thing!” Cass said.

The Heptakiklos was a mess now. The seven stone bowls, where the Loculi were supposed to be placed, were being split by the network of cracks. “What do I do now, King Jack?” Marco said. “As long as that blob is stuck, we’re protected. If it escapes, or if I chop it to bits . . . what happens to the rift? It’ll just grow, right?”

“I don’t know . . .” I said.

Nirvana was shouting at me now, waving her arms, gesturing toward the tunnel. Something about Eloise. “What’s she saying?” Marco asked.

His sword drooped. That was all the Sphinx needed. She leaped again, out of the shadows. Marco swung wildly. I jumped away, landing closer to the Behemoth. It was rising, changing by the second, nearly fully formed now. Its mouth gaped like the opening to a furnace.

The Sphinx rolled on the ground, her legs twitching. Obviously Marco had done some damage.

In that moment, I knew what to do. But I would have to channel some of Marco’s ability.

I stood, holding the Loculus high. “Sphinxy!” I shouted. “You want it? You really, really want it?”

The Sphinx righted herself, shaking off the pain.

“Jack, what the heck are you doing?” Marco shouted.

“Yes . . .” the Sphinx rasped. “Of course I want it, accursed child.”

“Well, go get it!” I said, rearing my arm back and holding tight to the Loculus.

Turning to face the Behemoth, I threw it with all the strength I had.

I watched the Loculus leave my hand. It arced high into the air. The great green beast roared, turning its mouth upward.

And the Loculus disappeared into the wet, gaping blackness.
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CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

KARST POOL

I KNEW THE Sphinx would go nuts, and I wanted to be out of its way.

Everyone else in the caldera thought I was nuts, too. And maybe I was. I ran toward Cass for safety. I felt the whoosh of the Egyptian beast’s injured wings as it flew, shrieking, toward the Behemoth.

“Jack, why the heck did you do that?” Cass shouted, stiff with shock.

“‘In failure . . . is turned to dust . . .’” I said, catching my breath. “Remember? The Sphinx’s job is to protect the Loculus. Or it turns to—”

“Eeeeaaaahhhhh!” With her front paws extended, the winged beast dove after the Loculus.

The Behemoth bit down tightly. I could hear a muffled screech. The Sphinx was stuck, trapped below her front haunches. Her head, shoulders, and wings were deep inside the blob. The two beasts shook violently—but the mighty Sphinx was like a toothpick in some extremely ugly Jell-O.

The Behemoth slid slowly back into the rift, pulling the Sphinx in, with a sick, slurping sound. It scooped up soil as it swept over the caldera floor, squeezing its mass back through the crack. As the last slimy piece of it disappeared inside, the rift contracted. The spidery cracks filled with rocks and dirt.

All that remained was the rear end of the Sphinx, jammed into what remained of the crack. Her rear legs were stuck in our world, kicking furiously.

“Follow me,” I said to Marco.

“Dude, that,” Marco said, staring in awe. “Really. That.”

“I said follow me!” I think I sounded way more confident than I felt. The guards and rebels were staring, dumbfounded. I headed straight past them, farther from the Heptakiklos, into the light. We needed to act fast. With one plan.

I could see Cass, but not his sister. “Where’s Eloise?” I demanded.

Nirvana was standing by the tunnel, looking helpless and agitated. “Gone, Jack,” she said. “With Torquin.”

From inside the tunnel Aliyah came running, her footsteps sloshing in the puddles left by the waterfall. “I followed them, but that big oaf is faster than . . .” Her eyes drifted toward the Heptakiklos, where the Sphinx’s butt was gyrating helplessly.

“I needed to immobilize them both,” I explained quickly. “The Sphinx wasn’t going to give up until it got that Loculus. So I threw it into the Behemoth’s mouth.”

“You gave up a Loculus?” Aliyah said.

“We’ll get it back,” Marco said.

“If I hadn’t given it up, that Loculus would be heading back to Egypt in the Sphinx’s paws,” I said. “And the Behemoth would be all over us. The rift is blocked now, so there shouldn’t be more disturbances on the island. At least for now.”

“It’s brilliant,” Nirvana said.

“Until it’s not,” I replied. “Which might be soon. What happened to Eloise?”

Nirvana’s face was lined with worry. “Okay, we’re standing there being all ineffectual while you and Marco are whaling on the beasts, and I see Torquin taking Eloise’s hand and walking her back, farther from the action. This seems totally okay to me, Mr. Protector and all, but I’m noticing he’s saying stuff like, ‘My dear, I’m afraid this is too perilous a venue right now.’ Which would be borderline normal for anyone else to say—”

“But not Torquin,” Aliyah added. “Next thing we know, Eloise is pulling at him, telling him to leave her alone. Also not an unreasonable thing to do, but under the circumstances no one paid much attention. The screaming came a few seconds later.”

“I told you he was acting weird!” Cass said.

“I’ve sent Brutus and a couple of others to follow them,” Nirvana replied, looking back into the dark passageway. “They were on Torquin’s tail. Come.”

She handed Cass and me flashlights. Marco followed. We raced past the waterfall and into the tunnel. At the first fork in the path, where we would turn left to get through the maze, Brutus stood pointing to the right. “Hurry.”

Going as fast as we could, we raced to the next intersection, where Fritz pointed us to the left. “I asked them to do this,” Nirvana said. “Sort of like the crumbs Hansel left to get out of the woods.”

“Huh?” said Marco.

“The string Theseus left in the labyrinth to escape the Minotaur?” Nirvana called over her shoulder.

“What?” Marco said.

“Forget it,” Nirvana replied.

“Left!” shouted a rebel who was just ahead of us.

“This is starting to look familiar,” Cass said.

The tunnel was wider here. On the walls were paintings of griffins and hose-beaked vromaskis. Just ahead, on a corner that led off in another direction, I shone my flashlight on a mark carved into the wall. “I made that,” I said. “And if I remember right, we should be pretty close to—”

My foot hit something that slid against the wall in a brittle-sounding crash. I quickly shone my flashlight downward to see a pile of human bones. “That is so gross,” Nirvana said.

“Cass, we saw this skeleton—remember?” I said. “When we were first exploring the maze?”

“Right,” Cass said. “It was after we fell—well, you fell—into that pool, in that weird karst environment.”

“I don’t want to sound like an idiot,” Marco said, “but . . .”

“Karst,” Cass said. “It’s a geology thing. A place that has sinkholes, underground pools, cenotes. That’s where Jack fell—a cenote, which is like a round pool. In Ancient Mexico they were considered holy and used for sacrifices and stuff. The weird thing is, you see this kind of stuff in areas that have lots of limestone—but not usually in a jungle.”

“Sacrifices?” Aliyah’s voice echoed in the hallway. Without another word, she barreled past us. We followed her in a hurry.

The tunnel narrowed. Nirvana was directly ahead of me, and she smacked her head on a long stalactite, which cracked off and crashed to the ground. “Yeow!” she cried out. “Watch your head.”

“EEEEEEEE!” came a cry from directly ahead of us.

Monkeys?

What were they doing here?

Aliyah was standing at the entrance to the cave. As we gathered around her, we all stopped cold.

I remembered the layout of the place: Rock walls, dripping with water and rising up into darkness. A stone slab with a hole in the middle, about twenty feet in diameter, which dropped into a pool of icy-cold water. A room carved into the rock of the opposite wall, with a stone table and a set of steps.

At this point I could actually see little more than the walls. A few monkeys were climbing them, leaping from rock perch to rock perch. The last time we’d been here, the place was empty, but not now.

Old priesty-looking guys in gilded robes and sandals stood around the hole, chanting in a language I didn’t recognize. They were more walking skeletons than men, all small and hunched and fine boned like birds. Their skin was papery and white, their movements excruciatingly slow. From thick candles on the floor, soft light shone upward, making the moisture on the walls seem to flicker with the rhythm of the chanting.

“What the—?” Marco said. “Hello?”

At the opposite end, one of the old priests began slowly climbing the steps into the room. He didn’t react to Marco’s call for a second or two. I think it took these guys time to do anything.

At last the priests turned toward us. They began to shuffle quietly backward, away from the hole, back toward the cave wall. In a few moments we could see the room from end to end. Back when we’d first explored the underground paths, this place had been bare and dusty. Now it had become a kind of shrine, decorated with leafy branches and flowers. The walls were painted with scenes of battle, a portrait of a royal couple with two sons, an armada of ships. Dozens of candles had been elaborately arranged, along with some kind of chalice with incense that smelled like pine trees.

A priest unlike the others stood in the center, with his back to us. He wore a jewel-encrusted hood and his shoulders were immense, completely blocking from sight the table that I knew was there.

“Who are you?” Cass called out. “You. The big guy. In the center.”

But the man said nothing. Standing to his right, one of the older priests announced in a whispery voice, “I am R’amphos.”

Now the giant priest turned. I could see, under the hood, a thatch of bright red hair and a thick white beard.

“Torquin?” I fought the urge to laugh. I wanted this to be a joke. Was there any other possibility? Why else would he be there?

“He’s playing,” Marco murmured.

“He’s crazy,” Cass said.

“He scares me,” Nirvana said.

What scared me was Aliyah’s reaction. I could see her trembling.

As Torquin descended the steps, the table behind him became visible. On it, lying unconscious, was Eloise.

“All bow,” said R’amphos, “to the Omphalos.”
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CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

THE MOTHER OF INVENTION

IMPOSSIBLE.

Of all the crazy things we’d seen, all the unpredictable behavior, all the betrayals—this was the one I just. Could. Not.

Marco tensed up, clenching tight to Ischis. “Ohhhh, no, Big Guy,” he growled. “You don’t get away with this.”

Springing upward, he leaped past the priests. He pinned Torquin against the wall, the sword to his neck. “Tell me this is some kind of joke, Torquin. Tell me. And then, guess what? Even if it is, I am going to kill you.”

“What did you do to my sister?” Cass raced up to the altar.

“She is sleeping,” Torquin said. “Don’t worry, Cassius.”

His voice was soft, not rough. His words were perfectly formed. Had this been an act, all along? How could he have fooled us? How could we not know we were sharing all our adventures with . . . giving all our trust to . . .

The Omphalos.

Torquin was not Torquin. He was the head of the Karai Institute. The man who had accused Mom of betraying the group’s ideals. This was the monster who had put a contract on her life, causing her to fake her own death. Because of the Omphalos, I spent years of my life thinking I did not have a mother.

As someone touched my hand gently from behind, I jumped. Turning quickly, I looked upward into a very familiar face. “M—” I started to blurt out but kept myself from completing Mom. “Sister Nancy! How—?”

“I was commandeering rowboats,” she explained, “on a salvage mission. I came as soon as I heard.”

“Did you hear . . . ?” I gestured toward Torquin. Tears began to flow down my cheeks.

“Yes,” she said in a measured voice that didn’t disguise her disgust. “I am as surprised as everyone else.”

Marco hadn’t budged, but Torquin didn’t seem to care much about the blade to his throat. “How . . . how could you do this?” I blurted. “You won our trust. You took us to find the Loculi. You . . . you—”

“You nearly died for us in Greece,” Cass said. “It makes no sense.”

Aliyah walked forward, her face calm and quizzical. “Well, well. All these years I suspected the Omphalos was a figure of imagination. A lie. Perhaps a modern-day Oz, a figment dreamed up by a committee to frighten people. At other times I thought he was Radamanthus Bhegad. I’m not often wrong, dear Torquin. But this time you blindsided me. Free him, Marco. I will not give him the satisfaction of a swift death without an explanation.”

Marco cautiously lowered his sword and let Torquin free. “Omphalos,” Torquin said in his weirdly normal voice, “is a word the Atlanteans gave to the Greeks. Surely you know this.”

“It means the center of all things,” said Aliyah softly.

“It was the word used in Atlantis to describe the office of royal rule. You could call the king Omphalos, or the queen. This is called, in your tongue, an honorific?” Torquin smiled. “I believe you have already met my charming husband, Uhla’ar.”

I didn’t know whether to laugh or slap myself in the face just to see if I was dreaming.

“Dude, I don’t know what these old geezers gave you to smoke,” Marco said, raising the sword again, “but you are Torquin. Victor Rafael Quiñones. You are not and could not be married to King Uhla’ar of Atlantis of a gazillion years ago. And no offense, Tork, you’re not Omphalos material. Now take off the costume, wake up Eloise, and let’s book. We got a Sphinx and green blob to deal with.”

Torquin raised a finger and Ischis tore out of Marco’s grip. It flipped over and flew toward Torquin, who grabbed it by the hilt and pointed it downward, the tip resting on the stone floor.

“Dude, okay, whatever,” Marco said.

“Your beloved Torquin will be returned to you in the fullness of time,” said Torquin. “You look upon his countenance. You hear his voice. This is because I, Qalani, no longer exist in my own form. My own consciousness is, shall we say, homeless? For the moment I am borrowing your large friend’s body. Which has its great advantages, to be sure. But it is not easy speaking these words through lips untrained to move with such dexterity.”

“I’ll say,” Nirvana squeaked.

Okay. Okay. Time out.

My head spun. I needed to sort this out. So the Omphalos was Qalani—had been Qalani all along. Only now Qalani was living inside Torquin—which would explain why he’d been acting so weird lately. The idea was crazy. It flitted around my brain like a lost bat, frantic and impossible to pin down.

“You don’t believe me, my golden boy,” said Torquin, aka Qalani, walking closer. “Yet you have seen evidence of Massarym’s curse upon my husband, cruelly confined in the form of a stone statue.”

“H-he cursed you, too?” I asked.

“Oh, yes,” Qalani said. “After I created the Loculi, Massarym was the one who appreciated them most. I so loved watching his joy as he flew and disappeared and performed all the feats the Loculi allowed. Karai was wary of my achievement, but I shut him out, so proud was I. In this regard I, Qalani, had put myself above nature, taming and containing it! But as the attacks on Atlantis began from other armies, as the earthquakes and disastrous weather descended, Karai won my ear. He blamed my tampering for the disturbance of the Telion.”

“Whoa,” I said. “Telion?”

“It was the name we gave to the energy that seeped through the great rift,” Qalani said. “And that energy, as you know, was the source of all that was good and perfect in Atlantis. Now, through Karai’s wisdom, I saw that the Loculi should be destroyed. But when I urged Massarym to return the Loculi, he grew angry and vindictive. And, as I discovered, he had secretly learned magics I never even knew existed.

“He punished me, though I was his mother and the queen. I was to spend eternity as a fallen monarch, the lowest of the low. After my physical death, even my consciousness was cursed to remain fully sentient on whatever was left of Atlantis. Over time I learned to inhabit the consciousness of the basest of earth’s creatures, the rats and vultures and crabs and bugs. It took centuries to grow strong enough to implant myself in more complex beings. And when I finally was able to inhabit the various monkeys of the island, my fortunes began to change.”

“So the ones who guided us in the jungle to safety, back when we first tried to escape the Karai Institute . . .” I said. “They seemed so human . . .”

“Ah, you’re welcome.” Qalani chuckled. “I was heartened by the arrival of Herman Wenders, even more so at the development of the Karai Institute. I learned much in my animal disguises, spying on their procedures. As you can imagine, my capabilities as a scientist had been seriously impaired in my primitive physical state. But over the last century I was able to commandeer, then build, communication equipment—all in secret, all while in the form of a highly dexterous chimpanzee. Imagine! Without the capability of speech, I could make my presence known to Radamanthus and the others, in messages. Upon your arrival on the island, Jack, I was on the verge of cracking my most vexing problem—the ability to transfer my consciousness from monkey to human being. My breakthrough was Torquin.”

“Figures,” Marco said.

“So back when we were in New York City, running from Artemisia’s Shadows,” I said. “You summoned Torquin away from us . . .”

“The island had been invaded,” Qalani said. “Necessity is the mother of invention. I needed a human surrogate. It took some time for me to figure out the details.”

I swallowed, standing in front of my mother. The explanation cleared up a few things, but this was the person who had ordered Mom’s death. He, or she, would have to get to me first before coming near her.

“Anne McKinley!” Qalani shouted. “Stand before the Omphalos!”

Aliyah’s brow scrunched. “Who?”

“No!” I shouted. “You can’t!”

Qalani focused directly on Mom. “Your son has proved worthy, Anne. And he bares an uncanny resemblance to my own fair Karai, you know.”

“Wait,” Aliyah said. “Sister Nancy is . . . Jack’s mother?”

“Among everything else I learned today,” Nirvana said, “that’s actually pretty far down on the strangeness ladder.”

I have no words to describe the utter weirdness of Torquin smiling at me like a proud grandmother. Qalani stepped down and began lumbering toward us. The sword sent up sparks as it scraped the stone floor.

Mom stood tall. Tears ran down her cheeks, but she wasn’t shaking a bit. “What I did, Omphalos, was to prevent your taking me from my son. It is what any mother would do. I had to find a cure before he turned fourteen, if I was going to save his life. I gave up everything. I worked for people whose ideals I loathed. But I would do it again—in a heartbeat.”

“You will not need to,” Qalani said. “The time when your death might have served my purpose is long past. You have paid your price, as have I.”

Mom’s shoulders dropped. “Wait—the contract on my life is off?”

“Of course,” Qalani said. “Things have changed. Our quest has come a long way. And I realize now that you acted not to stop us but to save the mission. Now, because of the brave actions of your son and his friends, Karai’s dreams may finally be realized. You have a right to be proud, as do I.”

I couldn’t believe my ears. I didn’t care that everyone knew the truth. I threw my arms around my mom for the first time since I was a little boy, and it felt amazing.

“So . . . you’re going to help us?” Cass asked.

“Your cause and mine are inextricably linked,” Qalani replied. Then she snapped her—Torquin’s—fingers. “But we are Atlanteans, and this must be done the Atlantean way.”

Four of the priests rose to the altar. They seemed to be floating above the ground as they walked, and together they lifted Eloise. Chanting in a weird, high-pitched gibberish, they carried her over to a hole in the stone floor. Her eyes fluttered, and then focused on her brother. “Cass?” Eloise said.

It was the only word out of her mouth before the priests dropped her through the hole.
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CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

SOLDIER YIELDS TO TAILOR

THE LOUD SPLASH made me flinch. It echoed up into the chamber as Eloise hit the pool at the bottom of the pit. The other priests dropped to their knees, caterwauling at the top of their wizened lungs. Marco lunged for Qalani. Screaming his sister’s name, Cass ran to the edge of the hole and leaped.

Qalani flicked the sword in Marco’s direction. R’amphos pointed a bony finger at Cass. Both Marco and Cass were suspended in midair for a long moment. As if plucked by invisible strings, they both changed direction and landed harmlessly on the stone floor.

“You’re a monster!” Mom said to Qalani. She, Aliyah, and I all tried to vault over the side to get to Eloise, but we bounced back, too.

“If you want to sacrifice someone, sacrifice me!” Cass yelled, scrambling to the edge of the hole. “ELOISE!”

His voice echoed in the darkness below. We were all on our knees now, shining our flashlights.

I heard a cough and a splash from below.

“ELOISE, CAN YOU HEAR ME?” Cass shouted. “ARE YOU OKAY?”

Eloise’s voice floated up. “Well, the water’s cold. But actually kinda refreshing.”

Qalani knelt near us by the cenote and peered down. “How does your head feel, my child?”

“Fine, I guess—” Her voice dropped off, and then she screamed: “Yeeow! Ow, ow, ow, ow, ow!”

We all stiffened. What was happening?

Qalani smiled calmly and held out her hand. From an urn at the altar, R’amphos extracted a rope and gave it to her.

Kneeling at the edge, Qalani lowered the rope into the pool. When she felt the tug at the other end, she pulled up Eloise as if she were a rag doll.

She stood up and rubbed the water from her eyes and then hauled off and slapped Torquin’s beefy face as hard as she could. “Why’d you dump me down a well? That really hurt.”

Before Qalani could react, Cass threw his arms around his sister and lifted her in the air. Standing behind them, Aliyah let out a gasp.

As Eloise and Cass spun around, I saw why. On the back of Eloise’s head, as clear as can be, were two bright white streaks of hair in the shape of a lambda.

Qalani was still rubbing Torquin’s jaw as we walked back through the tunnel. “You pack quite a punch,” she said to Eloise.

“Sorry about that,” Eloise said. But her face was alive with excitement, and she could not keep her hands from the back of her head. For about the tenth time, she asked, “So, I’m a Select? Really? I can go into the rift?”

“Yes, dear,” Qalani said with a smile. “We need you. I have been admiring your progress for a long time . . . in my various forms. You’re ready.”

Marco, who was in the lead, turned and began walking backward. “So, if we’re friends now, can I have KissKiss back?”

Qalani had to think a moment, then smiled. “Ah, you mean Ischis, the sword. I suppose so.”

She handed the sword to Marco and he tucked it into his belt. As he kept walking backward, it clattered awkwardly against his leg. “So, Torquin—er, Clownie—”

“Qalani,” the queen said patiently.

“So all that time I was working with those brats at the Massa training center?” Marco went on. “You were there . . . hanging around as, like, a bee or mouse or cockroach?”

“I hope I didn’t step on you,” Eloise said.

“Qalani,” Cass said, “Why Eloise? Why did you do that to her in the cenote?”

“I have long been filled with impatience over the length of time necessary for G7W to express itself—and naturally for its, er, limitations,” Qalani said. “I thought about these things as the time approached to go back to Atlantis. This must be done right, with maximal strength and effectiveness. The rift can only be transited by Atlanteans—and naturally, Selects. As Queen, I will be able to do this in Torquin’s body, which will be a great boon, as we can certainly use his strength. As for Eloise—R’amphos is a wise and innovative scientist, and he can do remarkable things with a few spells and some holy waters. So in short, yes, Eloise has been accelerated to a Select. And we shall be that much stronger for her presence.”

Eloise squealed happily and threw her arms around Qalani, then Cass and me. I smiled back at her. I didn’t want to mention the fact that if we failed, her time clock ran out at age fourteen, too.

This was not the time to be a downer.

The rebels and Massa guards bustled around us as we strode past the waterfall and entered the caldera. Manolo gestured toward the Heptakiklos. Which, at the moment, was basically a Sphinx’s butt embedded in a green blob.

“I think,” Manolo said, “the two beasts are dead.”

“A fortuitous circumstance indeed,” said Qalani.

Manolo shrieked. “Torquin?”

“I know,” I said. “Shocker, huh? But it’s not him. It’s a queen that took over his body.”

Manolo shrieked again.

“Is it really dead?” Aliyah asked, walking toward the motionless Sphinx.

“Not chitchatting about the weather,” Manolo replied.

“How do we proceed now?” Aliyah asked.

“Carefully,” Nirvana said.

Qalani put her hand on the beast’s furry, motionless flank. “Poor, dear creature. The Sphinx was the most cultivated of animals. What did Massarym do to this one?”

Marco crept forward, pulling the sword from his belt. “Turned it into one great big pain in the . . .”

He tapped the flat side of Ischis’s blade on the Sphinx’s hip.

With a muffled howl, the beast began kicking violently. A cloud of soil, dust, and rocks rose from the rift. A small crack began to grow and spread on either side.

Shards of bright white light shot upward like knives. The ground began rumbling beneath us. I fell, but Marco remained upright. He was staring directly at me. “Soldier yields to Tailor,” he said.

“What?” I didn’t know what to do. If the Sphinx shook loose, we were back to Beasts Unlimited. Only this time, maybe we wouldn’t survive. “I hate that nickname, Marco.”

“It fits, Brother Jack,” Marco insisted. “Hurry.”

“It was just Bhegad trying to make me feel better, trying to turn me into someone I’m not!” I shot back. “I can’t hurry!”

My brain was a mess, thinking and overthinking. In my mind I remembered the day Professor Bhegad died. How he’d clung to my ankle as I flew through the underworld on the back of a griffin. How I watched him fall to his death. How I then lost a piece of my heart and soul when he disappeared forever from my life. And now a slideshow of other people flashed through my brain—Dad and Mom and the Ramsay family I’d met in Ohio and Mrs. Black in Los Angeles and Brother Dimitrios and my bike and the pathway through the woods to school. Everything a fragment of me. And all of it exploding into chaos.

You put things together, Bhegad said.

If things weren’t together, they fell apart. Lives vanished. Worlds ended.

I leaped to my feet. My mind was jammed with thoughts. I had no plan. I wasn’t ready to do anything. But plans, I knew, were overrated. We might not succeed. We might not make it back. But sometimes you just had to act even when you didn’t know how. And that made you ready.

What I did know was this: possible success trumped certain death. My instincts were shouting at me loud and clear.

Sometimes, instinct was everything.

I grabbed Qalani’s hand and pulled her toward Marco. “Remember, you’re Torquin!” I said. “So act like him for a minute and do as I say.” I turned, shouting over my shoulder, “Manolo, take the sword. Eventually you will have to jam it back into the rift, when it is finally clear. You’ll know exactly when—and if you don’t, ask Aliyah!”

Manolo stood rigid, his lips curled in disgust. “What does he think he’s doing?”

“I’m not sure,” Aliyah said, “but just do it!”

Marco handed the sword to Manolo. Grumbling, he took it. I took Marco’s hand and Qalani’s, held tight, and positioned us all close to the Sphinx but out of its kicking range.

I told myself I was crazy.

And then I shut myself up.

“Okay, on three!” I shouted. “Eloise, Cass, you come with us!”

“Come with you where?” Cass shouted.

“One . . .” I bent my knees. Qalani did the same, and then Marco. “Two . . .”

At the count of three, Marco, Cass, Eloise, the body of Torquin, and I leaped high. Our ten feet thudded hard on the Sphinx’s flank.

Our weight caused the crack to widen again. The animal sank inside in a reverse shower of light.

We fell back onto the ground. Thunder cracked overhead and the ground jolted. From the rift came the howling screech of a griffin that flew straight upward—into the path of a falling boulder.

“Watch out!” Marco cried out, pushing me out of the way.

I felt myself rumbling side to side. Then upward. “What’s going on?” Eloise screamed.

Behind us, Aliyah was holding the phone to her ears. “We’re getting reports of an approaching tsunami!” she shouted. “East Coast!”

“Go!” Mom screamed.

“But what about you?” I screamed back. “What will happen to—?”

With a deafening boom, the walls of the caldera began to crack down the middle.

“Just go!” Mom ran toward me and squeezed my hand tightly.

“I love you,” I said.

She nodded and then pushed me toward the rift. I took Eloise’s hand. She took Cass’s, and he took Marco’s. Marco grabbed on to Qalani.

I did not look back.

On the count of three, we all plunged into the rift.





[image: image]

CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

THE END OF THE WORLD

UNTIL I GOT to the island, my most painful experiences were at the hands of Barry Reese, the Blowhard of Belleville.

Those were nothing compared to being squeezed by a Colossus. Or spat at by a vizzeet. Or attacked by a zombie army. Or swallowed by a Mu’ankh. Or having every atom of my body teleported.

But compared to the rift, the worst of these were 3 on a scale of 10.

I felt that the skin had been flayed from my body and then sliced thin and flayed again. I felt as if a thin electric prod had been inserted into the spaces between every molecule in my body.

My first thought was that I wanted to die. My second thought was that I should have died a nanosecond ago. After that my brain stopped thinking, and my senses shut down, one by one.

Sight.

Smell.

Sound.

Touch.

Nothing.

The Dream.

A ring of fire, screaming animals, the end of the world.

I am back to where it started, motionless, senseless, without thought. It begins again and I must endure all of it. I must fall to my death and wake up to the Ugliosaurus and wish that my dad were not in Singapore and bike to school and leap away from Barry into the street and be kidnapped to the island, where I will meet the nervous kid and the genius girl with the dyed-pink hair and the jock who can sink fifty-yard jump shots and the tweed-jacketed professor. It is the cycle of life and death stood on its head, past and present colliding, death and death everlasting, amen.

And this repeat cycle, more than the senselessness, more than the pain of all I have endured, more than death itself, is the one thing I cannot stand. The worst I can imagine.

“No-o-o-o!”

I shout at the top of my lungs, drawing my hands across the scene in front of me as if I can rip it apart and cause everything to vanish.

But it’s . . .

“TOO LATE!”

I would say Eloise’s scream woke me up. But that would imply that I’d been sleeping. I’m not sure I was. I’m not sure what state my body was in—dream or seeing, past or present.

Splayed out before us was a lake of green goo with three eyes and a Sphinx jutting from its mouth—both motionless. But gone were the walls of the caldera. We were in the center of what looked like a bowl, a vast circular field that rose all around to a steep, curved ridge. A waterfall cascaded from part of the ridge, and thick woods surrounded us on all sides. Below us the soil was parched, and I could smell the fires that smoked upward from the woods. I could also hear the distant scream of a creature that I recognized as a hose-beaked vromaski.

“Are we . . . in Atlantis?” Eloise said.

As Qalani struggled to her feet, she glanced at the countryside. I had never seen Torquin’s features show so much emotion. They stretched and strained into an expression of both sadness and joy. “By Uhla’ar’s staff, I never thought I would see this again . . .”

“I guess that’s a yes,” I said to Eloise.

“Because I—I just dreamed this, Jack,” Eloise said. “And then I woke up, and there it was . . .”

I couldn’t help laughing. “You’re having the Dream, too, huh? Welcome to the world of the Select.”

“Where’s Cass?” Eloise said.

I looked around but saw no sign of him. He had to be here. We’d made it, so he must have, too.

Didn’t he?

“Cass?” Eloise called out, heading for a thicket at the edge of the forest.

My eyes darted left and right, hoping to spot Cass. Rain was beginning to fall, and the drops felt prickly and sharp on my skin. I knew beyond any shadow of a doubt that I was wide awake, because I hurt from head to toe.

Marco was hunched over the Heptakiklos. The seven bowls were empty, but the carvings inside were sharp and new. Both his hands clutched the hilt of Ischis, which was stuck directly into the rift. I stood and walked toward him, adjusting my Loculus vest. “I thought you left the sword with Manolo,” I said.

“I did,” Marco replied. “This one was lying on the ground here when we came through. I think it must have been stuck in the rift, but we knocked it out. So I replaced it. Meaning the rift here, back in Atlantis. As opposed to the rift back in Team Karassarym Land. Because, let me see if I have this right . . . they are the same place, only we just went through Bhegad’s mole hole in time, right?”

“Worm hole,” I said. “Yeah.”

“So why does the Heptakiklos look the same, but everything all around it is different?” Marco asked.

Qalani turned to face us, and I saw tears streaming down the face of Torquin. “Because Mount Onyx has not formed yet,” she said. “The land has not buckled and sunk. It will before long. You see, you in the twenty-first century assume that the land changes slowly, over millennia. But in Atlantis, mountains rose and fell, shorelines changed swiftly—all for the benefit and protection of the people. This was the extraordinary work of the Telion, the unseen energy that nourished our land.”

“Whoa,” Marco said, “so if your people were like, dang, this place needs a good surfing spot, then the energy whips up a beach the next day?”

“Not quite as fast, or as frivolous—but that is the general idea.” Qalani looked around. “Right now, we have arrived at a glorious time in my kingdom’s history. You are seeing Atlantis is as it was and always should have been, vast and verdant and peaceful. I spent years constructing the Loculi. But it was only toward the end that Mount Onyx arose. I thought the Telion was causing this glorious mountain to form in order to protect the Heptakiklos. I should have known it was a volcano, not a mountain . . . a sign of the end . . .”

“Cass!” Eloise’s shocked scream, from the direction of the forest, sent us running.

Cass lay motionless behind a bush, his head twisted to one side against the trunk of a tree. “He’s breathing,” Eloise said. “But look at his head! I—I’m afraid.”

“Cass has the Loculus of Healing,” Marco said, reaching for the straps of Cass’s backpack.

As Marco began yanking on the zipper, Cass let out a shuddering moan, his face twisting into a grimace. “Let me do it,” I said.

Gently I eased the zipper down and reached in. Cass also had the Loculus of Invisibility, but I could see this one, so it had to be Healing. As I slipped it out from under him, Eloise, Marco, and Qalani held his body still.

The rain was falling harder now, and I had to wipe it out of my eyes. I touched the Loculus to Cass’s forehead, and he flinched. His head began to move, forcing itself away from the twisted position it was in, slowly straightening. Qalani pulled him away from the tree gently, gradually, to give his head more room to move. His eyelids began to flutter. “Hey, Brother Cass,” Marco said. “Welcome to a rainy afternoon in Paradise.”

“M-m-m-m” Cass said, his eyes wide and kind of wild looking.

“Marco,” Marco said. “Or maybe you’re reaching for the word magnificent? Or, my hero?”

“Massarym!” Cass shouted, pointing his finger.

We all spun around. Riding on a giant black horse across the field was a tall, thin figure wearing a hood against the rain. His eyes were hawklike, and the outline of a mustache and beard poked out from his smooth face. He looked younger than the guy in my Dream, maybe in his midteens. Behind him rode two burly men with tight-fitting hoods and belted swords.

I realized they would be asking questions and I would need to understand them. My hands reached instinctively toward my backpack pouch for the Loculus of Language, but I realized it was inside the dead green monster. Which still lay about thirty yards away, choked on a Sphinx.

Massarym shouted something to us in Atlantean.

“That didn’t sound friendly,” Marco said.

“He said, ‘That was a fine use of the royal Loculi . . . for the benefit of petty foreign thieves’ . . .” Qalani said, her voice distant and dreamlike. She was walking toward her son, holding out her hands. “My boy. My young, handsome son . . .”

Seeing the lumbering form of Torquin, Massarym’s horse shied away, rearing back on its hind legs. The prince shouted to her angrily in Atlantean.

“Do you not recognize your mother, Massarym?” Qalani said.

“No, he doesn’t!” Cass called out. “And by the way, you’re speaking English! Which is a good thing, because you are a big, ugly, bearded guy and if you keep saying you’re his mother, he may kill you!”

From behind Massarym came the clopping of another set of hooves. A powerful horse emerged from the woods, with bejeweled reins and a saddle studded with gold. It took me a moment to recognize the rider, a broad-shouldered man in a woven tunic and brocaded felt hat, staring at us with cruel steady eyes.

“Heyy, ’sup, King Uhla’ar!” Marco said. “Remember us?”

Qalani stared at her husband but said nothing. From behind the king trotted another horse, tethered to Uhla’ar’s with a long rope. On it was a thin person with arms tied, a prisoner wearing a loose-fitting sack with a hood.

A clap of thunder resounded, and a bolt of lightning hit a tree not far behind them, cracking off a branch that fell in a loud thump. Massarym’s horse shied again, and the prince beat its side with a whip. Rain began falling in sheets, as if bowl the size of the entire sky had just overturned.

But my eyes did not move from the small, serious face that peered out at me from inside the prisoner’s hood. A face that broke into a slightly freckled smile, turned up more on the left than on the right.

“Jack?” said Aly Black. “What took you so long?”
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CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

BACK TO BLACK

NOTHING CAME OUT of my mouth. Not “Aly!” or “I can’t believe we did it!” or “I am about to cry,” because my tongue had dried up and my feet were taking me at about a million miles an hour to Aly’s side.

I could feel my own smile cracking my cheeks. For the first time in my life, I was moving faster than Marco. Behind me, he and Cass were whooping at the top of their lungs.

But Aly was staring at me with an expression of utter dismay. “Jack, no!” she cried.

I felt something thud against my chest and found myself flying backward through the air. Marco leaped out of my way but I collided with Cass, and we both tumbled to the wet ground.

“You morons!” Aly shouted. “Jack! Cass! Are you okay?”

Massarym barked a laugh. His pals howled. Uhla’ar’s stony expression softened into a scornful grin. I sat up. My chest was killing me, but I didn’t care. “It’s so amazing to see you, Aly,” I said.

She was crying. “You, too, Jack. And Marco. And Cass. And Torquin.” She wiped a tear away. “Wait . . . Torquin?”

“It’s actually Qalani,” Marco said. “She’s borrowing Torquin’s body. Turns out, he’s a step up from a monkey. Who knew?”

Hearing the flurry of English, the guards looked at each other in confusion. They were beginning to clutch the hilts of their daggers.

Aly sighed. “Guys, keep your distance from these goons. They can be brutal. Things are starting to get bad here. Qalani has just perfected the Loculi and Massarym has already begun stealing—”

“Silence!” Uhla’ar bellowed. “Do not make me attempt to speak English!”

“Aw, please,” Marco said. “Just one time through the Scooby-Doo song.”

“Watch it, Marco!” Aly shrieked.

With a blindingly fast flick of the wrist, Massarym’s guard flung a dagger at Marco. But he contorted his body to one side in a kind of ninja hip-hop move. The knife whizzed past his chest so fast that it sent up a spray from the heavy rain.

“Dang, now how are you going to cut me a sandwich?” Marco said. “Qalani, don’t translate that.”

A distant thunderclap boomed. Massarym silently dismounted from his horse. One of his men jumped off with an umbrella that looked like it was made from animal skin. He held it over the prince’s head as they walked together toward the tremendous green blob. With the Sphinx in its mouth, it stared upward into the rain through lidless eyes. The motionless hindquarters of the Egyptian beast were already matted and wet. I couldn’t tell if either creature was alive or dead.

Massarym drew his sword and plunged it into the Behemoth’s gut. The creature jolted. Its mouth stretched open, and the ragged Sphinx flopped lifelessly onto the wet grass. The Behemoth writhed and roared, shocked back to life after its trip through the rift. It tried to bite Massarym, who stepped nimbly out of its way but kept his sword firmly in place, yanking it left and then right.

The green beast howled as its body sliced in two. In the gusher of yellow fluid and entrails, the Loculus of Language rolled onto the wet grass.

With a triumphant smile, Massarym lifted the orb. Behind him the Behemoth was regenerating a new body before our eyes, quivering and slithering toward the jungle. The Sphinx lay motionless, just barely breathing.

Massarym held out the orb to me and nodded. Pretty clearly, he wanted me to take it. It was covered with yellow goo, but Massarym didn’t seem like the kind of guy you said no to.

As he dropped it in my hands, I fought back the urge to hurl.

“No doubt you are wondering two things,” he said. “How did I know where the Loculus was? And how did I know that it was the Loculus of Language, which you could use to comprehend me?”

His Atlantean was perfectly understandable to me now. “Right now I’m wondering how I can keep down my lunch,” I said. “But, yeah. Those, too.”

I didn’t know for sure what language I was speaking. But Massarym got the meaning and Cass, Marco, Eloise, and Aly were looking at me blankly, so it must have been Atlantean.

Massarym drew his face close to mine. His guard wasn’t quick enough with the umbrella; I could feel the rain glancing off the prince’s nose and into my own face. “I am connected to the Loculi in a deep way,” Massarym said. “I know where each one is at all times. What I don’t know is how you petty thieves could have gotten them. But I don’t really care. Because when thieves are eliminated, so is theft.”

“I didn’t—we didn’t—we just got here!” I stammered. “Sir. Your highness. See, we’re from—”

“Enough.” He held his sword high, nearly slicing through the umbrella, and another guard raced toward him with an animal-skin cloth, quickly wiping the sword of all the yellow blobby stuff the rain had not yet washed away.

“No—no, don’t! I haven’t even been born yet!” I cringed at my own words. “It’s hard to explain. We’re from the future. I live in Belleville, Indiana.”

He cocked his head.

“Am I speaking Atlantean?” I said.

“Yes, but your words make no sense,” Massarym said. “It is only the suspicion that you are crazy that makes me take pity.”

“Good,” I said. “Pity is good. But I’m not crazy. And I’m also innocent—”

“Oh?” Massarym said, bringing his sword to his side. “All right, then, I’m not an unreasonable guy. Tell me, how did my six Loculi disappear—only to show up in your possession?”

“Um . . . disappear?” I said.

“They were locked up in a chest, guarded by my most loyal men day and night,” Massarym went on. “Not more than a few minutes ago, when I saw they were gone, I nearly executed my own best men on the spot. But I knew not one of them had the cunning or stupidity to do such a thing.” He pointed to the Loculus in my hand. “And here are two Loculi, before my eyes. One in your hand, and the other, if I’m not mistaken, is the Loculus of Flight in a pack on your back.”

I could feel my body shaking. There were rules about time travel. Bhegad had talked about this, in one of the many lectures he’d given us when we first got to the island. I’d forgotten so much of our training, but this stayed in my brain. According to logic it is impossible, he said. But science has strange ways. If time travel were to occur, certain things could simply not happen. They would violate the laws of nature. Like killing an ancestor, or preventing your parents from meeting—because you wouldn’t exist. Like meeting yourself at a younger age, because you couldn’t exist in two places at once.

Two of the same thing, you see, cannot exist in the same time, Bhegad had said.

I swallowed hard. Why hadn’t I thought of this before? We were bringing Loculi into a time and place where they already existed. Something had to give.

Somehow, our Loculi had made it through the space-time rift. Which meant, by the crazy rules of time travel, Massarym’s Loculi had to vanish.

They weren’t stolen at all. The laws of nature had made them disappear.

From the woods came a fast clopping of hooves. I could hear Aly shrieking. But I didn’t want to take my eyes from Massarym, who was stepping toward me with an angry glare. Once again he was raising his sword.

“Jacko . . .” Marco said from behind me.

“Seize the two other boys,” Massarym grumbled to his guards. “I’ll take care of this one.”

“You can’t kill me!” I blurted out, slowly backing away. “Or wait. Maybe you can. Give me a chance to explain, okay? It’s kind of a long story. . . .”

“Sorry, I listened and I wasn’t convinced,” said Massarym. “Time’s up.”

He lunged toward me, bringing the sword down toward my head.
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CHAPTER FIFTY

KARAI AND THE DEATH PART

I JUMPED ASIDE. But I was no Marco. I braced myself for a lost arm or at least a very lopsided haircut.

As I fell to the sopping wet ground, Marco jumped in to defend me. But he didn’t have to. Massarym was frozen, arms in the air and sword still raised high overhead. He was struggling mightily to swing it but his arms were stuck. The umbrella was gone, and a taut rope was wrapped around the tip of the sword, pulling it back. As I crabbed away backward on all fours in the mud, I followed the line of the rope with my eyes. It led to a horseman at the edge of the woods.

“Dude, I had your back,” Marco whispered, staring at the newcomer in awe. “But this other guy had your front.”

My rescuer shouted something that was completely unintelligible to me. I realized that was because I’d dropped the Loculus of Language. Quickly I scooped it up.

Massarym was grunting, fighting against the pull on his sword. But the rope yanked the weapon out of his hand, and it thudded to the ground.

“Brother, have you lost your senses?” the attacker said, pulling on the rope like he was reeling in a trout.

Cass and Eloise were behind me now, too. “That’s Karai,” Cass said.

“Obvi,” Eloise replied.

“Oh, my heart,” Qalani murmured.

I turned to see Torquin’s body go weak in the knees. She held on to Marco’s shoulder with a thick, stubby hand.

“You have no idea how weird this looks,” Marco whispered.

He, Cass, and Eloise all stood by me now, putting their hands on the Loculus of Language so they could understand.

“Bravo,” Massarym said. “So, you’ve come to save the lives of your little robbers, who hide Loculi in the very monsters I have raised myself.”

Karai came forward on his horse, ignoring his father. “If you strange children be robbers, I commend you. In Massarym, you have found your match in maturity. And in taking the Loculi, you have helped the royal cause.” He turned toward the guards. “Men of the royal court, I command you gather these six orbs.”

The guards looked at Massarym warily. “They do not move for you, Karai,” Massarym said. “Surprise, surprise.”

“Gather the Loculi or you will be held for treason!” Karai commanded.

King Uhla’ar, silent so far, put up a hand. “Hold!” he said. “Speak your piece, young Massarym. Circumstances do not augur well for a kingdom in which brother fights brother.”

“Whoa, is that how he talks in real life?” Marco said.

“Shh!” I warned.

“Father, you know the evil plan of my brother, the prince Karai,” Massarym said. “He seeks to destroy the Loculi created by our mother, Queen Qalani.”

Uhla’ar turned his horse to face Karai. “Still on this quest, are you, my son? Do you not see our island paradise is sinking already?”

“Precisely, Father!” Karai protested. “With all respect, the queen has tampered with the sacred Telion. And only by destroying her creation will the balance be restored—”

“Son, we take your point,” Uhla’ar interrupted him, “but do you not see it is too late? Our land will not survive.”

Both Karai and Massarym began to protest, but Uhla’ar silenced them with a hand. “There is no point now to destroying the Loculi, Karai, other than soothing your mother’s guilt. To this, I must agree with Massarym. We must take these orbs away and preserve them. Someday, when the time is right, we—or our descendants—will collect them elsewhere in the world. With the magic divided into seven components, held safely in the seven Loculi, the Atlantean energy will be unleashed again. In this manner, our way of life will last eternally.”

Karai dismounted and approached Massarym, fixing him with a hard stare. “I do not scorn you for this statement, Father. Massarym has turned you against me. But if the Loculi are taken away, there will be no descendants of Atlantean royalty to lead this fool’s paradise you envision. I have seen to this, by the use of my own science on samples of my own blood. I have unlocked the key to characteristics passed from parent to child and onward. Steal the Loculi, and our descendants will not survive past the age of manhood or womanhood.”

“Karai was the one who planted the death part of G7W?” Cass murmured.

“He is gifted . . .” Qalani said softly. “A greater genius than I.”

Massarym laughed. “You toy with human beings, do you? Perhaps you experimented with that witless, white-bearded fool?” He brandished his sword, gesturing with it toward Qalani.

“Where is your breeding?” Karai snapped. “A prince of Atlantis treats every subject with equal respect. I apologize for my brother, kind sir.”

“Thank you, my son,” Qalani said quietly in Atlantean.

Massarym pointed his sword at Karai. “Such kindness to a half-wit lost in delusions, who dares call you son. Yet you would kill your own descendants!”

“No, you would, my brother,” Karai replied. “For this marker will only become active if you carry out your quest. If the Loculi remain here and are destroyed, in the Heptakiklos where they first drew force, our descendants will be safe for all eternity. The magic they hold will be returned to the land from which they came.”

“The land is doomed, Karai, no matter what we do,” Uhla’ar said.

“Perhaps you are right, Father,” Karai replied. “But the Telion has been disturbed, and the Telion must be appeased. By destroying the Loculi, we will show that we do not presume to control the energy of the earth. We will buy some time at the very least, of this I am certain. If necessary, our subjects will have the chance to escape on galleons to the four winds. They will establish their own wondrous lands, spreading what they have learned here. Like a flock of birds, they will travel close together yet each seeing a clear path ahead.”

“How poetic,” Massarym drawled. “And what if they do not travel together as a flock? How do you suppose they will know each other in these barbaric lands?”

Karai drew his own sword. “By my careful work, the descendants of Uhla’ar and Qalani will always recognize one another. From this generation forward, each of our descendants will exhibit a telltale mark of the Atlantean flock.”

A flying flock. Birds flew in reverse V formations, with the leader in front and the others spread out so they could see. I felt my fingers touching the back of my head. “The lambda . . .” I said.

“That’s what it means?” Cass said. “A flying formation of birds?”

“I thought it stood for lucky,” Eloise said.

Qalani strode forward. She was owning Torquin’s body now, not swaying so much in the hips. “Bravo, Karai,” she said in Atlantean. “By order of the queen, I command my guards to deliver the Loculi to the Heptakiklos at once, where they will be destroyed in accordance to the proper ritual!”

“‘By order of the queen’? From what pitiful land of hideousness are you, man ape?” Massarym said with a sneer.

Qalani’s eyes widened, which was pretty scary in Torquin’s body. She lunged forward and smacked her son’s face. The impact of that meaty hand made Massarym spin around and tumble to the ground.

“Seize him!” Massarym shouted.

“Seize the Loculi!” Karai countered.

The guards raced forward. Qalani whirled, kicking one in the jaw, then the other. As the guards fell to the ground, King Uhla’ar jumped from his horse, brandishing a gold-handled sword exactly like Ischis. He took a swing at Qalani, who jumped aside with all the agility possible in Torquin’s bulk.

Massarym and Karai had drawn their own swords and were facing off in a duel, as the remaining two guards began unhooking our vests.

“Ohhhh, no, Lancelot, you’re not taking mine,” Marco said.

Two guards pointed daggers at his eyes.

“On second thought,” Marco said, “you are.”

“Return the Loculi to the court, men!” King Uhla’ar commanded. As his men held us at the points of their blades, the king mounted his horse and brought it toward us. “I will agree to consider sparing your life on one condition. That you reveal the location of the one Loculus that is still missing.”

“Wait—the Loculus of Strength?” I said.

“You took that one, King Ooh!” Marco said.

Uhla’ar’s face twisted into a barely concealed rage. “They are lucky I do not slaughter them now. Guards, blindfold the visitors and take them to the dungeon.”

With a roar, Qalani ran for the woods. One of the guards threw an ivory-handled dagger, which landed directly in her thigh.

The advantage of having Torquin’s beefy body was that she kept on running until she disappeared into the forest.

We had no such luck.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

A BONE TO PICK

UNTIL BEING TOSSED into an Atlantean dungeon, I hadn’t realized what an awesome invention deodorant was. The room was about the size of a basketball court with a ten-foot ceiling and an open window letting in the rain. The only two other prisoners in the place were two tiny, shriveled people hidden in corners, but their body odor had the power of a conquering army.

At least we were dry. Sort of.

Aly didn’t seem to notice anything. She was pacing at the dungeon’s gate. She seemed frustrated. “The weird thing is, I was getting through to Uhla’ar,” she muttered. “Back in the woods. I was all tied up with a sack over my head. I figured they were going to kill me. So I pleaded with him. I knew I’d never get through to Massarym, but Uhla’ar’s different.”

“He’s worse, the way I remember,” Marco said.

Aly shook her head. “That was then. He’s been different since we went through the rift. He stops by here and talks to me sometimes. Way more than he needs to. At first he’s always all formal and mean, but then he softens up. Asks questions about history. He wants to know why people act the way they do in the twenty-first century. Also the twentieth and nineteenth and eighteenth, but I can’t help with that. Think about it. I’m the only one who knows what he went through—being a statue all those years stuck in front of sitcoms, being covered with pigeon poop and dog pee.”

“So why did he tie you up and put that sack on you?” I said.

“Massarym did that,” Aly said with the sigh. “That guy—everyone thinks he’s charming and cool, but he’s one big sack of nasty.”

“Well, Ooh La La seemed pretty nasty to me,” Marco said.

Aly threw Marco a smile. “I missed you.”

“I know.” Marco turned away, his face turning red.

“And you . . . you!” Aly threw her arms around Cass until he squirmed away.

I wasn’t jealous. Well, not totally. It was hard to be jealous when you’re surrounded by stink and sweat and the threat of execution. Okay, maybe a little.

And then Aly decided to turn to me.

“You, too, Jack,” she said. “You especially.”

It wasn’t exactly like gardenias dropped from heaven, but when she put her arms around me, I didn’t squirm away at all. I closed my eyes and wished it would last until the twenty-first century.

We all jumped back when a broad-shouldered woman in a thick, official-looking tunic thundered down the prison corridor, banging on the metal bars with a stick. She grunted something in Atlantean and shoved a wooden plate under the gap at the bottom of the gate.

On it was a half-eaten cooked fish, charred beyond recognition, with its head, tail, and fins intact. Flies swarmed around it, buzzing angrily at our interruption of their dinner.

“Now that is totally . . .” Marco glanced at Cass.

“Gnitsugsid?” Cass said.

“Exactly,” Marco replied.

I caught a new whiff of stink, as if it had been freshly sprayed into the room. From the corners, the two other prisoners were approaching us. The sight of their emaciated bodies was so sad, I felt like crying. Having G7W would have been mercy for them.

I knelt to pick up the fish, but stopped when I spotted some sharp, strong-looking bones that jutted from its midsection.

Lifting the putrid thing, I plucked the bones with my fingers. They were as hard as plastic. And that gave me an idea.

“Can you filet this, Marco?” I said.

“Say what?” Marco replied.

Aly and Cass looked at me as if I’d just grown another nose.

“We need these bones, separated and intact,” I said. “I’m good at contraptions, but if I tried to extract these from the fish body, I’d leave a mess.”

“Me, too!” Cass piped up, his lips curled in disgust.

“Yup,” Aly said.

“But—” Marco sputtered.

“Hey, G7W gives you the ability to do awesome stuff with your body. Your fingers are part of that body, right, Brother Marco? Use them to extract the skeleton from that fish. You can give the meat to those two prisoners.” I turned to Aly. “You can hack anything, Aly—fix anything, figure out anything. Can you pick locks?”

Aly cocked her head. “Well, yeah . . .”

“Do it,” I said. “With fish bones.”

“What?” Aly shot back.

“I forgot my bobby pins back home,” I replied. “If you can’t do it, that’s fine. We’ll stick around here until this building sinks into the earth.”

Marco went to work, his thick, powerful fingers somehow freeing the flesh from the fish skeleton with ease. “And . . . presto change-o, fish-o . . . Got it!”

He held up a perfect fish skeleton with nice, long spindly bones. One by one, he began carefully snapping off the thick, plastic-like ribs. As he gave the rest to our fellow prisoners, Aly collected the bones in her palm. “Here goes nothing,” she said.

I turned to Cass. “You,” I said, “are the one who’s going to find a way out of here.”

“Uh, dude, we came in blindfolded,” Marco reminded me.

Cass shot him a look. “Dude, I’m Cass.”

Eloise was leaning against the prison bars, arms crossed. “I guess I’ll . . . you know, look out for videocams. Or play with the rats. Because that’s all I’m good for.”

I knelt next to her. “Eloise, I saw the way you handled a vromaski when Marco was training you. I’ve heard you speak Backwardish faster and better than your brother. I’ve seen you stand up to a Mu’ankh and survive a trip through the rift. You’re just starting to be a Select. Sometimes even when you’ve been one, you don’t know what you have. But my gut feeling is, yours is the most awesome ability of any of ours. Look at me.”

She looked away.

“In the eyes, Eloise.” I waited for her until she finally caught my glance again. “I didn’t know what I had either. I have watched your brother and Aly and Marco do all the things I wished I could do. It took me a long time to know that I had anything special—anything at all.”

Eloise shook her head. “Come on, Jack . . . it’s so obvious,” she said. “You’re the one who decides. You make all the other abilities mean something. That’s the best thing of all.”

I smiled. I felt a little lump in my throat, and it wasn’t the nausea.

“Wait . . .” Aly said, working a complicated arrangement of bones into the keyhole. “I got it. I think I . . .”

With a teeny snap, the whole bone pick fell apart. “Arrrrrgh!” Aly groaned.

Eloise sighed. “Okay, Jack, maybe I take that back.”

By the time Aly picked the lock, all that was left of the fish was a head and a tail. She also had to use the prong in Marco’s belt buckle, which wasn’t real easy to pull apart. It also meant Marco now had to tie the belt around his waist to keep his pants from falling down.

But we were out.

We stuck to the walls, tiptoeing down the dank stone hallways. From other prison cells, I saw pairs of bloodshot eyes peering from shadows, but no one seemed to care enough to make a noise.

“Okay, we make a left at the end of the next corridor,” Cass whispered. “Eloise?”

On cue, Eloise raced to the corner, her step so light she didn’t make a sound. She peered around, then signaled us a thumbs-up. “Maybe she’s not so gniyonna after all,” Cass whispered.

Left . . . right . . . right . . . up. We made it through a maze of cells, then up a musty flight of steps. The steps were just inside a castle wall. Our landing opened to a hallway that led to a huge wooden door. “That’s where we came in,” Cass whispered. “If no one’s there, we’re free.”

Eloise raced ahead. She didn’t even make it all the way before running back. “How do you do that so quietly?” Marco asked.

“I weigh negative five pounds,” Eloise drawled, rolling her eyes. “Anyway, I heard voices. Like, ho-ho-ho-I’m-a-big-bad-prison-guard-with-muscles-and-a-sword kinds of voices. We can’t do it.”

Cass exhaled. On the other side of the landing, a door led into the castle chambers. “We’re going to have to go through the palace,” he said. “Let’s just hope they’re all busy running around worrying about the attacks and the weather.”

Eloise pushed the door open a fraction of an inch and peered inside. “Looks empty to—”

The door swung open all the way, pulling the handle from Eloise’s small fist. She screamed and jumped away.

From the other side of the door stepped the tall, powerful figure of King Uhla’ar of Atlantis. His bronzed, craggy features twisted into a smile.

“Scooby-Dooby-Doo, where are you?” he said.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

UHLA’AR’S REVENGE

THE SURPRISE BLEW us all backward. I don’t know how I kept myself from falling down the stone stairs and dying before I was born.

Aly’s face was bone white. “Uhla’ar, please . . .”

The king looked back into the chamber. I thought he was going to order us inside and set up a nice, impromptu bow-and-arrow firing squad. But instead he forced us back into the stairwell landing.

As Uhla’ar shut the door behind us, he turned his back. I could see Marco quickly unwrapping his belt. I could tell he had some crazy plan. Did strangling a king count as changing the past?

As the king turned, Marco lunged forward, the belt stretched between his hands. But his pants fell straight down, bunching around his ankles, and he fell to the floor.

The king gave him a baffled look. From behind his back, he produced the Loculus of Language and handed it to me.

“I refuse,” he said, “to speak any more English than I just did. Rise, young man, and adjust your garment.”

I nearly dropped the Loculus from shock. “H-h-hands on, everyone,” I squeaked.

“Great idea,” said Marco, his face three shades of red darker.

King Uhla’ar waited, staring at us with stony features as Cass, Aly, and Eloise all touched the Loculus. And Marco, after his belt was tied.

Finally the king continued, nearly spitting his words: “You all fought me, on the other side of the rift. You nearly destroyed me.”

“Um . . . sorry,” Cass said.

Uhla’ar whirled toward him. “Are you?” he snapped. “Because I would have expected no less of a warrior than to fight. You are small and slight, yet you stand your ground.”

He was looking at Marco now. “I know what will happen in this world. I have lived a great long time. I have stood centuries in one place and observed much. I have watched arguments and killings, and I have seen families grow and die.”

Marco swallowed. “Yup . . . well, there’s a lot of good stuff on TV these days. . . .”

“You mock me,” Uhla’ar shot back, but his voice seemed more hurt than angry. “As did Massarym, forcing me to live in that wretched town in Greece. But here is the conundrum—you also freed me.”

“We did!” Cass quickly agreed.

Uhla’ar looked at him quizzically. “When I fought you on the other side of the rift, I wanted one thing: to return to my kingdom and preserve it. But I have learned so much since returning. Because I look at everything through the eyes of a different Uhla’ar. Having seen the future, I know now that it is too late to reverse what Qalani has done. The time for Telion has passed. The energy gave, and now it takes away.”

“We could try to come back earlier in time. . . .” Cass said.

“There are reasons we are here, now,” Uhla’ar said. “This I believe. For centuries I scorned the inferior life that I saw when I was stuck in Greece, the pettiness and greed. In the wild intensity of joy, in the moaning depth of tragedy, I saw only weakness. Before my eyes civilizations surged and fell, none as pure and perfect as Atlantis. Weakness!”

He took a deep breath. “But now, coming back here, I see more clearly. I was a fool. In that ragged humanity, progress was blindingly swift. It was not concentrated in one spot, one kingdom. It did not turn its back to the rest of the world. I see now that the passing of Atlantis was far from the end of civilization. That perhaps Telion was no longer our private domain, but that it was being spread across the world in smaller doses, for all people.”

“Hate to break it to you,” I said, “but that Telion is not as well distributed as you think.”

“Ah, but it can be,” Uhla’ar said. “And that is why my son Massarym’s quest is a fool’s errand. He would hasten to destroy his own land—in a quest to build it elsewhere artificially. Nonsense. Your world may be full of strife, my friends. It may seem hopeless to you. But the world of Atlantis was not equal. Yours at least has the potential to be that way. If we can stop Massarym now, there is no telling how much better it will be.”

“So wait,” Cass said. “You’re . . . on our side?”

I nodded, remembering the visions I had of Massarym and Uhla’ar’s massive battles. “In the Dream . . . you were fighting Massarym. You did try to stop him.”

“Whoa, whoa, so if you’re on our side, what was all about in the caldera?” Marco said.

“Confusion . . . frustration.” Uhla’ar smiled at Aly. “My mind was—how you say, fried?—when I arrived through the rift. I didn’t know what to think anymore. But this dear girl helped me. By listening. By forcing me to become a leader again. By leading me away from force and toward wisdom.”

Marco shook his head. “Okay, we’re getting there, Ooh. Little by little. But today, back in the woods, you were so on Massarym’s side. . . .”

“A little trickery I share with Karai,” Uhla’ar replied. “Massarym had hidden six Loculi. I have been trying to gain his trust, as he suspects my loyalties. Now, of course, because of your arrival, the Loculi are ours—except for one.”

I smiled. “The Loculus of Strength. The one you brought through the rift.”

“When you brought it through, did Massarym’s disappear?” Cass asked.

Uhla’ar put his finger to his lips, then ducked back into the chamber. When he came out, he was holding a heavy box made of iron. Setting it on the floor, he yanked it open.

The Loculus of Strength nearly blinded me with its forceful glow.

“That’s it, all right,” Marco said, turning away.

“Karai and I have a plan of our own, a simple one,” Uhla’ar said. “It is to happen at nightfall, in about two hours. You have proven your resourcefulness to me thrice—in Greece, in the volcano, and in your escape from the dungeon. I would be a fool not to think it would be useful to have you with us.”

“What’s the plan?” I asked.

“To smash the Loculi to bits, and with great joy,” King Uhla’ar said. “As quickly as possible, right here in the dungeon.”

I shook my head. “No.”

“What do you mean, no?” Eloise said in disbelief. “We have a chance to save the continent!”

“If the Loculi are destroyed here, in the past, before they leave the island,” Aly piped up, “G7W will not mutate into a killer.”

“Dude, all those Selects, those unexplained deaths of thirteen-year-olds through history?” Marco said. “I mean, nobody heard about most of them, but there was that big one in the news—the kid who dropped dead in the bowling alley? Randall Cromarty! He lives. We live.”

“Think about it,” Cass added. “No big fight between the KI and the Massa. Herman Wenders will never discover the island because his son will be fine. He’ll spend his life as a happy shoe salesman in Düsseldorf. And a couple of centuries later—we’ll all have our fourteenth birthdays!”

I put up my hands. They weren’t understanding me.

“Guys—I’m down with all of that!” I said. “What I mean is, we can’t do it here in the dungeon. Karai was specific. He said the Loculi had to be destroyed in the Heptakiklos where they first drew force.”

I looked at Cass, who looked at Eloise, who looked at Aly, who looked at Marco. We all looked at King Uhla’ar.

“I shall call my carriage and notify Karai,” he said. “I defer to his wishes.”



For a king, it was a pretty modest carriage. But that was because Uhla’ar did not want to be noticed. One lazy horse pulled us through the woods in a creaky old dray with a stretched animal skin covering over the top. We jounced on every hole in the road.

“Feels like we’re back home and Torquin’s driving,” Aly murmured.

“The island,” I reminded her, “is not home.”

Uhla’ar and Karai were disguised in dirty, loose-fitted smocks. Karai had managed to find rags for us all, and we covered our heads with thick kerchiefs. We’d draped an enormous blanket over the chest with the Loculi—except for the Loculus of Language, which I held swaddled in a blanket as if it were a baby.

“Guys,” Cass said excitedly, “do you realize this is the first time all seven Loculi have been together?”

I nodded. “We thought this big moment would happen in Mount Onyx.”

Aly leaned her head against me. I couldn’t help it, but I sprouted goose bumps all over. “What’s going to happen?” she said.

“Wh-what do you mean?” I asked.

“When it’s all over,” she said. “How do we get back? What if we can’t?”

We all wanted the answer to those questions, but no one knew enough to give them.

So no one did.

As we arrived at the clearing, I thought the cart had hit the biggest pothole in the world. It took me a moment to realize it was not a hole at all, but a sharp ground tremor. About fifty yards to our right, a tree let out a groan like a dying beast as it split down the middle and fell. The lightning was coming from all sides now, like an out-of-control electricity class in some sky-based school for the gods.

It was happening, and we all knew it. Atlantis was starting to destruct.

We had to shout to be heard. “Let’s do this fast!” I said.

The cart’s axle was broken, the horse shying and neighing in fear. We jumped out. Karai and Uhla’ar hurried the chest from the cart to the Heptakiklos.

Around the sword Ischis, smoke billowed out. The crack bubbled open a half inch as we watched. “It’s going to blow,” Marco said. “I can feel it.”

Aly and Eloise pried open the chest. The Loculi of Flight, Healing, Underwater Breathing, Strength, and Teleportation all glowed up at us. I put the Loculus of Language inside, and I could hear it bumping up against the Loculus of Invisibility, which was, as always, invisible. “Let’s get them into the Heptakiklos!” I shouted, turning to Eloise. “Youngest Select goes first!”

She reached in and took the Loculus of Language. She looked for the bowl that had been dug for it in stone—the one with the carving of the Great Pyramid. Carefully she placed it inside.

Aly grabbed Invisibility and vanished from sight, only to reappear as she set it into its bowl.

One by one the Loculi took their positions in the Heptakiklos, where Qalani had built them.

“So, how do we nuke these guys?” Marco shouted over the rain.

I kept one hand on the Loculus of Language so I could understand Karai and Uhla’ar.

“Jack, Marco, Cass, Aly, Eloise, Father, and me—seven royals!” Karai shouted back, squinting his eyes as the water pelted them. “A perfect number! Okay, this must be done with precision. According to my calculations, the Loculi must be destroyed all at exactly the same time—otherwise they simply repair each other! As one goes down, another comes up!”

“Sort of like Whac-a-Loc!” Marco said.

“What?” Karai shouted.

“Never mind!” Marco replied.

“We will use these.” Karai produced from inside his garment seven gleaming metal-forged wedges and spilled them onto the wet soil.
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“Cool!” Eloise said.

“They represent the kopadi, the Atlantean word for a flock!” Karai announced. “Designed to pierce the Loculi with the appropriate force. But remember—it is crucial that this be done in one blow! By all seven of us.”

As I translated for my friends, a maniacal shout came from the woods. We all looked up toward the ridge, shielding our eyes from the storm. Massarym emerged from the trees, his dagger pointed at the head of a captive.

Qalani.

Her hands—Torquin’s hands—were bound at the wrists, and a bandanna covered her mouth. Her thigh was bandaged with a blood-stained tourniquet where she had been stabbed by the thrown dagger.

Trapped in Torquin’s body, Qalani stared forward with the eyes of a mother who could not bring herself to fight back against her own son.

Massarym pushed her toward the edge of the ridge. Then, lashing out swiftly and mercilessly with his foot, he kicked her over.

“And one more,” he called out, “makes eight!”
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CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

THE CIRCUIT OF POWER

QALANI FELL, ROLLING to the bottom of the ridge. I had to turn away. Seeing Torquin’s body so out of control was painful. Knowing who was inside was unbearable.

She landed few feet from us, her face twisted into a grimace. Blood oozed from the tourniquet. Eloise calmly grabbed the Loculus of Healing and ran to her. As she pressed the Loculus to Qalani’s leg, she untied her bonds.

I grabbed the Loculus of Language and held tight.

“Thank you . . .” the queen rasped.

“By Qalani’s crown, Massarym, how could you be this cruel to a commoner?” Uhla’ar said. “Has this man attacked you?”

Massarym bounded down the rain-slickened ridge. “Ah, well, maybe I will not kill this traitorous peasant after all! You do put me into a merciful mood, Father. For I see you have collected the Loculi for me!”

King Uhla’ar stood. “I have collected the Loculi indeed, Massarym. But not to serve your plans.”

The prince strode toward us, placing his foot on the Loculus of Healing, jamming it down into Qalani’s wound. Wincing, she cried, “Massarym, my son, please . . .”

“Do you not hear this blasphemy?” Massarym said. “This oaf claims to be the queen. And the queen is missing. Is that not an odd coincidence?”

“Missing?” Karai said. “Is that true, Father?”

Uhla’ar looked confused. “I—I don’t know.”

Eloise, Cass, and Marco were all touching the Loculus of Language, which was in my arms now. They knew exactly what was being said. And I felt the blood draining from my face.

Two of the same things cannot exist in the same time.

When Uhla’ar had come through the rift from the twenty-first century, he had simply replaced the Uhla’ar that was here. No one seemed to have noticed this, but that wasn’t surprising.

But Qalani-as-Torquin had replaced regular Qalani. And that was a big difference, to put it mildly.

“What is your plan, Father?” Massarym said. “Why has no one seen the queen? Perhaps she has been fed to this animal of a man, who speaks in her voice?”

“Why would I do such a thing?” Uhla’ar retorted.

Massarym shrugged. “I do not understand your actions. One minute you are my helpmeet, the next you conspire with Karai to destroy the Loculi. What deeds, what foul magic, are behind the actions of Uhla’ar? Has my brother twisted your mind in his delusion to save Atlantis for himself?”

“That’s preposterous!” Uhla’ar said.

“Stop this, my son!” Qalani said.

Karai stared at Uhla’ar in confusion. “Who is that man, Father? Why is he calling Massarym his son?”

The sky cracked with lightning. There was no time to explain Torquin to Karai. Massarym was delaying us. “Ignore him!” I shouted.

Karai shook his head. “But . . . there is something about that fellow . . .”

Qalani looked at me and I stared back, trying to drill my thoughts into her head. Play along. Do not call him “son.” They will not understand, and you will ruin everything.

Another jolt shook the earth. Eloise grabbed the Loculus of Language from my hand and ran to the Heptakiklos. In her other arm was the Loculus of Healing, which she had taken to heal Qalani.

As she put them both back into their places, she shouted, “Let’s do this—now!”

We all raced to the Heptakiklos. The Loculi were together now, all seven.
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The Song of the Heptakiklos rang from ridge to ridge. I could feel the energy flowing from the rift, coursing through the seven orbs to create an unending circuit of power and mystery, healing and goodness. As we stood with our backs to them, the light seeped in through my feet and filled me up to my knees, up through my spine, up to the white shape on the back of my head.

The rain poured down, but I felt bone dry. Marco staggered back, shielding his eyes from the glare.

Like a flock of birds, they will travel close together yet each seeing a clear path ahead.

“Take the kopadi—the weapons!” I shouted. “Now.”

All seven of us turned and grabbed a lambda-shape knife.

“Give me those!” Massarym shouted.

He ran toward us, holding his sword aloft. I heard a loud, guttural yell.

Turning my head quickly, I saw Qalani’s thick Torquin arms close around her son’s legs. She wrestled him easily to the ground and stood, dragging him backward, his face in the mud, until he was unconscious. Then, turning him faceup at the base of the ridge, she gently daubed his mud-spattered, unconscious face with the edge of Torquin’s shirt.

As Qalani knelt and kissed the cheek of her son, Uhla’ar held up one hand. “Wait.”

Striding toward the wet, hulking figure of Torquin, the king held out his kopadi. “You are Qalani, my beloved wife,” he said, his voice cracking, his brow dripping with rain and tears. “I cannot deny this. Nor can I bear returning to the time and place from which I traveled. I have lived many lifetimes there, and I desire no more.”

Qalani stepped forward. “My husband, my kind king,” she said, “I shall remain here with my people. It is I who caused this, and I who must bear responsibility.”

“If you remain, then you also deprive this man Torquin, whose person you fill, of his own life,” Uhla’ar said, walking toward her. “He did not ask for this fate. Come.”

He placed the kopadi into the thick, callused hand of Victor Rafael Quiñones, and then planted a tender kiss on the stubbled cheek. “We will meet again.”

Qalani bowed her head. Weeping, she hugged Uhla’ar for a good solid minute.

At the crack of thunder that sparked an instant fire in the western woods, Qalani let go and stepped toward the circle. She lifted the kopadi high over her head, aiming the point at the Loculus of Flight.

“Lift!” I said.

All seven of us took our positions. The ground shook again, hard. With a jarring rumble, the rift split open, nearly to the edge of the Heptakiklos.

“And . . . strike!”
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CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

IT BEGINS

ON THE MORNING I was scheduled to die, a large barefoot man with a bushy red beard waddled past my house. The thirty-degree temperature didn’t seem to bother him, but he must have had a lousy breakfast, because he let out a burp as loud as a tuba.

Belching barefoot giants who look like Vikings are not normal in Belleville, Indiana. But I didn’t really get a chance to see the guy closely.

At that moment, I, Jack McKinley, was under attack in my own bedroom. By a flying reptile.

I could have used an alarm clock. But last night I’d been up late studying for my first-period math test and I’m a deep sleeper. Dad couldn’t wake me because he was in Singapore on business. And Vanessa, the beloved au pair I call my don’t-caregiver, always slept till noon.

I had known I’d need a big sound. Something I couldn’t possibly sleep through. That’s when I saw my papier-mâché volcano from last month’s science fair, still on my desk. It was full of baking soda. So I got my dad’s coffeemaker, filled it with vinegar, and rigged it to the volcano with a plastic tube. I set the timer for 6:30 A.M., when the coffeemaker would release the vinegar into the volcano, causing a goop explosion. I put a chute at the base of the volcano to capture that goop. In the chute was a billiard ball, which would roll down toward a spring-loaded catapult on my chair. The catapult would release a big old plastic Ugliosaurus™—a fanged eagle crossed with a lion, bright-red.

Bang—when that baby hit the wall I’d have to be dead not to wake up.

It worked like a charm. I jumped out of bed, washed my face, and ran downstairs. I wolfed down a bagel with butter, swigged from a carton of milk, and leafed through the travel brochure on the kitchen table.

I knew that when the week was out, I would be flying overseas for the coolest vacation of my life. Dad would be flying up from Singapore and Mom from Antarctica. We would meet at the airport and take a hydroplane to get to our resort.

I could not wait.

No!

I woke up so fast I got a humongous charley horse in my left calf. Groaning, I rubbed my leg and sank back onto the pillow, my eyes still closed.

The dream was all wrong.

It didn’t happen like that.

Dad called from Singapore and I got a late start, so I rushed to school and nearly ran over Barry Reese, who picked a fight and caused me to dash out into the street, where I passed out and then woke up hours later in the hospital, where I saw a chaplain who was really Torquin in disguise. . . .

“Jack?” Mom’s voice made my eyes pop open.

My room was icy cold. An air conditioner pumped like crazy from a duct overhead. My suitcase was wide open on a wooden stand by a flat-screen TV, and clothes were strewn all about.

By my bedside, a clock flashed 7:30 A.M.

It wasn’t my clock. It wasn’t my bedroom. And the Ugliosaurus was nowhere in sight.

What the heck was going on?

“Jackie! Time to wake up!” Mom’s fingers rapped on the door three times. “Sleep well?”

“Mom!” I screamed.

She was alive. Smiling. Here.

“Awwww . . .” she said, cocking her head to the side. “Nightmares, sweetie?”

I jumped up and kissed her. I couldn’t help it.

With a giddy laugh, she squeezed me and then ducked back through the door. “Somebody’s still in dreamy land. Okay, get dressed. We have a big day ahead of us.”

Dreamy land?

Nightmares?

I counted to three, then ran to the bathroom. I’d unpacked my toothbrush and toothpaste and a brush and . . .

There.

The hand mirror. It was the one Dad and I had bought at CVS when I was in second grade. I turned it and saw the laminated photo of four-year-old me sledding with Mom and Dad. Still there.

Quickly I turned my back to the bathroom mirror and held up the hand mirror so I could see the back of my head.
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“Nice hotel, huh?”

Dad’s voice made me jump. I nearly dropped the mirror onto the marble countertop. “Really nice,” I said.

“Is something wrong?” he asked.

“No!” I snapped back.

“Come. Your mom and I are ready for breakfast,” he said. “They have custom omelets. And your favorite—chocolate chocolate-chip muffins!”

“Yum,” I said, pretending I had not completely lost my appetite.

After he left, I quickly got dressed. But my mind was racing.

What had happened? Where was the lambda? Where were my friends? Had this whole thing been a dream?

Where on earth were we?
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CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

THE FLOCK

NISSI, THE LOST WORLD,

WELCOMES YOU!

THE BANNER STARED down at us as we finished up breakfast. It was like some cruel reminder of everything I’d just experienced—or thought I had.

I half expected to blink and see the black tower of Mount Onyx, the odd brick buildings of the Karai Institute. But we were in some big old tourist resort, vast, manicured, and flat, with towering palm trees set against blue skies. All around us were dads wearing Hawaiian shirts and moms loading up strollers with stolen supplies from the buffet table. And vice versa. Just outside the door was a gigantic pool with a waterslide shaped vaguely like a green dinosaur. Mom and Dad spent the whole meal jabbering on about animals and exhibits. They both knew this scientist and that, and I was sure we’d spend many hours chuckling over tea and talking about genetics.

It all felt familiar. It all felt like I just woke up on Mars. So the two sensations canceled each other out, leaving me just plain numb.

Part of me wanted to run into the middle of the breakfast area and dance my butt off—because Mom was alive and Dad wasn’t running away from home and we were together and nothing had ever been wrong.

But another part of me felt like my life was a great big PowerPoint presentation and a virus had just swept in and replaced all the slides.

Torquin . . . Marco, Cass, and Aly . . . the Seven Wonders . . . Professor Bhegad and Brother Dimitrios and Daria and Canavar and Crazy Farouk . . . they couldn’t have just been thoughts and dreams.

Could they?

“Onward!” Dad trumpeted as he swigged his last bit of black coffee.

“Aren’t you hungry, Jackie?” Mom asked, frowning at the untouched omelet on my plate.

“Tummy ache,” I said.

She handed me a banana from her tray. “Well, take this,” she said. “Just in case you do get hungry. It’ll be gentle on your stomach.”

I tucked the banana into my shirt pocket, which looked ridiculous, but in this crowd of tourists, no one would care. As we walked outside, the weather slammed me like a fist. Compared to the frigid AC of the hotel, the air was heavy and hot—and it was still morning.

We took a tram ride that raced along a lush tropical preserve. Our first stop was called Simian Surprises.

A canned voice spoke to us through the tram PA: “As on the island of Komodo, where the famed Komodo dragon survived to modern times, so, too, here in Nissi were found extraordinary examples of evolutionary anomalies not seen anywhere else in the world. At Lost World we preserve natural habitats, which necessitate sometimes dense tree covers, so walking visitors are urged to be patient. Do not under any circumstances attempt to feed the animals or even pretend to, and stay behind the Plexiglas barriers. . . .”

And blah, blah, blah.

I was tired and cranky before we even climbed down the stairs.

Our tour guide led us down a path between two extremely high Plexiglas walls. Kids had scraped words into the plastic, and by reading them I knew that Nick loved Jennie, and Taki “wuz hear,” and someone felt the need to write FIXX about a zillion times.

All I could see behind the scratched plastic was thick clumps of palm trees and an occasional bird. I slowed down so the grown-ups would go on ahead and let my eyes wander upward. I heard a monkeylike screech and imagined Qalani becoming the Omphalos while trapped inside jungle animals. “Hello, my queen,” I murmured.

The screech sounded again, this time a bit closer.

I looked left and right, and took the banana from my pocket. “Here, monkey, monkey, monkey!” I said. “Want some breakfast?”

“EEEEEEEEEE!”

A black figure dropped from the trees and slammed itself against the Plexiglas. I dropped the banana and fell to the ground as the creature spat a yellow glob that slimed the wall and dripped down.

The guide came running around the bend. He was trying to act all friendly, but I could see the anger in his face. “Oh dear, the black maimou must have smelled that banana, ha-ha!” he said with forced cheer. “This is exactly why we posted all the Do Not Feed the Animals signs!”

I bolted to my feet, staring into the yellow eyes of my assailant.

I knew that glare. I knew it very well. “It’s not a maimou. . . .” I said.

“Excuse me?” the guide said.

The creature bared its teeth at me through the plastic and spat again.

“I’m not crazy. . . .” I turned to the guide and laughed. “I didn’t dream it!”

“No, no, no, no,” the guide said, “these animals are nightmarish indeed but very real—”

“It’s a vizzeet,” I said. “It’s called a vizzeet and it spits poison.”

“Uh, ladies and gentlemen, the maimou’s venom sac has been surgically neutralized so that any contact with its saliva is perfectly harmless”—he chuckled—“if a bit unsightly.”

As he walked onward with the group, Mom and Dad stayed behind. “Jack, are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” I said. “I’m fine and I’m not crazy. I’m not. Where is this place?”

They gave each other a look. “We’ve been talking about this for weeks, Jack,” Dad said.

“It’s Nissi, the lost island in the tropics?” Mom added. “The place that somehow escaped being discovered until it was picked up by satellite a few years ago? Ding, ding, ding . . . ring any bells?”

“Right,” I said. “That’s right. The island didn’t sink. This is it. We went through the rift and the rift closed. Forever. The Loculi are gone! They’re gone and there was never a Karai Institute or any Massa. I’m not the Tailor anymore. Or the Destroyer. I don’t have to rule! Do you know what this means? Woo-HOO!”

A maniac. A raving lunatic. I knew I sounded like that, but I couldn’t help it.

Mom and Dad gave each other a look and burst out laughing. “Another short story, yes!” Dad shouted. “I love the way your mind works, Jack. Everything a springboard for an idea. You will do this for a living someday. I know it. An author of a children’s adventure series!”

“Make sure you include a little romance,” Mom said with a wink. “Now come on. Let’s do some more exploring.”

As we walked on, all I could think about was Aly. And that made my collar feel about three hundred degrees hotter.

I had to find out about her. About Marco and Cass and Eloise. I had to know if they existed. But to do this, I would need some time alone.

We nearly ran into another family, a couple and three kids, heading into an enormous, high-roofed building that echoed with screeches. The eldest brother was maybe a year or so older than me, taking a zillion photos with his phone. Just inside the door, I could see a bright red dot in the middle of his image. I followed his line of sight to a branch on a tree way up by the opposite wall. The entire wall was constructed of caves, and at the very top one I saw a flurry of red.

To a hushed chorus of oohs and ahhs, a griffin flew out and perched on a branch. As it glowered down, it seemed to fix its icy yellow gaze on me.

CAAAAAAAAAWWWW!

At the sound of its screech I gasped and instinctively dropped to the ground.

“What on earth is going on?” the guide said. “Shall I call nine one one?”

I jumped to my feet, staring warily up at the griffin. “Sorry,” I said. “Sorry . . .”

The big red bird turned lazily on its perch and flew back into the cave.

Mom put a protective arm around me and smiled at the guide. “He hasn’t seen one of those before, that’s all.”

The older kid was still clutching his phone. With his free hand he dusted the dirt off the side of my shirt. “It’s okay,” he said. “I was scared my first time, too.”

“Thanks . . .” I said.

“Randy,” he said with a smile. “You?”

“Jack.”

As he turned to walk with his family, I caught a look at his backpack:
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I let out a laugh so loud, even the griffin looked.

“He didn’t die. . . .” I murmured. “This kid. Randall. He didn’t die in the bowling alley—he’s alive. He’s over fourteen and he’s alive. And he’s here!”

“Hmm?” Dad said absentmindedly, tapping away at his phone. “Just a sec, Jack.”

I watched Randall Cromarty walk away. His hair was cut short, and as he walked around the bend to the cafeteria, the sunlight reflected against the back of his head.

I could make out the vague outline of a lambda.

Mom saw me staring. She smiled. “I noticed that. He’s got it, too. Your birthmark.”

“My birthmark?” I said. “But . . .”

“I saw you looking at your head this morning,” she said. “It’s not unattractive, you know. Just white hair. Some kids think it’s cool. And hair dye does have chemicals . . .”

“Don’t dye it!” I said. “I mean, please. Let’s stop dyeing it, okay? I don’t mind anymore.”

She shrugged. “Sure, Jackie. No problem either way.”

“Honey,” Dad said. “We’re late for that lecture.”

Mom rolled her eyes. “The numerologist? Tamasi?”

“Archaeologist,” Dad said. “He just loves analyzing finds based on numerical theories. Anyway, I like him. Hurry.”

We raced out of the exhibit and back onto the tram. I could barely think straight. As the tram passed over the preserve, I heard screeches and snorts. I think I caught a glimpse of a hose-beaked vromaski, but I wasn’t sure. It was a vast place, and I could not see far enough to any beach, but still . . .

This was the island. It had to be.

We had destroyed the Loculi with the kopadi. Which meant the Heptakiklos imploded, burying the great Atlantean power, the Telion. We had made it through the rift in time. Somehow.

If I was right, Karai’s genetic engineering—the G7W death curse—never happened. And no Loculi were ever taken away to be hidden and protected.

“Penny for your thoughts, Jack,” Mom said, as the tram stopped at the exhibition hall.

“Can we visit the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World someday?” I asked.

“The Lighthouse of Alexandria, the Great Pyramid of Giza, the Mausoleum at Halicarnassus, the Colossus of Rhodes, the Temple of Artemis, the Statue of Zeus at Olympia, and . . .” Dad squinched his eyes shut. “I always forget one. . . .”

“The Great Wall?” Mom guessed.

“The Hanging Gardens of Babylon,” I said.

“Good one, Jack!” Dad said.

“So . . . they existed?” I said. “They were all built anyway?”

Dad snuck a look at Mom, as the tram came to a stop. “He’s really in his own world today, isn’t he? Come on.”

We climbed down and ran up the stairs to an old building, past a sign that said, Today! 9:00 A.M. Hear Professor Radamanthus Tamasi Discuss the Numerological Basis of Nissi’s Archaeological Past!

This was crazy. But . . .

“Tamasi?” I looked closely at the image—a craggy-faced guy with thick glasses, wispy gray hair, and a distracted look. “Isn’t this guy named—?”

“Tamasi is his real name,” Dad said. “But you’re right, he never goes by it. Has this thing about the number seven. It repeats itself in nature and archaeology in all kinds of odd ways.”

“One, four, two, eight, five, seven . . .” I said. “Every seventh is a combination of those digits in that order.”

“Good for you, Jack!” Dad said. “So this guy decides to create a kind of stage name for himself—”

“Bhegad?” I blurted out.

“How did you know that?” Mom asked.

BHEGAD. Of course. It wasn’t a real name. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t seen this before.

“Check this out.” I grabbed a brochure from my pocket and scribbled on it:
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“Uh, okay . . .” Mom said.

“Right,” Dad piped up. “Those digits that repeat themselves. The cycle of sevenths.”

“B is the second letter of the alphabet,” I said. “So here—watch. I take those numbers I just wrote down and find the letter of the alphabet that belongs to each number!”
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Mom let out a hoot of laughter. “Hoo boy. What an old nerd!”

As Dad hurried us through the front door, a gruff voice called out: “Tickets five dollars!”

Behind a desk sat a very broad man with slicked-back red hair and black glasses, pointing to a price list. “Under fourteen free,” he grunted.

“Torquin?”

I was nearly screaming, and he dropped his pen. “Excuse me?” he said.

“Your name is Torquin!” I blabbered.

He chuckled. “Sorry, dude. Victor. Vic Quiñones. I’m the professor’s graduate assistant. Better hurry if you want to get a seat.”

I was laughing so hard I can’t believe they didn’t throw me out.

Professor Bhegad was pacing the stage, muttering to two assistants. I didn’t know what they were talking about—he’d probably forgotten his papers or something, but it made me so happy to see him alive.

As we waited for the lecture to begin, I thought about my friends again. Did Cass and Eloise know each other? Were their parents out of jail? Was Aly in California and Marco in Ohio? Or were they here on the island of Nissi somewhere?

Did they even exist? Had they made it through the rift, or was I the only one?

Bhegad . . . Torquin . . . Randall Cromarty . . . these were too strange to be coincidences. Weren’t they?

I thought about the lambda. No, not a lambda. A flock. It was still there. Still on my head. Still on Randy’s. But Cromarty had lived past fourteen. Karai had said the death curse would be lifted if the Loculi were destroyed, and that was great.

That was amazing. I was going to live!

Still . . . what about the powers? What about that part of G7W—the part that opened up your ceresacrum and made your best talents a superpower. Did we still have that?

Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Sailor.

I looked around. The auditorium was filling up, but Bhegad still didn’t seem ready. I took out my phone and flipped through my contacts.

A. Black

M the M. Ramsay

C. Williams

E. Williams

I nearly screamed.

Yes.

All there.

I felt myself grinning at Bhegad. Sending him thoughts. You told me about time travel. You weren’t sure it could be done. You hinted the world would be changed in impossible ways.

But he was still here. And so was I. Mom. Dad. My friends.

Someday, I vowed, I would tell him everything. About the life he never led.

I looked back down at my phone. First I had important business to take care of. If I could remember what had just happened—if I was aware of both worlds, both realities—then I hoped they would, too.

And we would share those memories at four birthdays in the coming year. Four of the happiest birthdays ever in history.

Clicking on Aly’s name, I began typing out a text.
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I smiled.

I couldn’t wait.





MAP
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DROW LANIF A

WAIT. IT’S OVER?

Already?

Seven Wonders, five books, three years, one very sad writer. I’m going to miss this world. A lot. If you’ve come this far on the journey with me, I feel you deserve a final word. Because, let’s face it, you’re my hero.

Yup, you.

Authors don’t say this enough: readers are the reason we exist. Well, other things are important too—oxygen and chocolate come to mind—but the truth is, without you the Seven Wonders would stay just the way it started. As an idea. A seed of a story.

You need to know that this seed was picked up, turned over, and grown by some very, very good farmers.

Like the megastar Dave Linker at HarperCollins. As head of the Seven Wonders team, he reads every word of every draft, finds mistakes, makes amazing suggestions, cracks the whip, coordinates with the art and publicity departments, and makes you feel like you’re traveling with a brother. He’s superarticulate, too, except when he calls to tell you that your book has made the New York Times bestseller list. Then he gets so excited he can barely form a coherent sentence.

The deep-down, roll-up-the-sleeves editing was done by a true legend in the publishing business, Eloise Flood. I first worked with her three decades ago and I’m still trying to get it right. Her input has made the characters rich and the plots knotty. Or the other way around. And she has a wicked sense of humor.

All of them answer to Emily Brenner, the world’s most supportive and good-natured overlord. And she loves theater, so I love her.

Three mighty eagle-eyed people saved me from eternal embarrassment by poring over every word of every book, picking up all the mistakes the rest of us missed. Because you will never see those bloopers, I raise my talons in gratitude to Jessica Berg, Gweneth Morton, and Martha Schwartz.

I’m pretty bad at art but I know genius when I see it. Torstein Norstrand’s cover artwork has knocked me off my seat so many times I believe I’ve sustained permanent hip damage. Joe Merkel has translated my impossible requests into interior art that’s simply magical, and he’s been helped by the supreme talents of Barb Fitzsimmons and Rick Farley.

But the words-and-images people are only a part of it.

If you have a publisher and managing editor like Susan Katz and Kate Jackson, you thank your lucky stars. Their enthusiasm has energized everyone since Day One. Two brilliant publicists, Cindy Hamilton and Lindsey Karl, have sent me to schools, bookstores, festivals, libraries, conferences, and TV studios in nearly forty states and three foreign countries. Marketing mavens Alana Whitman, Matt Schweitzer, Patty Rosati, Molly Motch and Julie Eckstein convinced me to dress up in a toga for my epic Comic Con video, and they continued to develop contests, teaching guides, and crazy Seven Wonders schemes. Alex Garber has manned the website with style and sometimes painful humor, with the subversive help of Colleen O’Connell. And Jeffrey “Scooter” Kaplan and Marissa Benedetto have managed to make great video footage despite a very shiny-faced author.

The task of getting books into your hands is a bit like wizardry. Boots-on-the-ground sales reps go door to door, to libraries and booksellers, while a team of back-office whizzes makes sure there are always copies to go around. Hats off to Andrea Pappenheimer, the Grand Master of this merry band, which includes Kerry Moynagh, Kathy Faber, Susan Yeager, and Heather Doss. A special holler to my brother from the South, Eric Svenson, who could sell sand to a camel.

An entire department exists to boot authors out of the country, and I kowtow to Austin Tripp, Sarah Woodruff, David Wolfson, Molly Humphrey, Christine Swedowsky, and Samantha Hagerbaumer for sending this wide-eyed boy to the Far East—and to Jean McGinley, Alpha Wong, and Sarah Oughton for spreading the Seven Wonders to other countries’ publishers (and book clubs and movie companies).

Once the books leave the house, they take up residence on shelves all over the world. Readers, cherish your bookstores and book sellers. Love your librarians. They are smart, funny, wise, caring. Take advantage. I mean that. They will help you enjoy life and unleash the best inside you. (I wanted to list all the ones I’ve enjoyed meeting, but the book has a thousand-page limit.)

In the end, the book stops at you. All these people above do their work for that one purpose. So if you’re reading this, if you’re as sad to see the series end as I am, you’re in good company.

Keep it up. Keep reading. Keep thinking. Keep feeling. You will never be sorry.

Okay, I said that you deserved a final word. Here it is. It’s very short, but I mean it from the heart.

Thanks.

Peter Lerangis

New York City
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NOTE TO READER

The Seven Wonders series is a tale of adventure, sacrifice, and friendship. Of awesome mysteries locked away for centuries. Of prehistoric beasts and burping barefoot giants. Of an ordinary thirteen-year-old kid named Jack McKinley, captured and taken to a hidden place dedicated to the study of … him. You see, Jack is one of only four people who possess unearthly powers—powers that will kill them. To stay alive, these four friends must embark on a dangerous quest for the secrets of a lost civilization. The secrets they find may save them, but at a cost—the destruction of the world.

So what are these journals?

Well, first of all, the Seven Wonders series takes place now, with kids who might be your best friends. But recently, while working on the series, I came across a trove of documents that made my blood race. What do they have to do with this epic? An insane amount. After a high-level meeting in midtown Manhattan, and at some risk of personal danger, I have arranged for them to finally be released as soon as each is translated and ready. The events in these journals occur centuries before the first book in the series, The Colossus Rises. The tales themselves are amazing. But more importantly, those who read them will have the inside track on everyone else. You’ll learn some deep secrets—secrets some people might not want you to know.

A discovery like this is too big to hold back.

The fate of the world is in the balance.

—PL
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THE JOURNAL OF
BURTON FRIEDRICH
WENDERS

13 YRS OLD
 SEPTEMBER 24, 1894

I DO NOT hear them, but I know they are near.

The creatures. The men. They hunt me through the rocks and jungle trees.

I must move, but I cannot. I fear my ankle is broken. If I stay, they will flush me out of this hiding place. When they are through with Father, they will come for me.

I pray they spare him. It is I whom they seek.

Yesterday I was the proud son of a renowned archaeologist, a man of science. We were explorers in a strange land. We would make incredible discoveries.

Today I know the truth.

Father brought me here to find a cure for my sickness. To heal my weakened body. To fix what science cannot understand.

But today I learned that my blood has sealed my fate.

If the prophecy is true, I will die before reaching my fourteenth birthday.

If the prophecy is true, I will cause the destruction of the world.

The island drew us here. It will draw others. Like Father. People who seek the truth. It must not end like this. So I leave this account for those who follow. And I pray, more than anything, that I have time to finish.


Our ship was called Enigma. She sailed ten days ago, September 14, into a red, swollen sun setting over Cardiff. But I lay in a cabin belowdecks, racked with head pain.

“Are you all right?” Father asked, peeking over for the dozenth time.

For the dozenth time I lied. “Yes.”

“Then come abovedecks. The air will be good for you.”

I followed him out of the cabin and up the ladder. Above and around us, the crew set the rigging, hauled in supplies, checked lists. English, French, Greek—their shouts kept my mind off the pain. Silently, I translated. What I didn’t know, I learned from context. I had never heard the Malay tongue, but the words floated through the air in rapid cadences. They were spoken by a powerful but diminutive deckhand named Musa.

My love of languages is not why Father hired these motley men. It was the only group he could get together in such a short time.

He knew the clock was ticking on my life.

Five weeks earlier I had collapsed during a cricket match. I thought I had been hit accidentally by a batsman. But when I awoke in a hospital, Father looked as if he had aged twenty years. He was talking to the doctor about a “mark.”

I didn’t know what he meant. But from that day, Father seemed transformed. The next two weeks he seemed like a madman—assembling a crew, scaring up funding for a sturdy ship. Impossible at such short notice! He was forced to interview vagabonds from shadows, to beg money from crooked lenders.

We sailed with a ragtag crew of paupers, criminals, and drunks. It was the best he could do.

As Father and I came abovedecks, I fought back nausea. The Enigma was a refitted whaling ship that stank of rancid blubber. Its planks creaked nastily on the water. Back at the port, Welsh dockmen mocked us in song: “Hail, Enigma, pump away! Drooping out of Cardiff Bay! Hear her as she cracks and groans! Next stop, mates, is Davy Jones!”

Our captain, a grizzled giant named Kurtz, hurled a lump of coal across the bay at them, nearly hitting one of the men. “Let me at them leek-lovin’ cowards,” he grumbled.

“Pay them no heed,” Father said.

“Not that they’re wrong, mind ye,” Kurtz said, his eyes flashing with anger. “Us heading for the middle of the ocean to find nothing.”

As he lumbered away, I looked at Father. My head pain was beginning to ease. “Why does he say this?” I asked.

Father took my arm and brought me to the wheelhouse. He took out an ancient map, marked with scribblings. In its center was a large X. Directly under that was an inscription in faded red letters, but as Father skillfully folded the map, the words were tucked away. “Kurtz sees no land under this mark, that’s why,” Father said. “But I know there is. The most important archaeological discovery I will ever make.”

“Could not we have waited and gathered a better group of men?” I asked as I glanced toward the foremast, where two Portuguese sailors were brawling with Musa. As the Malay drew a dagger to protect himself, Father ran toward them.

He did not know that I had seen the inscription he’d folded away. It was in German: Hier herrscht eine unvorstellbare Hölle.

“Here lies a most unimaginable hell.”


We reached our own Hölle early.

We were in open ocean. The sky was bright, the sails full, and the Strait of Gibraltar had long faded from sight. Eight days into the voyage, I was making progress in understanding Malay. Not to mention many of the saltier words and phrases used by these men in many other languages. I tried to help as often as I could, but the men treated me as if I were a small child. I must have seemed like one to them. My headaches were becoming more frequent, so I often went belowdecks to rest. Father would often join me for a card game or conversation.

It was during one of the games that we heard a scream above.

We raced upward. What we saw knocked us back on our heels.

The freshening sky had given way to an explosion of black clouds. They billowed toward us as if heaven itself had suddenly ruptured. Captain Kurtz was shoving sailors toward the mainsail sheets, shouting commands. First Mate Grendel, so quiet I’d thought he had no voice, was shrieking from the fo’c’sle, rousing the sailors.

The Enigma lurched upward. As it smacked back to the water, men fell to the deck. The wind sheared across the ship and the mainsail ripped down the center with a loud snap. In the thunder’s boom, I stood, paralyzed, not knowing how to help. Rain pelted me from all directions. I saw a flash of lightning, followed by an unearthly crack. The mizzenmast split in two, falling toward me like a redwood. A hand gripped my forearm and I flew through the rain, tumbling to the deck with Father. As we rolled to safety, I saw the crumpled body of a sailor pinned to the deck by a jagged splinter of the mast.

I tried to help, but my feet slipped on the planks. The ship tilted to starboard as if launched by a catapult. I was airborne, flailing. All I saw beneath me was the sea, black and bubbling. Three sailors, screaming, disappeared into the water. I thought I would be propelled after them, but my shoulder caught the top of the gunwale railing. I cried out in pain, bouncing back hard to the deck.

“Sea monster!” a voice called out. “Sea monster!” It was the sailor named Llewellyn, dangling over the hull.

I held tight to the railing. Beneath me was a horrifying groan. I took it to be the strain on the keel’s wood planking. I looked downward and saw the churn of a vast whirlpool.

In its center was a man’s arm, quickly vanishing.

Where was Father? I looked around, suddenly terrified by the thought that the arm might have been his. But with relief I saw him coming toward me, clutching the railing. “Come!” he cried out.

He grabbed my forearm. The ship was rocking. I heard a deathly cry. Llewellyn’s grip had loosened and he was dropping into the sea. I pulled away to try to grab him. “It’s too late!” Father insisted, forcing me toward the battened-down hatch.

He yanked it open, shoving me toward the ladder. Overhead I thought I heard the flapping of wings. A frightening high-pitched chitter. “What is that?” I called out.

“Must be the angels, lost in the wind! Looking out for us!” Father shouted, trying desperately to be cheerful. “Now go!”

My fingers, wet and slippery, untwined from Father’s. I fell from the ladder. Before my voice could form a cry, my head hit the deck below.


I awoke squinting.

To heat. To blaring light through the cabin porthole.

The sun!

Immediately my heart jumped with relief. The storm, the whirlpool, the devilish noises—had it all been a dream?

I called for Father, but he was by my side. I felt his hand holding mine.

“How’s the boy?” came First Mate Grendel’s voice.

I willed my eyes fully open. Father’s hair was a rat’s nest, his face bruised, his spectacles gone. His shirt had torn and now hung in strips off his shoulders. I knew in that instant that the storm had been no dream.

Father chuckled and turned to Grendel, replying, “He’s awake.”

“Aye, good,” Grendel said. “There’ll be four of us, then.”

I gripped Father’s hand. The words chilled me. “Only four of us remain?” I asked.

“I thank God,” Father said softly, “that I am holding the most important of them.”

“We’re not likely to last much longer if we can’t rig the ship to sail again,” Grendel said grimly. “And with the masts all snapped off, I don’t—”

I heard a sudden shout from above. Musa. The fourth survivor.

“Can’t understand the blasted fellow,” Grendel said. “Too much trouble for him to learn English, I suppose—”

“‘Land,’” I said.

Grendel stared at me. “Say what?”

“Musa,” I explained. “He said, ‘land.’”

Grendel raced away from us, up the ladder. Father followed, then I, on shaky legs.

Abovedecks, I nearly reeled backward from the intense daylight. Where roiling fists of blackness had smothered us, now the sun blazed in a dome of cotton-flecked blue. Musa’s face was streaked with tears, his gap-toothed smile resembling the keys of a small piano. Dancing wildly, he gestured over the port bow.

On the watery horizon was a distant frosting of yellow green.

Schwenk. Coopersmith. Martins. Vizeu. Pappalas. Roark. Llewellyn. Finney. Gennaro. Caswell …

Grendel recited the sailors’ names, placing for each a perfect seashell on a mound of sand. Reciting a prayer, he touched the white scrimshaw that hung around his neck on a leather strip: a crucifix carved into the cross section of a whale’s tooth.

The battered Enigma lay anchored out to sea, tilted to starboard. It rocked on gentle swells, its timbers groaning in ghastly rhythm to Grendel’s prayers. I felt the heat of the pink-yellow sand through the soles of my shoes. Behind us, a thick scrim of jungle greenery stretched in both directions. Animals cawed and screeched, unseen. A great mountain loomed in the distance, black and ominous, as if the storm itself had gathered to the spot and magically solidified.

Earlier we had managed to reach the shore via rowboat. All morning and into the afternoon we had traveled to and from our wounded ship, salvaging kerosene, sailcloth, wood, a small amount of salt beef and hardtack, a leather pack, a sopping wet blanket, and Father’s revolver—the only firearm that had not been submerged in seawater and damaged. Miraculously I also found this journal, relatively dry and not yet used, which I put directly into my pocket—and a pencil. Everything else had either washed away or been ruined.

I had helped Musa and Grendel build four small tent huts, then briefly explored the jungle, finding a flat stone into which I scratched my name. Father had just unloaded and cleaned the gun, and he gave me a lesson in its use. He’d been unable to find extra ammunition, so we had only five bullets for hunting and protection. Accuracy would be essential. I was skittish about shooting, but Father scoffed. “Your aim was excellent when you were spitting wadded-up papers at your schoolmates!” he reminded me.

Now, as Grendel prayed, I bowed my head. But I could not concentrate due to a prickly sensation at the nape of my neck. I had the feeling I was being watched. I turned.

A shadow slipped from the trees toward Grendel.

“Behind you!” I cried out.

The little creature was swift, a scraggily monkey with one eye missing and a wicked grin. It snatched the scrimshaw from Grendel’s neck, scooting back into the jungle with a triumphant, chattering cry.

Grendel bellowed a string of words I was not supposed to know. Grabbing the gun, he added, “I understand monkey meat’s a grand delicacy, and I’m hungry. Who’s coming with me?”

Father eyed him warily. “Can you shoot? We have too few bullets to waste on revenge.”

“Marksman, highest level in the army,” Grendel replied. “And I ain’t planning to go far. Let me bring the boy. He’ll learn something. And I’ll return him safe and happy.”

Father gave a firm no, but I reminded him I was no longer a child. That I would need to hunt, gather, and trap while we were here. I promised I would graduate from spitballs.

He softened at that, and instructed Grendel to exercise exceeding caution.

Off we went.

The jungle was oddly dark, its dense tree canopies blocking the afternoon sun. Grendel proved to be an expert tracker, using a pocketknife to carve blazes on trees. Before long we came to a glade, festooned with wildflowers. Just beyond it was a clear lagoon that bubbled fresh water. As I got closer, I saw fat golden fish swimming. They were meaty and beautiful. “We need a spear, not a gun,” I said to Grendel, looking for a stick I could sharpen.

But Grendel’s response was a forceful shove. I fell beside a thick tree. He ducked behind another. “Be invisible!” he warned.

Within moments, the bushes on the other side of the glade began to rustle. I saw a blur of brown gray and heard a snuffling, piglike sound. Then the lapping of water. I peeked around the tree. The animal’s body was blocked by the brush, but its woolly haunches were enormous.

Grendel shot. I jumped away at the sound.

A bellowing cry rang out across the lagoon like nothing I’d ever heard—deep like an elephant’s bleat, coarse like a lion’s roar. “Blast it!” Grendel cried. “Shoddy firearms! He’s getting away!”

I followed as he ran toward the lagoon. But the animal was gone. Not a sign.

Grendel stooped over a dark pool of blood and dipped his left hand into it. His fingers came up dripping.

Green.

“What the—?” With an abrupt cry, he plunged his hand into the lagoon. The water let out a sharp sizzle. His face twisted in pain, he pulled out his fingers and examined them in astonishment.

The skin was burned.

Balling his left hand into a fist, he secured the gun in his belt and pulled me away from the pool of green blood with his good hand.

What had we just seen? I shook as we walked deeper into the jungle. “It will be angry,” I pointed out.

“That beast ain’t natural,” he said. “It could kill us all if we don’t get it first.”

Grendel stomped through the brush at a rapid clip, scowling. He had stopped marking blazes now. His injured hand was wrapped in his neckerchief, but I could tell from his grimace that it still hurt badly.

Through a break in the trees, I caught a glimpse of the black mountain. It was closer now, and taller than I’d thought.

Caws and screeches echoed in the thick foliage around us. Growing louder. The animals were warning one another, alarmed by the shot and the noise of our passage. I felt as if they were surrounding us, trying to scare us off.

But within that deafening din of alarm, I could hear another sound. Not an animal noise at all but a strange buzzing melody, made by instruments that sounded as if they used neither breath nor strings. It was barely audible, yet it cut through the wild animal cries as if plucking the very sinews of my body, vibrating the folds of my brain. “Do you hear that, Grendel?” I said. “The music?”

“Them beasts ain’t music to me!” he said.

After another few minutes, though, Grendel’s rage seemed to dim. The brush was too dense, and there was no sign of the injured beast. With a few choice curses, he announced we would return to camp. As we began to backtrack, Grendel held tightly to his burned hand. He wound through the jungle, pausing every few moments as if sniffing for a trail. His ways were a mystery to me, but within moments he was pointing to one of his earlier markings on a tree. “Blaze,” he said.

We picked up speed. Glancing skyward, I noted with some alarm that the sun was low in the west. Night would be upon us soon, and I had no desire to be in this maze when darkness came.

We quickly passed the lagoon again, steering wide of the toxic blood. But at the edge, Grendel dropped unexpectedly to his knees.

On the other side of the clearing, the one-eyed monkey was jeering at us, swinging the scrimshaw like a chalice. “Me mum gave me that,” Grendel growled.

He took aim and fired. I flinched. Grendel’s aim looked to be true, but the monkey jerked aside as if it had predicted the bullet’s path. It swung up into a tree and vanished into the darkness, jabbering.

Grendel ran after the creature. I scrambled to follow, but my foot caught on a root and I tumbled into a thicket of vines. I shouted Grendel’s name.

For a moment I heard nothing. Then, from the direction where Grendel had gone, came a savage, saliva-choked animal roar.

Another shot rang out. Followed by Grendel’s scream.

I ran to the sound. Vines tangled around me like witches’ fingers but I ripped my way through.

I emerged into a small clearing. At the far edge lay the revolver on a bed of vines. A thick smear of green liquid led into the surrounding jungle.

Mixed with red.


I reached camp, hobbling and scratched by thorns. Over the water, the sun touched the horizon.

Musa had built a fire and was roasting a rather meager bird he’d snared. He hurried toward me, summoning Father from his tent. Their faces were taut with concern upon seeing me alone.

I showed him the gun, which I’d tucked into my belt. I described what had happened in the jungle.

Father took the gun and looked into the jungle. “Two bullets left,” he said. “Let’s find Grendel.”

Musa began talking angrily, hands on hips. I translated for Father. “He says it will be dark in minutes. It would be suicide to go into the trees now.”

Father looked at me oddly. His face seemed to be glowing. I could not quite read the expression. “How do you know this?” he asked. “You are good with languages, but in this short time, with no studies, no time for comparison and context …?”

I shrugged, embarrassed to have my talents praised.

“I don’t know. I suppose my skills have rather improved.”

“Indeed they have.” Father cupped his hand affectionately on my shoulder. Then, placing the gun securely in his belt, he gazed over the treetops to the black mountain. “We will set off tomorrow at sunrise.”


We found a shoe. Just one.

In the clearing by the lagoon, the pool of blood had congealed and begun to flake. It was no longer green but black.

Musa had boldly led our morning trek, following Grendel’s blazes. He was an expert at animal noises, shouting back to the birds and monkeys and keeping our spirits up. Now his face was drawn. He said he had never seen blood like this. He was worried that we had only two bullets.

I translated as he spoke, but Father’s face was faraway, lost in thought. “We’ll head for the mountain,” he said.

Musa began to protest, but Father cut him off with a wave of the hand. “I know it’s risky,” he insisted, “but with Grendel gone we are in even greater danger. A signal sent from the top of the mountain will be seen much farther out to sea.”

As I translated for Musa, Father began trekking into the jungle. Musa looked at me pleadingly. Skeptically. Continuing to the mountain meant miles through the treacherous jungle, followed by a climb that would take hours. At the top it appeared to be solid rock. We had no climbing equipment. The plan, to Musa, seemed insane.

I could not disagree. But Father was dead set, and so we trudged after him. Around us, the chattering grew louder. I began seeing jeering grins, wide eyes. A hard brown nut hurtled through the air. Ring-tailed monkeys, fossas, and lemurs—all began swinging from limbs, throwing nuts, rocks, feces. There were thirty or forty of them.

I felt something hit the back of my head and I jumped. I saw it fall to the ground: Grendel’s scrimshaw necklace. Above us, the one-eyed monkey beat his chest, screaming.

“He is returning it,” Musa said in Malay, his voice trembling. “He knows what happened to Grendel.”

The leather strap was frayed and wet with monkey saliva. Nonetheless, I tied it around my neck, to honor our fallen comrade. I felt pity for his awful fate, but fear for our own. What manner of beast had killed him—and what if it came for us?

Ahead of us, Father seemed oblivious. He knelt by a rock formation, tearing vines from its surface. “Come!” he called. “Help me, Burt!”

My fingers shook as I helped him, but soon I became lost in the wonder of our discovery. It was a pile of ancient stone tablets—dozens!—etched with intricately carved images and symbols. Winged beasts with bodies like a lion. Giant warthoglike things. Flying monkeys. A complex round design that resembled a labyrinth. The etched symbols were tiny and impossibly neat, like hieroglyphics.

Father looked ecstatic. “This is it, Burt. All my life I’ve hoped these existed, and here they are! Look at these runes—influenced by ancient Egyptian … exhibiting elements of Asian pictographs and flourishes like a crude prototype of—”

“Altaic and Cyrillic script …” I said.

“We will camp here,” he said, taking a pencil and pad from his pack.

“Here, Father?” I said, unable to control my astonishment.

“I must make copies before we continue,” he replied. “Later you can help me decode these, Burt.”

As I translated, Musa glowered in astonishment. “He expects us to go all the way up the mountain—and he wastes time with old rocks?”

I did not want to be caught in Musa’s fury. I knew that trying to change Father’s mind would be useless. But worse yet, my headache had begun to flare with renewed fury. It wasn’t just caused by the monkey chatter and Musa’s temper. No—like the distant hum of bees, the strange music had begun again. The music no one else seemed to hear: It pulsed with the jungle noises. Lights flashed behind my closed eyelids. I sat, hobbled by the pain.

Alarmed, Musa called for Father.

“Be right there,” Father replied, hunched over the tablets.

“Father, I don’t feel well …” It hurt to speak. My voice sounded high-pitched and feeble. Musa looked at me with concern.

Father mumbled something about taking a drink of water. I tried to answer him. I tried to get his attention away from his archaeology. But the music was growing louder, drowning out the monkeys, drowning out everything. Tendrils of sound pierced my brain like roots through soil.

I tried to stand up. I opened my mouth to cry out.

The last image I saw was the outstretched arms of Musa, trying to catch me as I passed out.


I gasped and awoke from a horrific nightmare. In it, I was in a place much like this cursed island, chased by all manner of beasts—giant, slavering warthogs; flying raptors.

It was a relief to see Father’s face.

Musa was building a fire at the edge of a clearing. He seemed withdrawn, angry. The sun had begun its descent into evening. The monkeys had quieted, but the music persisted in my head, as it had through my nightmare.

I struggled to sit up, my head still pounding. A thick blanket had been placed below me. I noticed that Father had piled the tablets around himself. His notebook was now filled with jottings, which he had clearly been working on while I was unconscious. He glanced at me distractedly and smiled, then looked back.

I was not expecting that. But something he’d said was stuck in my mind.

This is it, Burt. All my life I’ve hoped these existed.

It occurred to me, in a wave of revulsion, that this place had been our goal all along. We had reached the X on Father’s map. And it was indeed a “most unimaginable hell.”

Wenders the genius. Wenders the Great Discoverer. Wenders who stopped at nothing to get the great artifact.

“Is this why we are here?” I blurted out.

“Pardon?” Father said, momentarily distracted from his work.

“We rushed into a voyage without proper preparation, equipment, or personnel,” I barreled on. “We sacrificed an entire ship’s crew. Is this the price for your archaeology?”

Musa came closer, curious.

“There is a reason for this,” Father said. “A good one. You will have to trust me, Burt.”

“Trust you?” I said. “After you led us to a place your own map warned you away from? I sit here, ill with tropical fever. I don’t want to die on this island! Why couldn’t you have left me at home?”

Father turned away. When he faced me again, his eyes were rimmed with tears. “It’s not tropical fever, Burt.”

I braced my back against a tree. This was not the reaction I had expected. “Then tell me, what is it?”

“Something else,” Father replied. “It matters not, Burt. I do not want to stir fear—”

“I am already afraid!” I protested. “You raised me to be honest, Father. Can I no longer expect the same from you?”

Father replied in a halting voice, barely audible. “You have a rare disease, described in ancient texts. Those who suffer it bear an unmistakable physical marking on the back of the head. No one has survived past a very young age.”

“Is there no medicine?” I asked, my voice dry with shock.

“There is no cure for this, Burt,” Father said. “Except that which is in the texts. And as you know, there is a fine line between history and myth. The texts speak of an ancient healing power on a sacred island. Several of them corroborate the same location. And that location matches the place on the map.”

I shook my head, hoping that this was some bizarre dream. Hoping that I could shake away the monkeys and the deadly green-acid-blood creatures and the infernal music.... “A sacred island? Ancient healing power? This is not science,” I said. “These are stories, Father. When I was a child you taught me the difference!”

“Power traveling through wires, glass bulbs that transmit light, conversations carried across continents—these were once stories, too,” Father replied. “The first requirement for any scientist, Burt, is an open mind.”

I wanted to protest. I wanted to translate for Musa. To have him share my outrage and confusion. But Father took me by the shoulders and gently laid me down on the blanket. “You must sleep to regain your strength. Musa and I will protect you through the night. I will explain more in the morning, and we will continue.”

I knew I could not slumber. I had to know more. I had to translate for Musa, who was tending the fire and trying to look unconcerned with our conversation.

But then my head touched the blanket, and I was fast asleep.


I woke several hours later, with a start.

Had I heard something?

I sat up. My head was no longer pounding. My body, drenched in sweat, felt cool. The illness had broken.

The jungle seemed eerily silent. Gone were the chatterings and hootings that had filled our day. Gone, too, was the buzzing, murmuring music. It was as if the night itself held its breath.

Musa’s fire had burned to coals. I could see him in the dim glow, dozing, curled up on the ground. I glanced around and made out Father’s silhouette at the opposite rim of the clearing. He was clutching his revolver, his back propped against a tree.

Snoring.

“Father!” I called out.

He muttered something, his head lolling to the other side. They were both exhausted.

For our own safety, I would have to take the night shift. As I rose, intending to take the gun from Father, I spotted a movement in the woods behind him. Not so much a solid thing as a shift of blackness.

I heard a stick snap to my right. A high-pitched “eeeee.”

Behind me, Musa let out a brief yell. I spun around.

He wasn’t where he had been. In the dim light of the coals, I saw his legs sliding into the black jungle.

I called his name, running after him. But I stopped at the edge, where the darkness began. Entering it would be a colossal mistake. I needed the gun, now. I leaped toward Father. I saw him awake with a start.

My shirt suddenly went taut, pulled from above. My feet left the ground, and I rose swiftly into the trees as if on marionette strings. The silence erupted into a chorus of earsplitting screams. I felt sharp, furry fingers closing around my arms and legs. The monkeys! They were pulling me, turning me around. I fought to free myself, but their strength was astounding. More swung toward me from the surrounding trees as if summoned—dozens of them. Below me, Father shouted in horror.

In the red light of the waning fire, I could see them exchanging palm fronds, twigs, ropelike vines. They jabbered to one another, eyes flashing, as they braided, twisted, and tied knots with speed and dexterity. Before I could understand what they were doing, they let their creation drop from the branch.

Then they pushed me over.

I screamed as I landed in the taut mesh they’d just woven. It was a carrying net, which they passed from monkey to monkey like relay racers as they swung from the branches. In jerking fits I glided over the jungle, rising higher and higher into the blackness. Father’s anguished shouts soon faded, and I could see the gibbous moon peeking through the tree canopy.

In the dim light, the black mountain loomed nearer. The little creatures were tossing me now. Cackling. Playing. I tried to tear my way through the net, but it had been twisted into an impossibly tight mesh. I swung like a pendulum, smacking into trunks and branches. The monkeys’ cries seemed to grow more excited now, rising in pitch and intensity as if in argument.

Finally I saw one monkey leap from a tree and sink its teeth into the arm of another who was holding me. The whole troupe quickly joined in, screeching and beating at one another.

They were fighting for my possession.

I curled into a ball and prayed.


The chanting came as a relief.

I had been swung and dropped, slung over shoulders, tossed like a ball. I did not know where they’d carried me, as it occurred in nearly complete darkness. Through the mesh I had seen only fur and occasional eyes and teeth.

When the net was removed, I was sitting on a smooth rock surface at the edge of a large hole. The monkeys quickly dismantled their sack, then used the vines to tie my arms behind my back. The air was quite a bit cooler here, and I could hear languid drips fall into the blackness below. Rock walls rose all around me, their crags seeming to shift and dance with the reflected flicker of candlelight.

Across the hole was a doorway into another chamber, cut into the wall. People were chanting in there, their shadows moving in the light. I heard the strange music, too.

The voices were chanting in harmony to it.

“Hello?” I called out across the hole.

My voice boomed out, echoing off the walls. I looked up into a rock ceiling high above. I was in an enclosed place, some sort of cavern. I had been so smothered by the monkeys and the net that I had no idea how I’d gotten there.

In reply, a wizened man appeared in the cave opening. His cragged face seemed to have been hewn out of the rock itself, and his wispy white hair hung down to a silken robe. A gold-filigreed sash hung over the man’s shoulder with an intricately embroidered sun symbol. Under any other circumstance, I would have complimented his wardrobe. But the one-eyed monkey sat on the sash, grinning at me sassily

The man’s eyes rolled back into his head as he doddered toward me, and he held high a chalice so heavy that I was afraid it would break his frail arms. Behind him followed six other men, also chanting. The second carried an elaborately carved black sword on an embroidered cushion. I expected an orchestra to follow them, but their little cave appeared to be empty. The music, as always, was coming from nowhere.

And everywhere.

The old men circled the hole. The third in line had a small basket, from which the monkey pulled little stone tokens and dropped them into the hole. Each token landed with a loud, watery plop. So—a well.

“Who are you?” I pleaded, but they ignored me.

I edged away. Despite the horrific trip there, I felt oddly strong. The music, louder than ever, no longer hurt my head. In fact, for the first time in days my head did not ache at all.

As I listened to the strange guttural chant, the words seemed to arrange themselves inside my brain. Like the ingredients to a complex recipe, they flew through filters of grammar, structure, context, relationships. I was certain this was no language I’d ever heard before, but to my utter astonishment, I was beginning to understand it. Some of the words were obviously names—Qalani, Karai, Massarym—but I picked out “long-awaited visitor” … “select” … “sacrifice” … and something that sounded like the Greek letter lambda.

As they drew closer, I yanked at the bonds around my wrists. Yes. I felt a certain give. Talented as the monkeys were, they were better at weaving nets than binding wrists.

The men did not seem to see me. “Hoo ha, la la la!” I sang out, fearing that the men might be in some kind of sightless trance. Then I attempted their own language: “Where am I?” The words were awkward and thick on my tongue. “Who are you? Why am I here?”

Several of the priests gasped. The leader stopped. Close up, his face was almost transparent, a skull with a paper draping. If I could guess his age, I would start with one hundred and work upward. His eyes lit on me, seeming to return from some distant galaxy. I felt a sharp chill.

His ancient, creaky voice seemed little more than air. But he spoke slowly enough for me to understand. “I am R’amphos, high priest of the Great Qalani. You look on us with fear. With revulsion. You see us as we are now— broken, waiting. But a great time ago our people were abundant, our land fruitful, our leaders fair. We lived in balance and harmony.”

“Waiting?” I said. “For what?”

“For the glorious completion of our long-awaited task,” he replied. “A task granted to us by Qalani, whom we praise for allowing us to live to this day.”

“Praise Qalani!” the other men shouted.

“Eeee!” the one-eyed monkey concurred.

R’amphos handed the chalice to the third priest. The second priest lifted the carved sword off its cushion and bowed low, presenting the weapon to R’amphos. He grabbed the massive hilt. Its blade was thick obsidian, etched with runes.

I tugged harder at my bonds. My wrists ached. “What is that for?” I asked.

The old man’s face seemed to sag further. “You are a child. We know you mean no evil. But you have come to us according to the prophecy. And we cannot allow you to fulfill it. Please understand. It is for the good of all.”

I was certain then that I had wandered into a kind of nightmare bedlam, an island sanatorium of the insane. Surely I could escape.

The bonds seemed to be loosening a bit, but not quite enough to work my hands free. As I struggled, R’amphos edged closer. Time. I needed more of it. Perhaps I could try to reason with him. Convince him he’d made a mistake. Argue and delay him.

“What prophecy?” I asked. “Tell me all. You owe me that at least, before murdering me.”

“Not murder. Sacrifice.” The old man paused, his eyes growing more watery. He did not look homicidal or deranged but wearily determined. “It is foretold that Qalani’s child will return, riding the storm. He will be dying. And die he must. Because if he tries to save himself, he will, in time, destroy the world.”

For a moment I went numb with shock. Riding the storm … dying … It was as if he knew—knew of our shipwreck, my illness.

No. He couldn’t have. These things were coincidences. Guesses. Quasi-religious idiocy. I refused to be killed by these lunatics before Father had a chance to find the cure for my disease. I had to think clearly.

“Listen to me,” I begged. “You have the wrong person. My mother is named Greta, not Qalani. Greta Wenders. It doesn’t even sound close. My father’s name is Herman.”

R’amphos reached out toward me. I flinched as his cold, skeletal fingers gripped the side of my head and turned it. “You carry the mark,” he said.

I pulled away. I could feel one of the vines snap. My hands had a little more give. I could move my fingers, work my wrists.... “What mark?” I asked.

“I am sorry,” R’amphos replied. “I bear you no ill will, my child. But you see, this is a happy day. We all die. We become dust; we are missed by friends and family and then forgotten. But your death will bring life. You will be prevented from doing to the world what was done to the land of Qalani.”

“But—but I—”

The chanting started again in earnest. The monkey bounced eagerly, clapping its hands. R’amphos lifted high the sword and stepped toward me. He was so close I could smell a faint, musty odor from his silken robes.

I took a deep breath, raised my head high, said a prayer, and spat.

I had not lost my boyhood talent. The saliva jettisoned like a slingshot, directly into the monkey’s one good eye.

Wailing, the creature jumped toward me, teeth bared. The priest staggered, thrown off-balance.

I pulled against my bonds with all my strength. With a snap, they came loose. I swung my right hand around toward the monkey as it grabbed for my face. Its teeth clamped down hard on the tangle of vines I held. I completed the arc, sending the sadistic little creature into the well.

I brought my leg up. The old man was surprisingly quick, but my knee clipped the blade at the hilt, sending it into the air.

It smashed against the stone wall and fell to the platform. In a flash, three of the priests were upon me. As I fended off one with a blow to his bony jaw, the others grabbed me from behind. They were wrinkled and liver spotted, yet their agility and strength overwhelmed me. First one arm, then the other, was pinned behind my back.

“I am not what you think I am!” I cried out.

R’amphos had picked up the sword and was stepping toward me. “We will not be turned back,” he rasped. “You must comply. For your own safety and that of everything you see.”

I yanked myself left and right. They had me immobilized. I watched in utter horror as R’amphos raised the blade and brought it down.

“No!” I screamed.

But as the word ripped from my throat, I was blinded by two quick flashes of orange and white.

The blade seemed to disintegrate into the air as an explosion blasted through the chamber. “LET HIM GO, YOU MONGRELS!”

Father’s voice rang out, seeming to come from all directions. He was running in from a dark opening to my right, smoke trailing from the barrel of his gun. In his other hand he held a flaming torch aloft, and he thrust it toward one of the priests.

The man screamed as his robe burst into flames. He jumped into the well below, his shrieks joining with the monkey’s. My captors let go, running away from the new intruder. The second bullet must have struck another priest, who lay bleeding on the ground.

R’amphos turned toward Father. “You must allow us to complete the sacrifice!” he cried in his language, his voice plain through the pandemonium.

Although Father did not understand a word, he was not at a loss for a reply. “Go suck on a rock,” he said, pulling me toward the opening.

We ran through a tunnel that sloped sharply upward. At the top of the slope, the pathway forked a couple of times, but Father seemed to know where he was going. I followed him until we emerged into fresh air.

He stopped, doubled over with exhaustion. “Must … catch my breath …”

“Thank you, Father.” I was relieved to be standing still, as my head pounded horribly. Taking the torch from him, I beat it against the rock wall until the flames died. The sun was rising now, and we wouldn’t need it. “How did you find me?”

“The monkeys …” he replied. “Loud beasts, you know … not much for secrecy when they’ve got what they want … so I followed their yammering through the woods.... I nearly lost them. But eventually I found my way here.”

He glanced back toward the opening. It appeared to be in the side of a rock cliff, roughly triangular and about six feet high. Beside it stood a massive stone that matched its shape, like a door that had been pulled aside.

“Are you all right, Son?” Father continued. “Did they harm you in any way?”

I held the back of my head. That seemed to ease the pain a bit. “The priest … he said—”

“Said?” Father cut in. His eyes were wide. “You understood him?”

“It was as if I learned the entire language in moments, just from the few words they chanted,” I told him.

“Remarkable,” he whispered.

Now the music was intensifying, as if summoning me back … back into the opening. My head felt as if it might explode. “Father, what is happening to me? What is going on? Why did those men want to kill me?” The story poured out—the prediction of my arrival, the deadly procession, the sword, the nonsense about my mother being named Qalani.

Father listened in silence. I was expecting outrage, surprise, shock. But he merely nodded. With growing horror, I saw that he did not look terribly surprised.

“He said that I was going to destroy the world, Father!” I cried out, finishing the tale.

That seemed to shake him. “What? That’s absurd, Burt. Pay no mind to that superstitious claptrap. How could a mere boy destroy the world?”

“But the other things, the other parts of the prophecy—you seem to know them!” I blurted out. “It seemed like you recognized the story!”

Father looked away.

“‘He will be dying. And die he must’—that is what the priest said,” I recounted. “Is it true, Father?”

He bowed his head. In a silence that lasted maybe three seconds, I felt an epoch go by. “There are … things I should tell you,” he began.

The sound of distant shouting made him stop. I saw a flicker of light from inside the black triangle. Father’s eyes widened with alarm. “Run!” he cried.

We took to the woods. The voices were close behind us now. The priests had found the entrance. Father and I charged through the brush, but the old men were surprisingly swift, and they knew the terrain. As we burst into a clearing, one of them emerged from behind a tree—ahead of us.

We stopped. Three other priests were at our backs. One of them carried a long wooden pole, while another was brandishing a fist-sized rock. The third was the fellow whose robe had caught fire. It hung from his shoulders, a blackened, sodden mess. The hair on one side of his head had also been singed away. “Release the boy,” the priest said in the ancient language.

Father raised the gun.

“Stay back,” I replied in the same tongue. “We have no wish to harm you. But if you try to take me, we will.”

The priests hesitated. Then the burned one hurled himself at Father. With a curse, Father squeezed the trigger.

CLICK.

The gun was out of bullets.

The priest landed upon Father, yelling in fierce triumph. As the two of them rolled on the ground, the other three advanced on me. I backed away.

“Go, Burt!” Father said.

“No!” I protested. “I won’t leave you!”

“I’ll be fine,” he insisted. “It’s you they want! Run! Lose them in the jungle! I’ll find you at the shore camp.”

My heart ached. Leaving him went against everything I felt and believed. But I knew he was right.

“Go!” Father repeated. “I will find you!”

I turned and ran. I was traveling blind, pointed in the vague direction of the shore. My foot clipped a root, and I fell with an involuntary shout.

Picking myself up, I raced on. My ankle twinged sharply; I had twisted it as I fell. Around me, the cawing of birds was like a mocking chorus. They seemed to be scolding me, giving voice to what my heart and soul were feeling.

I went as far as my ankle would allow, before it began to throb painfully. I ducked into the shelter of a bramble-choked rock outcropping.

This outcropping. Where I sit now. Where worms poke their heads lazily from the soil, and grubs burrow into the mossy tufts between rocks. They will be here tomorrow, too. And the next day and the next century.

I will not.

I have felt safe while writing this. But the sun will go down, and the priests will not rest until they find me. I must return to the camp. I must find Father.

If he does not live, I will be alone. If he lives, how long will I? Where is a cure for my disease in this place of ancient priests and green-blooded beasts and net-weaving monkeys?

What is this place?

Who am I?

I pray that he will find me soon. That before I die we will have time to discover a way to save me. To save the world, if the prophecy is true. Perhaps the secret is in deciphering the tablets. If not—if we die here—I hope it will not be in vain.

The birds have silenced. Something must be nearby.

I will attempt to bury this now for safekeeping, for I think I hear



This is where the journal ends.

The rest is a jagged margin of paper, ripped to the binding. Sadly, the rest of the story is lost, but a search is on to find the missing pages and whatever secrets they contain. We will not give up until all possibilities are exhausted.

Meanwhile, it’s back to work. The story begins soon—in the Seven Wonders Book 1, The Colossus Rises.

—PL
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CHAPTER ONE

*GO, DARIA. NOW.

My knees shook. I stood before the gate of the King’s Garden, trying not to look at the magnificent people who strolled in and out. I did not want my eyes, my face, to give me away. I hoped my clean tunic would fool them. I hoped that on this afternoon they would not see me as a street urchin, a slave, a wardum, a creature of the dirt.

My plan was crazy. But my friend Frada lay dying, and I needed to save her. I had to do the unthinkable. And fast. Pressing down the wrinkles of my garment, I held my head high and stepped through the gate.

I was greeted by a blast of bad breath. “Step aside!” bellowed a royal guard, dragging a large sack. “King Nabu-na’id the Great approaches!”

The king? Now?

I leaped back into the street, as the guard repeated the command in several languages—Anatolian, Greek, Akkadian, Judean, Persian. People from so many different lands had come to Babylon years ago, before Sippar came. Before Babylon had been cut off from the rest of the world. Over time, listening carefully, I had come to understand nearly all their tongues. A useful skill for one who must survive in the streets.

Looking up the hill I saw the royal chariot drawing near, attended by four miserable-looking slaves. The crowd stepped back, bowing low.

“Here it is, my lord and master!” the brutish guard yelled. With a grunt, he threw the sack into the street, the Boulevard of the Gardens. “The last one!”

The bundle thumped heavily, raising a cloud of dust tinged with red.

Blood red.

The crowd surged forward to look. They pushed me aside, blocking my view. Gasps erupted all around. An old woman fell to her knees in shock. A small boy began to cry. I wriggled my way through, and soon I saw what the ragged sack really was—a man, dressed in tatters and beaten to a lump.

I turned away. In the reign of Nabu-na’id the Nasty, violence was more plentiful than sunshine. As the chariot stopped, the king did not bother to glance downward. His beard, elaborately oiled and curled, glinted in the sun. “Bel-Shar-Usur,” he barked, his voice like a dragon’s rasp, “what says the rebel now?” Bel-Shar-Usur, the royal vizier, slid from his chariot seat. Although he was ancient and stooped, he was said to be the son of the king. His steely-gray eyes flitted wildly, as if each eyeball were possessed by an enraged, trapped insect—yet somehow, miraculously, he saw everything. Stepping toward the crumpled man, Bel-Shar-Usur used a gnarled olive-branch cane to turn him faceup. If the world were merciful, the man would be dead. But his eyes turned upward, showing unspeakable pain, as he muttered a tiny plea in the language of the Greeks. “Kind king, I am a father of four and have done nothing wrong.”

“Wretched rebel,” Bel-Shar-Usur said, “I’m afraid apologies are too late.”

The king yawned and carefully, lavishly, picked his nose. By the look on his face, I could tell this action gave him great pleasure. “Dear Bel-Shar-Usur, you must properly learn the many languages of Babylon,” he said, holding out his crusty finger for a slave to clean. “The rebel apologizes not. He speaks Persian. He tells me I stink like a dead lizard. Burn him—and let all Babylon know that the rebels have been eliminated!”

My heart sank as I tried to make sense of these lies. Both the king and his son had lied about the man’s plea. He didn’t apologize, he  proclaimed his innocence—and he didn’t speak Persian!

But what of the rebels—Zinn’s warriors, the Children of Amytis—had they been eliminated? They were heroes to the common people, dreamers, masters of disguise and disruption. Their ancestors served the second Nabu-Kudurri-Usur, the Good King. Back then, they had been valued and encouraged. Now they were exiled and hunted by the royal guards. I had always dreamed of becoming one of them.

If they were truly dead, there was no hope.

As four slaves carried the victim away, the crowd gossiped. “What was his crime?” asked a woman with a kind, concerned face.

“The man is not a rebel,” muttered a gray-bearded man with a Greek accent. He glanced toward the Royal Garden, its walls cascading with color, its flowers exploding with fresh scents. “Here was his crime: He clipped a small sprig of ivy to put in his little daughter’s hair.”

My knees turned to liquid. I had to grip a tree to keep from falling.

Beaten and condemned to death? For clipping a vine?

Over the walls, I could see a distant canopy of leaves. It was the Tree of Enchantment, whose magic pomegranates held awesome powers. Chewing their seeds could cure ills, give life to the sick. Guarded night and day from intruders, the tree was the king’s most valued possession.

I was there that day on a mission. To save the life of my dying friend, Frada. To do what no one had ever done before.

I was going to steal one of the pomegranates.
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CHAPTER TWO

THERE IS ONE cure for fear.

Insanity.

That was what I told myself as I stayed put, watching the chariot go away. I was crazy. I was temporarily not myself—no longer honest Daria, trustworthy Daria. Being a bit loose in the head, I could afford to be brave.

Did this make perfect sense? No. But the thought, strange though it was, gave me courage. I stepped boldly toward the gate.

And then I started shaking.

Thief! a voice cried in my head.

No. It was not thievery to save a friend’s life. For weeks I’d tried to find a cure for Frada. I’d gathered remedies from the markets, oily salves and herb tonics from apothecaries in exchange for running errands. Nothing had worked. If anything, she’d been getting worse. In the time of the Good King, all Babylonians partook of the fruit’s magic. It was not thievery then. It was welcomed.

In a just world, it would still be thus. But we were in the time of Nabu-na’id now.

They beat to death a man who stole a tiny clipping! What will they do to someone who steals a magic pomegranate?

They would kill me. Of course. But did I have a choice? How could I live with myself if I allowed my friend to die?

I adjusted the empty pouch that hung from my belt. Carefully I drew a gray shawl around my head and tied it in place, to hide my blue eyes, bright red hair, and fair skin. Those qualities made me stand out in Babylon. On a day when I was about to break one of the king’s most sacred laws, my appearance was like a bull’s-eye on my back. Dressed as I was, I would look like any other girl—or even boy.

Go. Now. Before you lose your nerve.

I stepped through the gate.

The warmth and beauty filled me with hope. Pathways wound through arbors and among flower beds. Waves of fragrance, strong and exotic, wafted over me. And these were merely the formal outlying gardens, acres and acres surrounding the grandest achievement of Babylon—Mother’s Mountain.

This was a structure of extraordinary height, spilling with the rarest and most colorful flowers. It was named for Queen Amytis, the wife of Nabu-Kudurri-Usur, who was called the Mother of All Babylonians. Nabu-na’id insisted we call it the Hanging Gardens, to erase the memory of the Good Queen. Now it loomed proudly in the distance. In a place so peaceful and lovely, how could there not be magic?

I stood close to a wealthy noble family, hoping people would think I was their servant. As soon as we were past the first bend, I peeled away. I wound through stone-paved paths, intoxicated by waves of perfume. When I reached a stone fountain, burbling with water spouted by stone fish, I stopped in my tracks.

There, rising high over my head, was the wall of the Inner Grove.

It was made of clay bricks and mortar, the height of at least three Darias. Guards marched to and fro, clad in gleaming metal chest pieces and headgear ornately crafted in bronze and iron. Each had a spear in hand and a sword on his belt. Any of these weapons could slice me quicker than I could open a pomegranate.

I stilled my pounding heart. But a person did not survive in the streets without wiles. I knew that my eyes were my best allies. I had to trust what I saw. I lingered by the fountain, pretending to daydream but watching fiercely.

The guards were bored and tired. They were also walking at a regular pace, back and forth, so that the closest section of the wall remained unguarded for . . . how long?

I counted slowly. At exactly the count of seven, a guard appeared again. Then he vanished and I counted again. Eight. That gave me a good idea of how much time I had.

Just above the wall I saw the spindly branches of a tree rising from the other side. If I climbed to the top, I could grab on and slide down inside. It would not hold the weight of a full-sized thief, but I am light—and fast.

I waited. The guards’ footsteps receded, leaving the wall to me.

Go!

I leaped toward the wall, digging my work-toughened fingers and sandaled feet into the nooks, crannies, and vines. But they were tiny, and the wall was slickened by sap. I would never make it in time.

As I reached for the top, I heard rustling directly below me and felt my grip slipping.

The guard’s voice shouted, “What do you think you’re doing?” as I pulled myself up, ripping free the last vine I held.
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CHAPTER THREE

MY EYES BLINKED open. I was on the ground. Facing upward.

I sprang to my feet. Where was he? Where was the guard?

I nearly jumped at the sound of his voice—but it was from the other side of the wall. I had fallen inside the Inner Grove. He could not see me, nor I him! “Hiding behind a bush—sleeping, Marcellus?” grunted the voice. I had to adjust it in my mind. He was speaking Judean. “I should report you!”

“But you won’t,” another voice replied, “because I’ll tell the king you called him a fish-footed lizard!”

The two guards laughed. But in truth, they didn’t care. I suppose they disliked the king, too.

Most important, they hadn’t seen me.

The air was damp and heavy. I glanced around. The king’s Inner Grove was choked with plants, trees, shrubs, flowers, vines. I tried to feel good that I’d made it inside. There were places for me to hide, but my mind held only one thought:

What is hiding from me?

I saw shadows everywhere. I tried not to think about the Babylonian legends that passed in whispers at night. The Unspeakables. The monsters who were said to roam the grove at night, watching over Mother’s Mountain—giant black birds with metal for skin, monkey-like creatures who spat fire—all were guarded by the biggest monster of all, the evil sightless Kranag.

Nonsense. Childish. Even when I was hardly old enough to carry a full water jug I didn’t believe these tales.

I steeled myself, thought of Frada and how frail and near death she seemed, and I pushed forward, toward the Tree of Enchantment.

And then the dense brush ended abruptly, and there was the pomegranate tree. In the afternoon sun, its leaves seemed to dance with the passing breeze. I was no stranger to gardening. I had seen magnificent plants and trees before. I had coaxed dying plants into glorious life. But this was like a living, breathing being, as thick as clouds, as glorious as a song.

I drew closer, eyeing a half-dozen fist-sized fruits, right at my eye level. A tree that size should have carried dozens, maybe hundreds of pomegranates, but its offerings were few. Special and rare.

My fingers shook in the dappled sunlight as I reached out and pulled.

With a soft snap, the reddish-brown fruit came loose. I had it. The pomegranate was mine.

But before I could move away, I heard a strange, strangled sound. A hollow Zoo-kulululu! Cack! Cack! Cack! like a fierce roar forcing itself through a tiny slit. Whatever had caused it was inside the tree—behind a drooping branch in front of my eyes. What on earth could it be?

Run! screamed a voice in my head.

I should have listened to my instinct. I don’t know what made me reach out, pull the leaves aside. Curiosity, I guess. Or maybe insanity. But when I did, I was staring into a knothole.

And two inky black eyes were staring back.

I stumbled back, nearly dropping the pomegranate. With a flutter of wings, a black creature flew out of the tree toward me. It had the mask of a wolf and the body of a hawk. Its feathers were a black so pure that it shone almost blue in the light. As I dropped to the ground, its feathers grazed my cheek. And then, with another screech, it was gone.

My heart pounded. I had startled it. It meant no harm. But as it flew over the tree canopies, surely the guards would see it. Would they suspect an intruder?

I had to move. I placed the pomegranate in the pouch that hung from my waist and ran to the wall, crashing through the underbrush.

On this side, the wall was sheer, polished to a smooth white luster. I could no easier climb it than fly over it. I glanced around desperately for a tree close to the wall. Something from which I could launch myself. But I could no longer see the place where I’d come in, and there were no trees here. The king’s architect had been crafty, making it difficult to escape.

I ran blindly along the wall, hoping for a rough patch. A place where earthquakes had caused a section of the wall to crack, perhaps. But all I saw was smoothness, until I reached the entrance to the Inner Grove. The door was thick wood, reinforced by a metal gate. Framing it was a huge archway carved deeply with figures of beasts—lions, bulls, and the ancient mushushu that looked like both a lion and a lizard.

Footholds galore. It was practically a ladder for me. I couldn’t help but grin as I grabbed onto the carvings and hoisted myself upward.

I paused at the top and looked down the other side. To freedom. I was tempted to jump—but I knew if I did, I risked breaking an ankle. I looked around for something that would cushion my fall.

There. To my left, nearly thirty yards away, was a thin tree, fairly close to the wall. I could jump to it, and it would hold my weight. Then I’d climb safely down the other side.

As I shimmied across the top of the wall, I saw movement in the underbrush. I stiffened. A guard trundled out from under the tree. He was yawning, stretching, raising his face upward. In a moment he would see me. I flattened myself as much as I could. My heart beat so hard I feared it would shake the wall.

With an oddly high-pitched scream, the guard jumped backward. Had he seen me?

No. He was looking downward. I saw a flash of orange at his feet—a lizard skittering across his toes. Startled, the guard muttered angrily and hustled away on his rounds. I waited until he was out of sight, counted to three, and shimmied quickly along the top of the wall.

“Zoo-kulululu! Cack! Cack! Cack!” came a piercing shriek from above me.

The giant black wolf-bird landed on the wall, not ten feet away, blocking my path toc the tree. It bent its neck toward me as if examining some strange specimen. “Shoo!” I whispered, but that just made it screech again.

I heard the thumping of footsteps. The guard was approaching again. Instead, I aped the bird’s song—“Zoo-kulululu! Cack! Cack! Cack!”—as loudly and shrilly as I could. It was startled for a moment, and I took the opportunity to push the bird aside and leap onto the nearby tree.

Half falling, half climbing, I made my way down the tree. I hit the ground in a roll and got immediately to my feet.

“You! Stop in the name of the king!”

The guard was tromping through the underbrush toward me, his spear twitching in his hand. Soon there would be others. Big, monstrous men with more strength than I would ever have.

But far, far less speed.

The pomegranate banged against my leg as I ran among the vines and trees. On the pathway I barged into the growing crowd of people who were leaving the garden to return home. The guard’s shouts were growing distant now, causing a vague sense of confusion far behind me. My shawl fell to my neck as I bolted back through the outer gate.

And directly into the guard who had dragged the ragged man into the street.

“End of the run for you, street rat,” he said, grabbing my arm.





[image: ]

CHAPTER FOUR

HOW HAD HE known?

I swallowed hard. The man towered over me. He was a beast. If I tried to run, he would yank my arm out of its socket. “I—I can explain!” I pleaded.

“Running through the garden is a safety hazard, little wretch,” he said. “And it is against regulations.”

“Running?” I squeaked.

And it dawned on me—he didn’t know! How could he? He thought I was just a girl running recklessly for no reason. How could he know what I’d done? He had been on the outside.

I knew this was a stroke of dumb luck that would not last. I bowed low and spoke fast. “Yes, kind sir, you are right, and I will never do it again. . . .” But he was holding tight, not budging.

Frada’s wise words came back to me: To loosen a guard’s will, feed his ego.

“. . . O pillar of great strength,” I added. “And wisdom.”

The corners of the guard’s mouth turned upward into a proud, gap-toothed smile. His fingers went slack. And I stepped away—walking, not running, until I rounded the next bend, out of the guard’s sight.

A voice boomed out from inside the garden. “What are you doing, fool? You call yourself a guardian of the gate? There is a pomegranate missing!” Running at full speed, I disappeared into the throng.

Soon I could hear at least three, maybe four guards behind me. But I had the advantage in the streets. They were my home. I sprinted down the road away from the gardens, through the ceremonial gate, and into the city. I raced past lavish houses I could never dream of entering. Many people were sympathetic to a vulnerable, running child, but others shouted my whereabouts to the guards. I darted into the vast outdoor market, hoping to lose them among the vendors. My eyes darted from stall to stall, looking for anything I could use to my advantage.

I tried to avoid looking at the gaunt, screaming man in the wooden stocks in the center of the market. His wrists and ankles were nearly worn through to the bone, bound by metal clamps. His face was bloodied and swollen. He had been there for five days, left to die because he had not bowed sufficiently to the king. My stomach wrenched at the sight, but there was nothing I could do. I had Frada to save.

I escaped out the opposite side of the market, into the streets. But the streets had guards, too. To “keep the peace,” as the king labeled it. As they heard the shouts of my pur­suers, they came after me, too. “Capture the street rat! It stole the king’s property!”

My three pursuers became four, then eight. It, they called me. As if I were a thing, not a person. That notion just made me run faster.

I headed toward an alley, but one of them had gotten there first. I darted back into the street but I’d lost time. Now another set of guards was emerging from the road ahead. They were behind me and in front of me.

I stopped. There was only one way to go now.

Up.

Grabbing the window frame of the nearest shop, I hoisted myself onto a balcony. The wall was cracked and full of metal hooks left over from old signs. I used them as handholds to climb up the wall.

“Careful, Daria!” a voice shouted. “They are close behind!”

It was another urchin, a girl I knew only as Shirath, who people called the sad-faced one. “Can you help me?” I shouted.

The girl didn’t answer, but I knew the look in her eyes. In their expression I could read a kind of silent code shared only by street people: I have your back.

The guards followed, but they were slow and clumsy, weighted down by armor. I climbed to the roof and glanced in either direction. The shops were connected, so I could make it from building to building, easily jumping the difference in heights. This—this!—was the fastest way to move through the city. The breeze flowed freely through my thin tunic. With nothing but the distant towers and ziggurats in my line of sight, I felt swift and free.

“Halt or I will shoot!” a voice thundered behind me.

I turned. One of the guards had reached the roof and was aiming an arrow at my head. I knew in that moment that he really meant Halt so I CAN shoot.

So I shot first. With my sling.

I caught him square between the eyes. He let out a cry, arched backward, and fell. I cringed as I saw his body drop through the space between buildings—and land with a sickening splat into a pile of sheep manure.

He would live. But he wouldn’t be bothering me.

With an effortful groan, another guard clambered onto the roof. I reached into my belt pouch to take out another stone.

I found nothing. I’d used the last one I had. Dropping the sling back into the pouch, I turned and ran across the roofs, leaping from building to building.

The guard was laughing. Taunting me. “The lion gets the rat!” he shouted.

I knew if he didn’t catch me, he’d shoot me in the back. On an instinct, I darted left, across another row of rooftops with patched tiles and cracked surfaces—a poorer neighborhood.

A neighborhood I knew well. Very well.

As a small child, I’d lived in an old, abandoned place close to the city wall. I needed to get to it. Now. It was my only hope. It would save me.

I felt an arrow whoosh past my ear as I jumped from a higher building down onto the old shelter’s roof. I landed near the wall shared by the two buildings. Carefully I walked sideways across the roof’s edge. It was the last building on the block. If I jumped, I would be seriously hurt.

The guard appeared at the ledge above me. His chest heaved with the effort. When he saw I was trapped, he grinned.

“Nowhere to run now, thief,” he said, leaping down toward the roof.

It was a strong leap. It launched him far forward. In midair, he drew his sword with a dramatic flourish. He landed with a loud thump, in the center of the roof.

I sidled farther along, my eyes on his feet. I knew that section of the roof well. It was rotted and patched with clay and netting. Unless, of course, it had been repaired.

“Please,” I said. “You must hear me out! You’re a father, are you not? Haven’t you ever had a sick child?”

“You dare compare yourself to a child of a royal guard?” he replied, charging toward me. “Prepare to meet your maker, street raaaaaa—”

Just like that, he was gone.

Through the roof.

His shocked scream echoed upward as he fell down two stories of rotted wood onto the earthen floor below. Getting as close as I safely could, I peered through the hole into a silent, rising cloud of thick dust.

From far away came a muffled sound of commotion. I looked into the street. It was empty. The guards had taken another turn. In the confusion, they’d somehow been drawn off course. Unless . . .

Shirath. She must have done something to confuse them. Pointed the guards into another alley, perhaps, or sent them into a different quadrant. This was her way. I knew it in my soul. This was how we protected each other. In the absence of power, you had to use brains.

With no one chasing me now, I could lower myself over the edge of the wall, grabbing onto holes and window ledges. I landed quietly in a dark alley.

Alone at last. My chest burned. My body cramped. I stood with my back against the wall, trying to calm myself down. I’d eluded the guards for now, but I had to keep moving, just to be sure. Commotion had a way of shifting. Guards had a way of finding their prey.

As I rushed through the dark alley, I twisted my tunic until one arm and shoulder were bare and hung out through the same hole as my neck and head. It was a small adjustment, but it changed my silhouette. I spotted an old basket on the ground and picked it up as I passed by. Finally I wrapped the gray shawl back around my head, tucking my hair carefully inside.

By the time I walked into the sunlight, I looked nothing like the thief who had been fleeing over the rooftops.

I hummed as I made my way through the streets, trying to ignore the thumping of my heart.

The shops became more and more run-down as I walked, the lanes grimier. After a while, I was hit with the familiar smell of sewage. I breathed deeply and smiled. My worry fell away.

I was in the slums.

I took one last look over my shoulder before disappearing into an alleyway between two sturdy buildings. Near a dead-end, I turned into the area behind the buildings and came to the door I was looking for. I knocked softly.

A small voice came from inside, that of a boy pretending to be much older than he actually was. “Go away. We are not accepting deliveries today.”

Nico.

“It’s me,” I said.

When I heard a click from the other side, I pushed the door in. Startled, Nico stumbled backward. The sight of his gangly body, his shocked face with its shadow of a mustache someday to be, made me laugh aloud. Despite bright sunlight outside, the room was silent and dark, lit only by two small lamps, a place that held secrets. I closed and latched the door in a single motion, then collapsed against it, letting out a long breath.

Home at last.
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CHAPTER FIVE

ZAKITI’S MIRACLE POTION Purveyors was a poor excuse for a wine shop, which sold a worse excuse for wine. The old lady who owned it had no access to vineyards, and thus no grapes. To earn our shelter, Nico, Frada, and I had to gather weeds and discarded fruit, which Zakiti somehow fermented into a potion so foul and stinking that it was a wonder anyone could stand it. But people did. At least enough to keep the small shop going.

We had no windows, only a few oil lamps to light the shop. Our beds were rarely twice in the same place. We moved them as needed, finding space among the barrels and equipment in the crowded room.

Nico leaned against a dusty brick wall to my left. His eyes were deep and nearly black—always shifting, always calculating, always knowing something before you knew it. He wore a tunic made from a coarse brown sack that had once held lentils, and cinched with a rope. “Shirath told them you had sneaked to the northern quadrant,” he said. “She saved your life.”

“You knew?” I asked, astonished.

“Of course,” he said. “And there had to be a reason the guards were after you, yes? So I also know what you must have in your pouch. Assuming this is true—because I have the best instincts in the city—I bow to you in awe.”

Honestly, Nico could wear me out telling me how good, smart, and talented he is. “How is she?” I asked, moving toward a pallet of old sacks and blankets in one corner of the room.

Frada lay there limply. Her eyes were shut, her face skeletal, her mouse-brown hair a damp mess around her face

“Sleeping,” Nico replied, “but hot to the touch.”

I knelt closer to my good friend. Frada the Wise, Frada the Artist. She was unconscious but held a shard of charcoal in one hand. On the floor beside her was the side of a wooden crate, long ago broken off, which she liked to use as a drawing surface. On it was a half-finished drawing of three figures. Nico, Frada, Daria.

Frada liked to call us siblings. And who knew, maybe we were related. We knew nothing of where we came from. Ten years ago, someone had found us on the edge of Sippar, the black, roiling, moving wall of death that had come to surround the city. Foundlings, they called us. There was no place for us. Half the citizens of the city wouldn’t even touch us, because we’d been so close to the deadly borders, as if that closeness were some kind of disease. And they were scared by the strange, white, angled mark on the back of my head.

So we got by on our own. And we would stick by one another always.

“Here, Frada,” I said, eagerly pulling the pomegranate from my pouch. “Your troubles will be over.”

Nico’s eyes went wide at the sight of the fruit. “It’s true! Frada, wake up! Look! The pomegranate!”

“Shsshhh, you want the entire neighborhood to know what I’ve got?” I said. “I’ve been chased by idiot guards through half the city. Find us a bowl and a knife so I can get this fruit open.”

As Nico scurried off, Frada’s head turned. She let out a stream of coughs. I held the pomegranate up to the light so she could see it. Her hazel eyes grew wide, glistening in the lamplight.

“What’s going on back here?” shouted a voice like a scraping of a knife against stone. “I swear, if you’ve knocked over another cask I’ll throw you into the street this time!”

Zakiti could have been anywhere from thirty to a hundred. Her head was patched with matted clumps of brownish-gray hair, like a sun-scorched field. One of her eyes was dead, a milky sheen that stared into space. Years ago Zakiti had had a home, a good business, and fine looks. But on a visit to the Royal Garden she had been attacked by an escaped vizzeet, one of the monkey-like creatures whose foul spit can burn through skin. Banished into the street by a king who does not tolerate unsightliness, she came to be among those forced to keep their faces hidden in darkness.

Selling wine that was not really wine, Zakiti had grown used to a life of half-truths and outright lies. She could be kind or cruel. As long as we were quiet and did our work, we knew we had a roof over our heads.

I hid the pomegranate behind me. If Zakiti got mad, we’d be back on the streets.

“What do you have there, Daria?” The old lady hobbled into the storeroom, staring at us suspiciously with her one good eye. As she walked, tiny metal baubles jingled in her hair. Her clothes were threadbare and colorless.

I eyed Nico, who was skulking in the shadows, still looking for the bowl and knife. “Food,” I said, head down. “For Frada.”

Zakiti whipped her arm toward me, pulling at my elbow. “A pomegranate?” she whispered, her eye widening in astonishment. “Not from the King’s Grove?”

“I—I can explain,” I stammered.

She snatched the fruit away from me. As I looked on in horror, she pressed her fingers into the peel ever so slightly. “Why did you steal it?” Zakiti demanded. “Do you think this will bring you riches and status? Make you nobles? Take you away from me and make my life even more miserable?”

Frada let out a round of wracking coughs. A small trail of blood trickled down her cheek. She was dying before our eyes!

“It’s not for us, Zakiti!” Nico said.

“Lady Zakiti!” the old crone spat.

“Lady Zakiti,” I repeated. “Please. I took this for Frada. To bring her back to life. The pomegranate is said to cure ills.”

“Oh . . . ?” Zakiti eyed me suspiciously.

“So you see—if she is well, you will again have three healthy workers,” Nico added quickly, “not two!”

Zakiti scowled at Nico and me, then looked at Frada. “Do you think that is all I care about—workers? I can always get workers. Do you think me cold and inhuman? Pah!”

The old lady turned her back and walked away. Nico got ready to follow her, but I held him back.

She had left the pomegranate on a slanted, dusty table.

“You’ll leave no trace of it here,” she called out over her shoulder. “Not even its scent. If I find so much as a single seed, I’ll turn you in to the king’s guard. Oh, and when you’re finished with Frada, go out and fetch me fruit from the market.”

“Thank you”—Nico’s voice was hushed with utter astonishment—“my lady.”

“You will pay me back someday, I assure you,” Zakiti said. “Now I must attend Serug the hunchback, who waits for his weekly purchase at the front door. I will endure his foul odor and rotten teeth today, out of respect for Frada. But this is the last time I do your work for you.”

As she headed out of the room, I whispered to Nico, “She has a heart, after all.”

“Encased deeply in rock,” he replied. “But I am happy to see it.”

Quickly he handed me the bowl. I placed the pomegranate inside and opened its skin with the knife. A sweet smell drifted up as I peeled back its rind, revealing plump, red seeds. Juice pilled out from the sides, making my mouth water. I was starving. But Frada came first. “Take these,” I urged her. “Eat.”

She turned, staring into the bowl with confusion. “Is it . . . really magic?” she said, her voice a raspy whisper.

“Yes,” I said with a confidence I didn’t have.

I forced one seed into her mouth. It was so full of juice it practically vibrated. As she bit down, juice trickled out between her teeth and down her cheeks.

Nico and I stared hopefully. I didn’t know what to expect. Would she instantly get up and dance? Would it take days or weeks before the seeds took effect? Or would they ever? Perhaps their magic was a rumor, a figment of the king’s twisted imagination.

Nothing changed in Frada’s face. Her eyes remained unfocused, her voice slurred. “. . . ing,” she said to me.

“What?” I replied.

She swallowed and tried again. “Sing, Daria.”

I smiled. Frada loved my singing.

Nico, however, did not. He always made funny faces when I sang.

I ignored his taunting grin as I sang “Hope Is a Seed, Love Is a Garden.” It is a tune about peace and prosperity, and it had become quite popular with the rebels. I brushed Frada’s hair as I sang, keeping my voice low so Zakiti wouldn’t hear.

Nico fed Frada pomegranate seeds slowly, one by one. “With a voice like yours, Daria,” he said, “you should perform for the king.”

I kicked him. “Do you ever stop insulting me?”

“That was meant to be a compliment!” he insisted. “You have no idea how difficult that was for me to do.”

“I would sooner scream bloody murder in Nabu-na’id’s ear,” I said.

Soon Frada was full. She turned her head away and fell back to sleep. Her breathing seemed less labored than it had been in the nights before. I touched her forehead. It was cooler. The fever was breaking.

“Nico . . .” I murmured. “It’s . . . it’s working!”

But Nico had drifted to sleep.

I thought about waking him to announce the good news, but I didn’t have the heart. He looked so peaceful, and he had been working hard.

I felt shot through with energy. I figured I would run out to gather the fruit and weeds for Zakiti, while Nico stayed at Frada’s side. I owed Zakiti. She had allowed us to save our friend’s life.

Quietly, I gathered up the pomegranate skins. I would have to dispose of the evidence of my theft.

Night had fallen. The slums were lit by moonlight as I walked outside.
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CHAPTER SIX

THE STINK GUIDED me.

I knew it well—rotten fruit, moldy leaves, half-digested vegetables. The ingredients that made Zakiti’s Miracle Garden Wine. I followed my nose to a dark alleyway beside the ramshackle house of Taso the Great. He ran a food shop in the front of his house, where Babylonians rich and poor could find all manner of provisions. The “Great” part of his name referred to his generous belly, which had been known to get stuck in doorways.

At the end of the alleyway, I peeked around carefully, toward the rear of Taso’s house. All the buildings here were perched at the top of a long, moat-like hole known as the Trough of Tears. In the times before Nabu-Kudurri-Usur, public enemies were tortured and thrown to their deaths here. Their cries were said to echo upward through the night, so that only the poor or hardhearted lived here now. I heard a door open and flattened myself to the wall.

Taso the Great emerged from his rear door, holding an enormous bucket nearly the size of his legendary belly. He lumbered to the edge of the cliff, and with a grunt tossed out the bucket’s foul contents.

I waited until he was back inside, then tiptoed to the edge. What extraordinary luck—an old wooden ladder led downward into the pile of refuse. I could climb down and scoop the freshest layer off the top.

I lowered myself, guided by moonlight. I could see movement within the scraps, so I hissed, causing a team of rats to scurry away. They scolded me with angry squeaks as I climbed as far down as I could, holding my breath. I gripped the ladder tightly with one hand, and with the other I leaned down to scoop up a few handfuls of fruit peels and vegetable scraps. Stuffing them into my  pouch, I scrambled back to the top.

A clopping of leather sandals rang out from the alleyway between buildings—a guard on patrol. Instead of returning on that path, I made my way across the ridge, skirting the backs of the houses. Most of them were empty and in disrepair, their occupants put to death by Nabu-na’id. It didn’t take much to anger the king. Sometimes a poor appearance was enough to earn a guard’s spear in your back.

With a voice like yours, Daria, you should be performing for the king. Nico’s words infuriated me. The thought of entertaining the king made my stomach clench. It was a wonder that tyrant had not torched the slums. Given the choice of being kept by the king and living my wretched life, I’d take the wine shop and the streets. With Sippar surrounding us, the city was already prison enough. Who needed to live in a trap within a trap?

At the last house, I peered around carefully. I could hear the low murmur of conversation in the street. More guards? I couldn’t be sure. I hid in the doorway of a mud-brick house.

A warm desert wind brought a fresh whiff of rot from below. In the distance I could see flickering light from some of the houses and from the palace ziggurat, spiraling upward. Past that, just beyond the bend of the horizon, was Sippar. The moving boundary that encircled Babylon. The black veil had descended many years ago. Sippar, which most thought of as certain death.

It was whispered around the city that I had actually come from Sippar, not just been found near it. I didn’t believe that.

I didn’t believe any of the myths about Sippar. A ring of death, past which nothing existed—it seemed the sort of thing you’d tell a child to keep her from playing in the woods. There was a world beyond the boundaries of the city, of that I was sure. Something more than this. A place that was truly our home.

The wind was unusually strong, and I feared a sandstorm. I curled my knees up to my chin as it became louder, until it sounded like the wailing of the dead.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

I AWOKE TO a sky of dimming stars. Below me, the city winked up through the gathering light, as the night’s blackness slowly gave way to a silvery predawn.

You fool! You weren’t supposed to sleep!

I bolted to my feet. Stealing the pomegranate had been exhausting, but there was no excuse for my letting down my defenses. I could have been discovered by guards. Or by hungry beasts. Was Zakiti awake by now? She would be crazy with rage if she knew I was missing.

I raced along the backs of the buildings and onto the quiet streets. Through open windows I saw rumpled sacks inside the abandoned houses—the poor and neglected, Nabu-na’id’s Nobodies. As I approached Zakiti’s, I saw that the place was already lit by several lamps, which was odd for the early hour. I sneaked around back, assuming Zakiti was setting up for the day’s work in the shop.

Frada was alone, lying on her pallet between two casks of wine. “Hello?” I said.

Her back was to me, and she turned slowly to reveal her face. Her eyes were shut, her features twisted, her hair matted by sweat. “Something . . .” she murmured “. . . approaches.”

I crept closer. Nico was nowhere to be seen. “Not something—someone!” I said cheerily. “It’s me! Daria. How are you feeling?”

“. . . Not now, but in our lifetimes . . . we must not let it disturb our city . . .” Frada moaned. “The pomegranate brings . . . great change to us all.”

I crouched beside her, brushing the salt-encrusted hair from her forehead. The fever had broken. Her eyes blinked. “Frada,” I said gently, “it’s all right. . . .”

As Frada stared at me, I could see fear draining from her eyes. “Daria . . . was it real? Was it real?”

I smiled. Her voice was stronger. I no longer heard a rattling in her lungs. “I don’t know what you mean, dear Frada. You were dreaming. How do you feel?”

She sat up slowly, stretching her arms and legs, her joints popping. As her eyes darted around the room, I fought the urge to shriek with joy. Even these simple movements had been so far beyond her only hours earlier. “I feel . . . better.” A smile of disbelief spread across her face as she braced herself against the wall and slowly rose to her feet.

“Frada, look at you!” I said, wrapping her in a hug.

With a sharp bang, the alley door slammed open. I pulled away from Frada, nearly causing her to topple back onto the pallet. Zakiti hobbled in, sweating and breathing heavily. She had been out in the streets—during the day? It wasn’t like her to leave the store after it had opened.

Her eyes bore into mine. “You did this to him!” she growled.

My heart dropped into my stomach. Nico. “Where is he?”

“Where were you?” Zakiti snapped. “Out getting ingredients—for the entire night? The boy was worried. He said he had fallen asleep, and when he woke you were gone. Impulsive fool!” As she paced the floor, I could hear her ancient joints cracking rhythmically. “He barely reached the end of the street when the king’s guards took him. I followed. I told them I could not afford to lose a worker of his strength. I pleaded—”

“But why did they take him?” I asked. “He did nothing!”

She grabbed my hand, lifting my own fingers to my face. They were still stained bright red from the magic juice. “This is what they saw, you fool—evidence of the stolen pomegranate on his hands!”

I felt my knees buckle. They thought Nico had stolen the pomegranate!

He would be hauled to the dungeons. Common thieves had their hands cut off. But someone who had broken into the King’s Grove and stolen from his prized possession—this was worse than treason. This was like slapping the king’s face. Nico would be executed. Painfully. Publicly.

“This is my fault,” I said. “I’ll go to the captain of the guard and tell him that I was the one who stole the pomegranate. Nico is innocent.”

“You are a worse fool than I thought!” Zakiti shot back. “They’ll just arrest you, too—then both of you will be thrown before the king. I will be left with no able-bodied workers at all, just a dying . . .” Her eyes darted toward Frada for the first time, and the words choked in her mouth. “My dear girl . . . you look so much better!”

Frada nodded weakly, looking toward me for guidance. “We can’t let them destroy Nico,” she said.

“Of course not.” I bolted toward the door. “I’m going to rescue him from the dungeons.”

“How?” Frada asked.

“He’s not in the dungeons, you muddleheaded girl!” Zakiti blurted out. “They would not be so merciful!”

I stopped in the doorway. The dungeons, merciful? What could be worse than the dungeons?

I thought of the beaten man at the edge of the Royal Gardens. The prisoner in the stocks. “The market . . .” I said, whirling toward Zakiti. “They brought him to the stocks, didn’t they?”

She looked away, saying not a word.

As I fled the shop I could hear Frada’s voice, still feeble: 

“Be careful, Daria . . .”
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CHAPTER EIGHT

HE WASN’T IN the stocks.

He was lashed to a wooden stake. The sun bore down on his bruised, bloody face. Above him was a plank of wood with a single word written on it. I may have been a street rat, but I had taught myself to read, and I recognized the script: Thief.

No. Not Nico. I’m the thief. It should be me.

I stopped dead in my tracks. I felt as though the air had been sucked out of my lungs. I wanted to run toward him, to untie him and drag him back. But I knew we’d both be dead by the time my arm touched the rope.

Still, I had to do something. I was doing something. Moving into the square, as if my legs had a will of their own. Every fiber of my being drew me closer to him—slowly, unobtrusively. My brain raced, trying to think of a plan. He would see me soon. Someone would notice.

A fist closed around my arm, yanking me backward. I lurched away, clenching my fists and ready to fight.

“Daria?” a lilting voice cried out.

I swallowed hard, looking into the deep brown eyes of my beloved singing instructor, Arwa. When I was a girl, she’d heard me singing in the streets and insisted on teaching me. For months, I had sneaked up to the conservatory’s back entrance, where she would let me in secretly and teach me the technique of beautiful singing, how to support and relax, how to make words and melody fly like a spring breeze.

Now, in public, we had roles. She was a person of noble birth dressed in rich blue robes, an awilum. I was a street rat on the brink of despair. Our two classes of people did not interact in public. Ever. But she was pulling me along, touching the arm of an untouchable, in full sight of everyone. “T-that boy is Nico—” I stammered, digging in my heels, “my friend—”

With a strength I would not expect her to have, Arwa pulled me into a side street, where a handful of people went about their daily routines. “Follow me,” she said. “It will appear as if you are my slave. And pretend we are having a routine conversation. You are a brilliant singer, Daria, and I will not let you sacrifice your life to your impulsiveness! Of course I know who the boy is. The guards have countless eyes on him right now. They’re waiting to see if anyone tries to talk to him or help him. They know he did not take the pomegranate. They speak of someone with red hair. They suspect it may have been a small boy.” She turned and raised a chiding eyebrow. “Or a girl.”

We paused, shrouded in shadow, as I let her words sink in.

“Then I will sacrifice myself,” I declared.

“And play right into their plan?” said Arwa with a scoffing laugh. “Over my corpse you will. That tyrant’s wretched piece of fruit is not worth harming a hair on your head or the boy’s. I will help you.”

Arwa’s eyes shone like torches in the shadow’s darkness. I knew I should feel happy, grateful. But as good as I was at singing songs, I was never trained in the art of trusting people. Everyone in my life but Frada and Nico had failed me. “I am sorry, Arwa, but I do not need the help of others—”

She smiled. “You are as brave as you are talented. And as independent. But if you think I would betray my most beloved student to Nabu-na’id—that misshapen excuse for a human being—then you don’t know me.” Arwa dug a few coins from a pouch hanging from her belt and handed them to me, then gestured to my bare feet. “Buy sandals. The nicest ones you can afford.”

“Sandals?” I said. “But why?”

“No questions now,” Arwa said, looking nervously over her shoulder. “I will explain later. My students await. Meet me in the courtyard of the conservatory when my afternoon classes are over. If you have a clean appearance and are in good voice, my plan will work. We will free Nico.”

“And—if it does not work?” I asked.

“The king will show you no mercy,” Arwa said. “It is a good thing you are an orphan, Daria. Because if we fail, the king would track down your entire family and have them slaughtered. But I trust that fear for your own life is sufficient motivation. I will see you in a short while.”

With that, she turned and walked away, leaving me slack-jawed in the dark alley.
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CHAPTER NINE

TRACK DOWN YOUR entire family and have them slaughtered.

As I raced away, Arwa’s statement seemed to echo like an evil taunt. What she did not realize was that I did have a family. To me, Nico and Frada were my brother and sister. No matter if I failed or succeeded in this mission, the king’s men would know that I did it to save Nico. Would they then make the connection to Frada? Would they track her to Zakiti’s shop? Someone would talk. Someone would give her away.

I knew I was supposed to go directly to the cobbler for sandals, but I had to see Frada. I had to warn her.

The sun was now climbing the eastern sky, but inside Zakiti’s shop it could have been the middle of the night. The lamplight gave Frada’s sleeping figure a halo of gold. Her breaths were soft and even, free of the snores and moans that had attended her sickness. The pomegranate had been miraculous. Even in the short time I’d been away, she’d improved. Soon she would be back to her old self.

I could not let them hunt her down like an animal. She would have to go with me. If I could learn to trust Arwa, Frada must also trust me. Surely she could help in Arwa’s mysterious plan.

Gently I touched the side of Frada’s face. Her skin was warm. “Good morning,” I said. “How are you feeling?”

“Daria?” Frada’s eyes fluttered open. She sat up slowly, as if testing her own ability. “You’re back! Did you find Nico?”

I quickly told her the story of his capture and of Arwa’s offer to help. When I said I wanted to take her along, she did not hesitate to answer. “I will do it for you. For Nico. But, Daria, we must not forget about Zakiti. They will need to punish someone if we succeed. What if they come here and take their revenge on her?”

I admired Frada’s deep empathy for others, but before I could think of a response, the old woman’s voice cut through the murky darkness. “By the great Marduk, what is this I hear? Concern for old, broken-down Zakiti? You are leaving forever, to find that foolish boy, and you have a thought for me?”

Frada and I both froze. “I—I—” I stammered.

“Does the mushushu have your tongue?” Zakiti asked. “You have been nothing but trouble since the night I took you in. I should have thrown you out then.”

“We are concerned, Lady Zakiti,” Frada said, “that the king’s guards will come after you.”

Zakiti glared at her. “Concerned, are you? Tell me, who is our most regular customer? Give me his name!”

“Serug the Hunchback,” I said, thinking of the ragged little drunken man who reported to our front door once a week.

Zakiti nodded. “Where do you suppose Serug gets his funds? The king’s guards pay him to sneak my Miracle Garden Wine to the palace. Those brutes would no sooner give that up than bathe in vizzeet spit! Many are those who appreciate my secret recipes, dear child. No, I should have thrown you out because . . . because I knew this day would come. I knew this shop could not hold a girl like you.”

“We will be leaving you without any workers,” Frada remarked.

“Do you suppose you are so very important—that I would not have my pick of people desperate for work? Pah!” the old lady declared. But as she turned away, I thought I could see her eyes moisten. “Stay here. I’ll pack provisions. And may Marduk be with you.”
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CHAPTER TEN

ARWA PULLED OPEN the conservatory’s back door. Her eyes hardened at the sight of Frada. “Who is this?”

“This is Frada, my best friend,” I said. “I trust her as if she were my sister. She has agreed—”

“Do you play or sing?” Arwa demanded. “Speak, girl. Your friend Daria has forced my hand and thus I must include you in this plan. Answer my question!”

I felt ashamed. Arwa had always been kind to me, but she believed in strict order and discipline, and she did not like surprises.

“I—I play the santur,” Frada said tentatively.

“She taught herself,” I added eagerly. “She accompanies me sometimes. Her hammer technique is perfect, attacking the strings so delicately—”

“That will have to do,” Arwa said, cutting me off. She eyed our tunics, then stood back to look at our feet. I had managed to convince the cobbler to sell us two pairs of sandals for the money Arwa had given me. I worried that Arwa would laugh at my feet, which are wide and ill suited for shoes. Frada’s slender feet, however, made her look like an awilum. “Very good,” Arwa continued, “but your feet are filthy, both of you, and your tunics are threadbare. Go inside—now. I will find you more elegant clothing.”

As she turned toward the conservatory building, Frada blurted out, “Arwa, please, what of Nico? Have you heard? Is he all right?”

Arwa spun around.

“Shush, girl. The walls have ears.”

Aghast, Frada jumped away from the conservatory wall. “Ears? This is a place of great magic. . . .”

“It is an expression,” I murmured.

Arwa produced a small wooden instrument from her pouch and held it before us. “Look as if I am teaching you something,” she said softly as she fingered the holes with great exaggeration. “Your friend Nico is in a holding cell on the third level of the king’s palace, the tower of Etemenanki. At the ground level are the king’s chambers, and on the second are the guards’ quarters. As you can see, this presents a problem of access.”

“We would have been better off trying to free him in the center square!” I said.

“You would not be alive had you tried,” Arwa said. “Listen carefully. Tonight the king is holding a magnificent feast. All the most important men and women of Babylon will be there. I’ve been commanded to provide music for part of the evening. You will sing, Daria. Frada and I will accompany you on santur and harp.”

“Sing for the king?” I said with disgust. “I would rather kiss a lizard all night long.”

“Then you and your lizard will be busy as the moon reaches its highest point,” Arwa said calmly, “and you may not notice the criminals being marched into the center of the party. But I suspect you will recognize one of their screams as they are executed in front of the king’s guests. Nico, you see, will be among them.”

Frada gasped, staggering backward in shock. “The king would not do this—at a celebration!”

“It is his way of reminding the nobles what will happen if they ever dream of defying him,” Arwa said flatly. “It is what we call terror, my dear. The province of the weak and cowardly.”

No.

Nico, murdered in front of the wealthy awilum?

I felt faint. Frada’s hand closed around my forearm. “I will sing,” I said softly. “But the guards may recognize me as the one who stole the pomegranate.”

“With a scarf on your head, those dolts will not know a thing,” Arwa said. “With time, they will forget they ever saw you, even without a scarf. Their brains decay nightly with the effects of some poisonous wine delivered nightly by the hunchback Serug.”

Frada and I shared a knowing glance. I could not stifle a laugh. “Zakiti’s Miracle Garden Wine!” I exclaimed.

“Listen carefully,” Arwa barreled onward. “You will meet a wardum, a slave woman named Nitacris. She oversees the female slaves at the palace. After you perform, pretend to be light-headed. Near fainting. The king will send you away with Nitacris. Her Aramaic is poor but she speaks fluently in the Anatolian tongue.”

“I will understand either,” I said.

“How can you be sure the king will act this way?” Frada asked.

“He’s a music lover,” Arwa replied. “He likes to seem generous to those he deems talented, and he will want you to recover quickly, to sing during the executions. But there will be no executions. Because Nitacris will take you to where Nico is. You will follow her instructions to the letter in order to rescue him. If you fail, we will not be playing music for Nico’s execution tonight but waiting for our own. Am I understood?”

Frada nodded a little uncertainly. “Thank you, Arwa. But . . . why are you doing this—risking your life for us? Asking nothing in return?”

Arwa’s sharp glance caught us both up short. “My father was a noble who crossed the king. His crime? He was overheard speaking of Akitu, the annual celebration of the Babylonian god—”

“Marduk,” Frada said. “Do you not think we are old enough to remember the festival? What great fun we had!”

“Until Nabu-na’id banned the celebration, and any mention of Marduk,” Arwa said. “At a celebration like the one tonight, my father was beheaded—by surprise, as he was happily enjoying a roast. To set an example.”

I did not know what to say. What a horrifying secret for Arwa to carry inside her!

“I believe in your talent, in your future—but no future is worth living under a murdering tyrant,” Arwa went on, leaning forward. “So I am indeed asking for something: When you rescue Nico, consider joining us. The Children of Amytis.”

“You are one of Zinn’s rebels?” I asked. “But I heard they had all been—”

“Defeated?” Arwa laughed. “The king would have everyone believe so. But rumors do not become truths by magic. We are growing in number. Zinn and her lieutenants hide in the king’s own hunting grounds—which he planted, tree by tree, irrigated by the Euphrates. They drink from his water and feast on his game. This rescue will be a slap in Nabu-na’id’s face. He will know—the city will know—that the rebels are stronger than ever and the king’s reign will soon be over.”

I took a deep breath, letting the information sink in. Really, I just wanted to save Nico, not start a revolution.

“But what of us?” Frada asked. “Once the court has seen us, they’ll not forget us.”

“You will have some time before the court puts together what happened,” Arwa replied. “In the meantime you will go straight to the hunting grounds, where the rebels will give you shelter and food. I’ve already sent word. When you arrive at the forest, remember this.” Arwa whistled three precise birdsong notes. “That will let them know you’re a friend.”

“And if we decide not to join?” Frada asked.

Arwa shrugged wearily. “You can try to go back to your regular way of life. To Zakiti’s. Perhaps adopt a disguise. Live the rest of your life as before. As a street rat picking through garbage with no hope of equality. The rebels will respect any decision you make. Now let us go. It’s time you started bathing or we’ll never get into the palace.”

“Bathing?” I asked.

“When you are with Zinn, you may revel in the soil,” Arwa said. “To be present at the king’s court, you must wash.”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

I HAD NOT expected that my “washing” would consist of a vigorous scraping of my skin, which was now an angry-looking pink. Arwa gave me a gauzy, pure-white tunic to wear, but even that fine material felt irritating.

“Lovely,” Arwa said, tying a scarf the color of the bluest sky around my waist and a maroon veil around my head. “Look at yourself in the fountain, Daria.”

At first I thought someone had cast a spell on the still water, replacing my reflected image with that of a princess. But it moved and grinned and laughed as I did.

“Is it you?” came a familiar voice, full of wonderment.

I turned to see a slender woman with Frada’s eyes and smile, but her hair shone a lustrous golden brown, her skin smooth and pink hued. The signs of her illness—the mottled skin and matted hair, the emaciated frame—were gone as if she had never been sick in her life. “Frada, you are beautiful!”

“I wish we could admire ourselves all day, but we must move now,” Arwa said. Quickly she reviewed our plan. Handing Frada a santur with two soft-malleted hammers, she led us out of the building.

The conservatory was in a cluster of structures on the opposite side of the Euphrates from the main part of the city. To reach Etemenanki, we crossed a bridge that gave us a spectacular view of Mother’s Mountain. Although the magnificent hanging gardens were sealed off to the public by King Nabu-na’id, the aromas washed over us in cool, intoxicating gusts.

Passing through the grand tunnel of the Ishtar Gate, wardum and awilum alike bowed their heads to us. A skinny boy, Ashur, who always taunted me with jeers and disgusting noises, bowed to me without recognizing who I was.

The palace grounds were a maze of lush flowers, winding pathways, verdant bushes. Birds sang sweetly overhead, and pigs and goats scampered in pens along the perimeter. Bowing as they passed us, royal wardum scurried about carrying urns of oil and water, tending the grounds. Despite their hollow faces and bony limbs, they looked stronger than the street people we knew. A slave was worth nothing to the king unless “it” was in good health.

Up close, the tower of Etemenanki took my breath away. It soared to the sky, its tiers tapering to a point in the clouds. Such was the power of the structure I feared it would lift me upward, hurling me toward the heavens. Staircases led up along the outer walls that were covered in bright tiles, which depicted sacred Babylonian bulls and mushushus so realistic that I expected them to jump out. Every level of Etemenanki, right to the tapered top, was festooned with grand archways, statues, and carvings.

On one of those levels, I knew, was Nico.

“It must have taken years to build this,” whispered Frada.

We passed through a guarded gate to a vast, enclosed courtyard, where men and women in fine, embroidered tunics stood laughing and drinking from jewel-encrusted glass goblets. They wore rings, bracelets, and necklaces of gold and silver, which glinted like bursts of flame, reflecting the setting sun.

They had put on their best to watch Nico be murdered.

I hated them all.

Slaves stood in pairs along the walls. Most were girls. Their tunics were modest but clean and free of blemishes and holes. The male slaves wore turbans of bright colors. Most stood at attention, hands behind them. But some of the older ones were fussing over the placement of tables and chairs. The king had not yet arrived.

“There’s Nitacris,” Arwa whispered, nodding toward a woman near the archway that led into the palace. Nitacris was dressed in a maroon robe, her hair pulled back in a simple braid. She was quite beautiful, though years of slavery had cut deep lines in her face. She looked at Arwa and me for a fleeting moment before turning away. But I noticed a quick, subtle nod of the head, once . . . twice.

A slave appeared in the archway, blowing a brief triumphal fanfare on a hollow ram’s horn. Falling instantly into a worshipful silence, the nobles turned and bowed.

It was strange how in a courtyard decorated with such treasures and art and finely dressed people, the king could be so repulsive. He entered aloft on a platform borne by four burly slaves, who carried him toward a golden throne cushioned by thick pillows. He yawned, his oiled beard momentarily resembling a crushed rat as it compressed downward into his neck. His turban shone with tiny jewels, and his long, brocade robe resembled a fine tapestry.

All this for a bony-faced man with bloodshot dark eyes and an expression of permanent disgust, as if he had mistakenly bitten into the remains of a dead bat.

To the king’s right stood the captain of the guard, a tall, brawny giant with a thick lower lip, whom we only knew as Chtush, for the sound of his constant spitting. Around his waist he carried a massive pouch, made from the hide of a bull, which he set down heavily against a wall.

The sound made it clear that the pouch contained a bladed weapon, and that Chtush was the man who would carry out Nico’s execution.

I could feel my cheeks flushing with rage. Arwa jabbed me gently in the ribs with her elbow. “Remember the plan,” she whispered. “Do not let emotions blind you.”

The king snapped his fingers and motioned to one of the female slaves. Hurrying over, she dropped to one knee. Then she pulled off one of his sandals, exposing a swollen foot that curved inward on itself like an injured animal. Without being told, she began to massage it. The king smiled.

I had to turn away. I don’t know what was more revolting, the foot itself or the sight of the poor woman forced to touch it.

As Chtush approached, eyeing Frada and me warily, Arwa stepped forward.

“I know you are expecting only one performer,” she said, “but these two are my most gifted students—particularly the singer.”

Chtush spat and furrowed his brow as if assembling words in his mind very slowly, one by one. When he spoke, spittle flew from his mouth. His language was Akkadian, which was not the usual Aramaic language of the court. But I understood every word. “He says, ‘Only one musician expected,’” I explained.

“Trust me, slave,” Arwa said, “the king will be very impressed. And when he expresses this to me, I’ll make sure he knows you’re responsible.”

As I translated, Chtush’s face broke into a muscular smile that managed to release a thin line of saliva.

He pointed to an ornate harp set up next to Nabu-na’id’s throne. Arwa sat and positioned her hands. Frada perched beside her on the ledge of a low brick wall and placed the santur on her lap.

Guests were lined up before the king, taking turns bowing to him and expressing their loyalty and good wishes. One by one, he dismissed them with a nod and a wave of a hand. I tried not to look at the poor wardum rubbing his swollen foot, but the putrid smell was a constant reminder.

As Arwa began playing softly, Nabu-na’id turned toward us. His eyes went from Arwa to Frada, where they rested for a moment. And then he looked at me, his lips curling upward in an expression that signaled delight but sickened me to my soul.

“This beauty is new,” he said to Arwa, pointing a long, bony finger at me. “Show yourself to me, girl.”

I stepped forward, holding my head high, trying not to betray what I was feeling inside.

“She will be a very special surprise, my king,” Arwa said, speaking in a girlish, singsong fashion. “As beautiful as her face is, it cannot compare to her glorious voice.”

The king smiled, then closed his eyes and grunted. I didn’t know if that meant “go on” or perhaps it was a reaction to the foot massage.

Arwa began to strum again. Frada confidently struck the strings of the santur. The party slowly sank into a hush.

I took a deep breath, my eyes scanning the third level of the ziggurat, the tapered palace of Etemenanki. In the arched opening there I saw only shadows, but I knew Nico was there. He would hear me. He had to. And then he would recognize the voice. The voice he loved to mock and imitate. The voice that I would offer now to save his life.

Lift the back of your throat. Relax your neck and jaw. Support the breath with the strength of your abdomen. And most of all, mean the words that you sing with all your heart.

Arwa’s instructions were etched into my brain. As I began, my voice echoed off the walls of Etemenanki, lifting into the night-bruised sky. I sang a tune that spoke of heroism and loyalty, death and enduring love. A murmur of approval spread through the crowd, and then a hush, until there wasn’t a sound except the music. I could feel the king’s eyes boring into the side of my head.

The last high note lingered long after I stopped, as if the sound itself had been trapped in the intricate carvings on the wall, destined to swirl and echo forever. As if the tower itself did not want to let the song go. After the last notes echoed away, a gust of applause rang out into the night.

“You have the voice of a goddess, child,” the king said. Leaning forward, he jerked his bare foot, causing the slave girl to stumble backward. He beckoned me to approach.

“Come, let me get a closer look at you.”

Remember your mission, I commanded myself. Singing was easy, but faking an injury would be difficult. The king leered at me, and I fought back a wave of nausea.

Don’t fight it—make use of that feeling.

I clutched my stomach. Below me was a crack in the floor and I purposefully jammed my toe into it. One of the slaves lurched forward instinctively and caught me by the elbow.

“What is this?” the king demanded.

“I feel faint,” I said, fluttering my eyelashes.

Arwa rushed to my side. “Oh, dear,” she said, “being in the presence of the king has taken her breath away.”

“Ah yes, of course, this is to be expected,” the king said. Snapping his fingers abruptly, he cried out, “Nitacris! Take this girl to a dressing chamber and let her rest. Give her whatever she needs. I want her to sing for us later. Something festive after the . . . ceremony.”

Ceremony meant executions. I doubled over again.

A kind-looking older woman took my arm. As she led me away, I could hear Arwa playing the harp again. The king let out a loud belch, perfectly timed to a downbeat in the tune. “More wine!” he shouted. “Let us feast before the ceremony begins!”

Nitacris took me through the arched door and into the palace. It was a small antechamber that led to a hallway on one side and a long room on the other. “You are as good an actress,” she whispered in a halting, thick accent, “as you are singing person.”

“I can speak Anatolian,” I said.

She smiled in surprise and launched into rapid speech in her own tongue:

“Listen to me carefully, then. Go to the end of the hallway, climb the back stairs to the second floor, and take a right. There, you’ll see dressing chambers for the female slaves and beyond that, the baths. Use the stairs to the third floor. These stairs are open to all, but it’s the only route I could arrange. If someone questions you, you got lost. If someone asks for me, feign ignorance.”

“Where exactly will I find Nico?” I asked.

Nitacris pulled a small, triangular piece of metal from somewhere deep within her hair. It had been honed on one side to the sharpness of a sword blade. “Hide this in the folds of the scarf around your waist.

“Nico is being held with six rebel prisoners. They may not look it right now, but they’re skilled rebel warriors—Children of Amytis. Slip this to one of them. Make sure no one sees you do it. Then keep the guards’ attention. Once they’ve cut their bonds, the rebels will take over. You will escape directly down through the cooking area. Those who prepare the feast will be too busy to care about you. Most of them are loyal to the king, so beware.”

“Keep the guards’ attention?” I said. “How am I supposed to do this?”

“My child, you just left half the court breathless,” Nitacris said. “Sing for them. Tell the guards you are sweetening the air, so that the condemned men will realize what beauty their treachery forces them to leave behind. Some nonsense like that. With a face and a voice like yours, they will believe anything.”

As she turned to leave, I blurted out, “You aren’t coming in with me?”

“If the rebellion is to succeed, we’ll need someone inside the kingdom,” she said. “I will tell the king you need a bit of time to recover. When the prisoners escape, he will suspect neither you nor me.” She smiled and gave me a reassuring hug. “May Marduk look over you, my child. Whether you live or die. And I have confidence it will be the former.”

As she scurried away, my own confidence crumbled into the dust.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

“GO AWAY.”

I stared into a pair of bloodshot brown eyes, peering through a slit in a thick wooden door. “I have been sent here by the king,” I said as sweetly as I could, imitating the singsong voice that Arwa had used, “to enter this room and sing one last ballad to the prisoners before the . . . uh, ceremony.”

“No one told me about this,” the guard grunted.

“You can go ask the king yourself if you want,” I said with a shrug. “I’ll wait. But he wanted this to happen quickly, and you know how he is when underlings cause delays. Or I can simply report back that I was welcomed inside by the strong, handsome guard by the name of . . . ?”

I heard a click, and the door swung open. “Numa,” he murmured.

Inside was a battered wooden table, where two other guards were tearing into the carcass of whatever animal had been their dinner. Each carried both a sword and a dagger on his belt. They barely looked up when I entered. “Thank you, kind Numa,” I said. “Your obedience will be rewarded. . . .”

But the words were detached from meaning. Every one of my senses had gathered to focus on the long wooden bench against the far wall. There, half a dozen men in loincloths sat together, bruised, filthy, and dazed. From the red marks around their ankles, wrists, and necks, I assumed they’d been chained to dungeon walls for days. Their wrists were bound together in front of their stomachs with leather straps. None of them looked up to see me.

I had to examine their faces twice before I recognized Nico.

The breath caught in my throat. He was at the end of the row, his hair matted and stringy, his body hunched forward as he stared at the floor. He looked as if he had aged ten years.

“Get on with it,” Numa said, his mouth full of meat.

“Yes, of course,” I said. My voice faltered and I feared I would not be able to produce a sound.

Swallow. Breathe.

I began again. As the first notes left my mouth, Numa and his cohorts put down their meat. They stared at me, jaws agape, half-masticated food clumped on their thick tongues.

The prisoners stirred, and Nico looked up abruptly, as if waking from a dream. His eyes were those of a confused old man. Worried he would betray that he knew me, I cast him a warning glance and shook my head slightly.

He looked so weak and defeated. I wanted to wrap him in my arms, and I felt a hitch in my voice. Do not let them see any emotion, I commanded myself. Get the weapon to the rebels—now!

But how could I do that, in full view of the guards? Their eyes were fixed on me.

I could see the edge of my waist scarf swaying as I sang. I began to dance, letting my tunic billow outward. I turned my right side to the guards, moving my hips in rhythm, curling my hands and fingers in a complex pattern. Then I turned the other way.

As if it were part of the song, I began to whistle—the precise, three-note signal of the rebels.

Several of the prisoners sat up straighter. I could feel their eyes. Good. They knew.

Quickly, imperceptibly, I dipped my twirling fingers into the folds of the scarf I’d tied around my waist. I closed my thumb and first finger around the metal shard and cupped it in my palm. I could feel the blade cutting into my skin. It hurt. I would have to do this fast, before blood began to show.

“Do not approach these men!” Numa shouted, bolting up from the table. He placed himself between me and the prisoners.

This would not be as easy as I’d hoped. I began dancing more wildly, picking up the tempo of the song. I lifted up a metal plate and a ladle from the guards’ table and beat them together. The guards began clapping and stomping their feet in rhythm, hooting with delight in spite of Numa’s disapproval. He yelled at them to stop, waving his hands.

I tried to edge closer to the prisoners. But now the guards were leaping up from the table, dancing. Their beards glistening with animal fat, they jumped into the center of the room, blocking my way.

“Sit down, you fools!” Numa shouted.

“If the king and his fancy people can dance outside,” one of the guards said, “so can we!”

“Especially if we have to clean up after the execution!” said another.

Through the clutch of thick bodies, I could see Nico’s face. I could tell by the flash in his eyes that he knew what was happening—the execution, my plan, all of it. But my palm was dripping blood and he had noticed that, too. I dipped suddenly, sidling as close to him as I could, reaching out to give him the metal shard.

One of the clumsy guards thumped into me from the left side. The shard flew out of my hand in a spray of blood. The guard stopped for a moment and looked around as if a bug had just flown past. He was about to turn, when I hooked my arm through his and danced him in a circle. I raised my voice as loud as I could, nodding for him to join in. Where was Nico? I couldn’t see him.

All the guards were singing now—all but Numa, who was yelling angrily at the top of his lungs. Had he seen? If he had the shard, we were all dead. He would use it to cut our throats one by one.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him approach, his face deep red. With a roar of anger, he threw aside the dancing guard.

“I know what you are doing,” he said, “and it is time to silence the music.”

He thrust out his arm and clutched my throat.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

I COULD NO longer breathe. The guards had stopped dancing. One of them let out a shout.

As I dropped to my knees, I tried to pry Numa’s hands from my throat, but they were like iron. My eyes rolled upward, and all I saw was black.

I felt a sudden blow from my left. I fell onto the floor, my throat free. I coughed violently, but I was being crushed by the body of a guard.

Scrambling desperately I slid out from underneath. I wheezed and gulped for breath, staggering under the table.

That was when I saw the filthy, bloodied feet—prisoners’ bare feet, shuffling in the dirt along with the guards. I looked up into a chaos of fighting.

Three of the prisoners were free. Despite their ragged appearances and emaciated bodies, they were punching the guards, grabbing their weapons, biting, scratching, using every tactic at their disposal. Through the shifting bodies I could see the other prisoners, still on the bench. Nico was huddled with them, trying to work their bonds free with the metal shard.

I leaped across the room and took the shard from Nico. With free hands, I could slice into the bonds at a better angle. “I’m getting you out of here,” I said.

“Daria . . .” he muttered, as much in disbelief as in gratitude. Up close, I could see how roughly he’d been treated. Bruises had formed around both eyes. His lip was fat and bloodied.

I worked my way through the thick rope until it snapped. The other two men, energized by the sudden freedom, plunged into the melee.

I took Nico’s hand and made for the door. A prisoner fell in our path, crying out in pain. Numa stood over him, dagger poised. Nico grabbed his arm, but the guard just swatted him away. With a vengeful sneer, he came at me. “A rebel, are you?”

His neck bulged with anger—and I saw my opportunity. I pulled loose the scarf from my waist, swung it around his neck, and pulled as hard as I could.

Eyes bulging, he gagged and grabbed at the scarf. As he sank to his knees, one of the prisoners brought a chair down over his head.

Numa fell in a heap, and I pulled back the scarf. The prisoner, looking at me in bafflement, said, “Who sent you?”

“Arwa,” I replied. “And Nitacris. We must escape—”

“We will go through the kitchen and provide a distraction,” he said, nodding quickly. “We’ll charge through the front gate, into the party. Buy you some time while you escape.”

“There are too many guards,” I protested. “They’ll slaughter you.”

“I must stay and help my fellow prisoners,” Nico began.

“If Nitacris said to go, you go,” the prisoner replied. “Both of you. Now!”

Without missing a beat, he whirled around and clipped one of the guards on the jaw with a perfectly placed kick. The man fell to the floor, out cold.

“Nico, I think they can take care of themselves,” I said.

As we ran into the hall, I could hear the pounding of footsteps coming up the stairs to our left—the stairs I had climbed minutes earlier. But Nitacris had told me to use the back stairs. I glanced around frantically. The hall was dark.

“It’s there!” Nico said, pulling me toward a blind turn. “I know this hallway.”

We ran around the corner and flew down a narrow, dank set of stairs. Its walls were filthy, and a small rodent screamed at our surprise appearance, disappearing into a hole.

As we raced through the kitchen, Nico tore off a large, gleaming leg from a roast pig. “Thank you!” he cried out. Just as Nitacris had predicted, no one seemed to notice, so frantic were they about getting the food to the nobles.

It was not hard to find the back door, where the palace garbage was thrown daily into a ditch. The smell announced itself. As we ran for the door, Nico tore hungrily into the roast leg. “How can you eat now?” I shouted.

He grinned. “I think I’m the one who should be asking you questions,” he said. “Like why are you dressed like that and how did you get in—”

Before he could finish the sentence, a broad figure stepped into the open doorway. We nearly fell in our attempt to stop.

Chtush stood staring at us, idling picking his teeth with the point of a dagger. “Roast boar,” he said in Akkadian. “Very tasty.”

As we staggered back, he wiped his dagger on his tunic. Then looking from Nico to me, he grinned. “What you did, songbird . . .” he said, his belly shaking with a deep chuckle. “Oh, what you did!” 

Chtush put his dagger away safely. Could it be? Was Chtush on our side? A rebel?

I looked at Nico. He shrugged, tentatively joining in laughter, too. “Th-thank you,” I said, inching toward the guard.

“One problem,” Chtush said. “I was looking forward to the executions. To some good bloody fun.”

He reached toward a kitchen table and lifted a bloodied cleaver. “So I will make my own fun. With you, right here. But first, little bird, sing your final song.”

I opened my mouth. No sound came out.

“Sing!” Chtush bellowed. A string of saliva dropped from one side of his mouth as he stepped toward me.

“You’re drooling,” Nico said. “Hungry? Want some boar?”

As Chtush turned toward him, Nico threw the roast pig leg at his face. It splatted between his eyes and bounced away.

“Run, Daria!” Nico shouted.

I stood frozen to the spot as Chtush, with a cry of anger, raised the cleaver and lunged toward Nico.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

THE CLEAVER FLASHED in the light. I thrust myself into its path. If Chtush was going to kill someone, let it be me. I heard a thud and felt myself falling.

I hit the ground, feeling crushed by an enormous weight. Chtush had fallen on top of me. He rolled away, screaming. I could smell something burning.

I saw Frada standing in the door, a broken oil lamp in her hands. “I—I just meant to knock him out, not to—”

Chtush leaped to his feet. His head was engulfed in flames. He slapped the fire with open palms, but it ignited the collar of his tunic, then quickly spread downward along his back. Chtush ran out into the night air, roaring with agony. We followed him. From the direction of the party, I could hear shouts and confusion. The king was screaming.

“Help me!” Chtush shouted, staggering toward the noise.

Two guards appeared, immediately tackling him. As they wrestled him to the ground, rolling him in the sandy soil, I grabbed Nico’s and Frada’s hands. “Come on!”

We ran to the palace wall. Nico, his body still racked from the beating, moved slower than usual. I boosted him and then Frada over the top.

As I hoisted myself over, my mind was reeling with what had just happened. Chtush would be fine—but he had seen us. As had all the prisoners’ guards. 

If they ever found any of us again, we were dead.

I landed next to Nico, who was grimacing with pain. “Can you run?” I asked him.

“Faster than both of you girls,” he said.

Frada smiled. “Prove it.”

We ran through the darkened streets, wanting to laugh at our newfound freedom but scared to draw attention. Some windows still shone with dull amber light, and I could hear the plaintive sounds of a flute here, a santur there. People making music with their families.

Real families.

I had always hoped to have one of my own. Now I knew that dream would never happen. I would have to settle for the rebels. And Nico and Frada.

All in all, I supposed things could be worse.

 

We paused at the edge of the king’s hunting grounds. Here, the land changed dramatically. Babylon’s arid, rocky soil gave way to a forest of tall trees. Nabu-na’id had spared no expense and sacrificed no fewer than nine wardum, who died in the backbreaking construction of this area. His plan was to stock it with animals for his hunting pleasure. But Zinn’s rebels had adopted it as their home, hiding from sight and shooting the king’s men at will with darts that rendered them unconscious. It was also rumored that the great mushushu, the animal that embodied the spirit of the god Marduk, was also loose in the woods.

Nowadays Nabu-na’id’s men kept a safe distance.

As we entered the woods, I whistled the birdsong Arwa had taught me. “What are you doing?” Nico demanded. “You’ll draw attention!”

“It is the rebel signal,” I whispered. “When they hear it, they’ll know we are friends.” Nico fell to his knees and stood again. He was faltering. He’d been interrogated, tied up in the town square, beaten more than once, and assured that he was about to be killed all in one day. And now Frada and I had made him climb a wall and run a great distance from the city.

Frada, too, was breathing heavily. She’d only just recovered from near death herself. The pomegranate had saved her life, but only time would bring her to full strength.

I pricked up my ears for the sound of approaching guards. Had they seen us? Would they suspect we’d be heading here?

I whistled again and again, desperate. In the darkness, the trees seemed like spindly hands enveloping us in a tight grip. Fragments of moonlight shone through the tree canopies, and I thought I could detect a movement to our left. “Follow me,” I said.

But after a few steps I had to stop. From deeper in the forest came a strange noise. A hissing, as if a flock of birds had taken to the sky with snakes on their backs. In the noise’s whoosh there were fleeting yawps and stuttering sounds like sped-up voices. “What’s that?” Frada cried out.

“Isn’t there s-s-somewhere else we could go?” Nico asked.

Out of the shadows leaped a figure from behind a rock. Despite the shadows, I could make out the sad, familiar face of a young girl. “The noise,” she said, “is Sippar. It is drawing close tonight.”

“Shirath!” I cried out.

She glanced from face to face. “We were not expecting three of you, Daria.”

“But you—you’re—” I stammered.

“A quiet street urchin?” she said with a smile. “Yes. And an orphan, like you. And one of Zinn’s warriors. All those things. You will be surprised at how many of us there are.”

“You saved my life,” I said.

“We work to save the good people of our great city,” Shirath said. “Your friend appears to need care.”

“Never felt better,” Nico said with a groan.

Shirath nodded. “Come. Follow closely. We will heal you.”

As she turned into the forest, Nico and Frada followed. I brought up the rear. But the hissing sound—the noise of Sippar—was seeping into my brain.

As wretched as it was, it seemed to be calling my name, beckoning to me.

Walk. Follow.

I shook the thought from my head and forced one foot in front of the other. Sippar was the Land of Death. Follow its call? What crazy notion was that? No one who had ever set foot in Sippar had survived.

Or had they?

Had anyone really tried to enter Sippar?

I thought about all the horrid stories about deaths caused by Sippar. In those stories, the victims were always traitors and rebels. People who would not obey the king.

Of course. Wouldn’t this be another convenient lie for Nabu-na’id? Perhaps these people had not gone near Sippar at all. Perhaps they were executed, and their evil demise in Sippar was a lie, to keep Babylonians from trying to escape?

Ah, but no visitor from Persia, or anywhere else in the outside world, has visited Babylon since Sippar appeared, a voice shouted inside my head.

But maybe Persians were cowering on the other side, just as afraid as we were. Afraid of the unknown. Maybe, on the other side, we would find shelter from Nabu-na’id.

Confronting the unknown took courage. And courage was the unwritten law of the streets.

I must at least see it.

I stopped. The hissing was like a physical thing inside my brain, pounding hard, obliterating all thought. I looked toward the sound. In the daylight I had seen Sippar, a distant, waving curtain of black. Often it was too far away to see, but when it came close it had resembled a storm cloud containing black rain.

Now, in the forest’s darkness, I could not see it at all. But I could feel it.

Shirath, Frada, and Nico had been swallowed up by the trees. In a moment they would notice I was missing. They would come back to find me. Shirath, no doubt, knew every inch of the hunting grounds.

I had to act fast.

As I stepped toward Sippar, I listened to its voices. I tried to make sense of the strange sounds and strange languages. I heard blarings and clanking, high-pitched noises like strangled birds.

Images crowded into my brain, flashing with impossible speed—men and women in long black garments that wrapped around their legs, holding tiny boxes in their hands and thin strands coming from their ears. I saw carved metal sculptures that slid along hard black roads and stiff, shining birds in the sky. I saw ziggurats that made Etemenanki look tiny and farms the size of five Babylons. White boxes that opened outward with blasts of cool air, revealing food of impossible sweetness and coldness. People watching tiny versions of other people on flat surfaces, laughing, crying.

What were these things?

Go . . .

I could feel a wind kicking up around me. A penetrating heat. Sippar was burning me up and pulling me forward at the same time.

“Daria!”

Who? Who was that?

I tried to resist the pull. I tried to step back. I didn’t know where Nico or Frada were. I didn’t know where anything was. I only knew one thing. If I went any closer, I would be ripped apart.

I tried to reverse course, but my legs would not go back. I opened my mouth to protest, to scream. But I could not resist. Sippar was inevitable.

Sippar would be fed.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“GET BACK HERE, you idiot!” cried a guttural voice.

I felt something grip my shoulder. My body lurched backward. I landed in a tangle of limbs.

The strange dream images in my brain gave way to a rush of panic. I shook off the grip of enchantment.

“Get her far away!” another voice cried out.

I knew who that voice belonged to. A royal guard. They had found me, and one of them had me in his clutches. “Help!” I cried out, struggling to free myself.

“I am helping you!” the voice replied.

Numa. The prison guard.

He pulled me to my feet. I tried to spin around, to face him head-on, but he kept me turned away, both of us looking toward Sippar. The other guard was silhouetted in the moonlight. He was trying to run toward us but not moving. His eyes were wide with fear, his mouth open in a silent rictus.

His feet slowly left the ground. First his toes disappeared and then his calves. His body was being swallowed in blackness. As it engulfed his face, he let out a scream that seemed to stab me like a cold sword.

“No-o-o-o!” shouted Numa.

We staggered backward and fell. Numa struggled to his feet and grabbed me again. The noise was softening now. As quickly as it had rushed in, Sippar was receding.

“By the great Marduk . . .” Numa said, his voice parched and fearful. “We—we must go. Now.”

In the dim light we could both see a black heap on the ground. I pulled out of Numa’s grip. My body shook as if a giant hand had just twanged me like a harp string. “I—I don’t think we’re in danger now.”

Both of us crept closer until we could make out the shape on the ground—a human figure, constructed completely of charred dust and fragments of bone and cloth.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

NUMA’S FACE WAS hollow and scared, but he never­theless pulled me roughly through the woods in the direction of the city. “The prisoner and the santur player—where are they?”

“Sippar,” I lied. “Sippar swallowed them up, too.”

Numa grunted. “It serves them right. It would have served you right, too. Now hurry. These woods are dangerous.”

I nearly tripped over a root as we stumbled out of the forest and onto a road, where an ox-drawn cart was waiting. “Why didn’t you let me go, then?” I asked.

Numa hoisted me into the cart. “You do not ask a royal guard questions, street rat!”

I kicked him in the knee and turned to run. But I felt something grab my ankle and I fell to the ground. My face scraped against the soil as my body was dragged back toward the cart. Numa had me at the end of a length of rope.

“Do not underestimate my skills,” he said, quickly lifting me into the cart and tying me to the slatted walls with bonds of strong fabric. “I will tell you why I did not let you go—because I will delight in knowing that you face a worse fate than Sippar. The king wants to see you. Alive.”

As the cart bounced back toward the palace in the darkness, I kicked and twisted, trying to free myself. But the knots were stronger than I was, and I finally gave in to exhaustion.

I had almost died. Numa, of all people, had saved me from oblivion. But now, as the spire of Etemenanki loomed closer, I wished he had let me go.

He was right. Death would be better than the king.

 

I spent the night on a cold dirt floor in the palace dungeon, awakened constantly by the chittering of rodents. I wondered if this was the room where they had kept Nico. The thought of him suffering here made me glad he had escaped into the care of the rebels. I could die here happy, knowing I’d saved him.

In my brief moments of sleep, I dreamed of Sippar. The charred remains of the guard haunted me. I wondered if he had seen the same strange omens I had.

What was that place, anyway?

I knew one thing for sure—I would never, ever tempt that kind of closeness to Sippar again. And if I were to be separated from Nico and Frada for the rest of our lives, I prayed they would keep their distance, too.

But something had drawn me toward it. A vision of some strange world on the other side of the black death curtain. As if it had wanted me.

Was something really there? Was there another way to get through the blackness—a safer way?

Nonsense, I thought to myself as I finally fell asleep.

 

Early the next morning I was marched down the stairs by three royal guards. All of them had bruises and black eyes, and one of them walked with a pronounced limp. “Rough night?” I asked.

My only answer was a poke in the back, but I kept my balance.

I was shoved down a grand hallway with a stone floor and a magnificently tiled wall. The guards pushed me through an archway and threw me before the king, who sat on a luxurious throne atop a raised platform. A waif of a slave was on the ground before him, massaging his swollen, deformed foot.

Unlike my last presentation before the king, this time I had not been washed or prepared. My beautiful white tunic was torn and soiled with mud and grass. Bruises had already formed on my arms and legs, my braids were tangled, and I had lost my new sandals. Still, the king let out a high, tinny laugh when I appeared, like a child who’d just been offered a present.

He stroked his long beard, curling the end of it around one finger.

“Well, what does the street rat have to say for itself?” he asked.

I said nothing.

“You are guilty of high treason,” the king said, licking his lips. “The death of many of my guards is on your pretty little head, not to mention the escape of several prisoners. And of course the loss into Sippar of your santur player and the street boy we captured in order to lure you to the palace—what was its name?”

“Nico was his name.” I kept a stony face, but inside I felt victorious. The prisoners had escaped. Which meant that at least some of them were heading into the woods with the rebels. To join Nico and Frada.

My mission had succeeded.

“My king,” I continued, “if I am to be put to death, let it be quick. I am ready.”

The king threw his head back and laughed as if I had tickled him with a giant feather. “Kill you and still the voice sweeter than all the flowers on Mother’s Mountain? I think not. No, you have so much to offer me still.”

He kicked away the slave girl and motioned to his disfigured foot.

“Take her place,” he said to me. “Massage my foot.”

I recoiled. “The thought of it makes me want to vomit. I would no sooner touch your wretched flesh than dine on pig manure. And the only singing you will hear from me will be this chant: Down with the tyrant king!”

Nabu-na’id sank back in his throne. “You know, I’ve been chatting with dear old Serug the Hunchback lately. He doesn’t say much, but he knows quite a bit—for example, the location of the place where you have been living, dear Daria. That wine shop whose libations have been poisoning some of my own courtiers. A shop that is run by a decrepit old woman who, by rights, I could have beheaded.”

“Zakiti has done nothing wrong!” I blurted out.

“Ah, I see. And would you say that about dear Arwa also? She comes from an awilum family and teaches the children of many other nobles. I don’t imagine she was involved in your plot, was she?” The king sighed deeply, absently digging his finger into his nose, then wiping the results of his excavation onto the shoulder of a nearby slave.

“What are you going to do to them, you disgusting beast?” I demanded.

“Normally I’d have them executed just for being associated with you,” the king replied, “but I believe they have their uses in this kingdom, and I am at heart a man of mercy. If you disobey me, if you fail to smile at me, if you call me by anything other than ‘my king,’ they are the ones who will suffer.” He thrust his foot forward again. I could see his pea-sized, rotted toes wriggling through his sandal. “Come now, you have a job to do. You will make an excellent slave.”

I sank to my knees and placed a hand on the king’s foot. He let out a sigh.

Closing my eyes, I thought of Zakiti and Arwa. Of Nico, Frada, Shirath, and the freed prisoners. Of the rebels gathering in the forest. Of the world of Sippar, hover­ing mysteriously on the edges of Babylon. Of loyalty and mystery.

And family. Always family.

Nabu-na’id would not rule forever. Babylon would have another future. One in which the old values, the real values, were restored. I felt a smile warming my face.

“Ah, there we go . . .” the king murmured.

I was awash in happiness, and it mattered not what the king thought, or what I was doing. I began to sing. My voice took flight in the song that had helped Frada through her sickness, the song that people in the woods may have been singing at that moment, to give them strength.

“‘Hope is a seed . . .’” I began.

The king sat up sharply. “What? Wait. That is the rebel song, is it not?”

“‘Love is a garden . . .’” I continued, louder, my voice filling the chamber, my hands working the soothing salve into the skin of the king’s foot.

“Stop that!” the king shouted. But his relief from pain was at war with his shock and anger, and he sank back into his throne with a satisfied snort. “Someone stop . . . that . . . girl . . .”

As my song soared, I could see the goggle-eyed Bel-Shar-Usur running in from an outer chamber. But the king’s mouth was moving soundlessly, his eyes closed. No one interrupted the king when he was in this state. No one knew quite what to do.

So I kept singing. I sang as if my life depended on it.

It always had, and it always would.





Copyright

Seven Wonders Journals: The Orphan

Copyright © 2014 by HarperCollins Publishers

 

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the nonexclusive, nontransferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse-engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins e-books.

 

EPub Edition © 2014

ISBN 978-0-06-223893-1

EPUB Edition MARCH 2014 ISBN 9780062238931

 

10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1

 

FIRST EDITION





* Translated from Ancient Aramaic




[image: image]




[image: image]



CONTENTS



	Private Journal: Aliyah Bartevyan




	Credits

	Copyright







Guide


	Cover

	Contents

	Chapter 1










	i

	ii

	iii

	iv

	v

	vi


	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71











[image: image]

PRIVATE JOURNAL
ALIYAH BARTEVYAN




(Osman, if you are even breathing within three feet of this, I will personally bash your head and rip up every Beatles poster you own!!!!!)

Tuesday, 11:00 P.M.

DIARY, I’M HAVING a bad night. My head is full of the Most-Girls thoughts. As in, Most Girls my age don’t live in a dirt hole like mine. Most Girls don’t live in shacks with stolen electricity via a rat-eaten wire from a neighbor. Most Girls go to school, buy nice clothes, read good books, help their mother with housework, take care of a pet.

I, Diary, as you know, am not Most Girls.

My school is the Khalid Bartevyan School of Crazy. I have no regular bedtime. My clothes and books come from other people’s trash. The clothes I hate, the books I like. Right now I am reading American History from 1776 to Now, but every page is missing after about 1910. With Mother gone, housework is optional, and the last pet I had was MoopaSoopa, that fat, snuggly rat who followed Father home from an exploration and met an untimely death by chewing through a live electrical wire.

Well, I have a pet now. Sort of. Her name is Safi, she’s a ferret my father borrowed for his latest scheme, and she’s about as snuggly as a drawer full of needles. But she has . . . Magical Properties! She will sniff out Treasures Untold from Hidden Places! She is a Millionaire Maker!

Do you believe that, Diary? I don’t. But Father does, of course. Safi is the latest scheme that is going to make us Rich, Rich, Rich!

Ughhh . . .

Do you know how Father described himself today? As a “Chief Officer of Bartevyan Antiquities Incorporated, Salvage Specialists.” Can you believe that? Bartevyan Antiquities? Some officer—he’s more of a Chief Babysitter to those four or five slovenly, useless men he works with. They come to our house, and when they leave, Father’s bottles are mostly empty.

Ah well, I don’t suppose he can say “Chief Tomb Robber of a Group of Jobless Drunks.” It doesn’t have the same ring.

But back to Safi. I do not like her. Or her owner, a wealthy one-eyed man named Feyyaz the Cyclops—who, by the way, is not snuggly either. They say his missing eye was taken in a rare playful moment by Safi. What Feyyaz lacks in looks, he makes up for in money—and nastiness. No one ever calls him Cyclops to his face, of course. It is said he once chopped off a man’s fingers for shaking his hand without bowing first.

Father will not tell us how Feyyaz got his wealth. Or how he got his charming personality or unique odor. Or why on earth he lent Safi to us.

Does Feyyaz really believe we will find a hidden ancient treasure? I worry he expects us to fail—and then he’ll blackmail us with something or other. Given Father’s track record, what else could he be thinking????

I know, Diary, if you were not a book, you would slap me—for being so disrespectful. And I would deserve it. But I can’t help but think there is something foul afoot.

I can’t really complain to Osman. Whenever I try, he looks at me as if I’ve grown donkey ears. He thinks our life is perfect. Sometimes I can’t believe he and I are twins. He seems so much younger than me. In fact, he believes in this Safi nonsense! Argghhh! (Well, he also believes that the TV sitcom I Dream of Jeannie is a documentary and that Father is a serious archaeologist.)

Both of the men in my life confuse reality and fantasy.

I’m Mother’s daughter, Diary—strong, practical, loyal, smart, modest, AND IF ANYONE EVER STEALS THIS DIARY AND REPEATS THAT CONCEITED-SOUNDING STATEMENT, I WILL PERSONALLY VANQUISH YOU, AND THAT ESPECIALLY INCLUDES MY SNEAK OF A BROTHER KNOWN AS OSMAN!

Sorry, had to include that disclaimer.

Mother always said Father’s stories would get us in trouble. “Just find a job, Khalid,” she would tell him. “Ordinary people don’t chase after treasure. Ordinary people have jobs.”

“Who wants to be ordinary?” was his response.

He had a point. But so did she. I miss Mother sooooo much, Diary.

Last night I dreamed about her. Again. Which is what I wanted to write about. Because I am still shaking and I do not think I shall ever sleep again.

Wednesday, 12:09 A.M.

SORRY. HAD TO put you away. Father fell off the bed and I had to wake him up, which took a while.

Where was I?

Oh, yes, the dream.

Okay, all I saw was Mother’s back. She was walking along the shore, wearing a long, brocaded gown. I shouted to her but she didn’t turn around. No! Her pace picked up . . . and she was headed directly into the sea. Of course I followed, screaming at the top of my lungs, trying to pull her away, but she wouldn’t even turn to face me. Next thing I knew, we were both underwater.

Diary, I was breathing—and nothing scared me! Not even the eels and jellyfish (who you know I hate with a passion)! They were tickling me like the softest feathers as I walked along the ocean bottom. I could hear a voice, coming from Mother, saying over and over . . .

“You have such a strong soul, my dear . . .”

“You have such a strong soul, my dear . . .”

Strong soul? Really? I giggled. It sounded like one of the scary voices Mother used when telling us ghost stories. When I finally caught up to her, I tugged on her hand. “Where are we going?” I asked.

My fingers slid away. The skin had just . . . slipped off like dried masking tape. I sprang back, holding it in my fingertips. I wanted to scream, but no sound came out.

Then she turned. It wasn’t Mother at all, but a haggard old witch with a mummy’s face and a smile like a stab wound. “Let me see the back of your head, my dearie,” she said, as if that made perfect sense.

I couldn’t answer. My mouth just flapped open and shut like a fish.

“Do you have it?” Her voice was growing less patient, sharper.

“Have . . . what?” I asked.

I backed away, shaking my head. I didn’t know what she meant. Before I could run, she grabbed my arm, turned me around, and let out a shriek . . .

The next thing I knew, Father was shaking me awake. His eyes were bloodshot and desperate. Osman, of course, was fast asleep. But there was someone else in the room—Father’s ugly friend, Gencer. I could recognize him even in the dark. His back is curved like an S, and one tuft of hair juts from his head like a sprig of scorched grass.

I caught my breath. That thing was not Mother . . . that thing was not Mother . . . that thing was not Mother . . . I repeated to myself over and over.

I thought about Mother’s smile. I thought about the way she could make Father—all of us—happy.

Then I thought about how much she disliked Gencer. How she’d banned him from our house. “What are you doing here?” I asked, gathering up my courage.

Old Gencer leaned forward, into the light that reflected off the wall from Father’s flashlight. As always, his face was twisted in agony, as if he’d bitten down on a razor blade. “Either the girl is possessed,” he said, “or she ate your cooking last night, Khalid. Heh! Now be silent, girl. How can you expect a man to think in peace . . .”

He turned to leave, waving a half-empty bottle, before falling down and passing out at the doorstep. And I realized he hadn’t said the word think after all, but a much uglier word that rhymes with it. And begins with dr.

Wednesday, 1:00 A.M.

RAKI.

No, whiskey.

No, raki.

Father is curled up on the floor, snoring. Each of his breaths wafts over me like a gust from a drainage pipe. I’m pretty sure it’s raki, because of the faint licorice smell.

I used to like licorice. But not anymore. I have smelled it one too many times in our shack, in the form of a foul alcoholic drink that changes Father’s personality.

Yup, still awake, Diary. Will this night ever end??? In a few hours, just after sunrise, we go to the beautiful city of Fethiye on another Great Adventure—a search for the Missing Ring of the Great King Harpagus of Lycia. Apparently it is worth gazillions.

Wait, you say, there are holes in this logic! Well, yes. First of all Harpagus was not a king, because Lycia was not its own country—part of the Persian Empire, technically. So he was technically a satrap. A lesser ruler. Second, no one knows where this ring is, or if it ever existed at all.

And that is where Safi the Magical Ferret comes in. She will find the Ring That May Not Ever Have Been, which belonged to the Guy Who Was Not a King. And we will live happily ever after.

Is this just insane? Have we heard this kind of story before?

Yes. Last month it was missing pinkie of the Statue of Zeus from Olympia. Six weeks ago it was King Tut’s mustache. Three months ago, Cleopatra’s golden toenail clippers.

All wild-goose chases.

Okay, I admit, I’m a little excited. I have never been to Fethiye but it sounds wonderful, all beaches and seaside cafés. Whoa, here come the Most-Girl thoughts, as in when Most Girls go to the beach with their fathers, they’re not robbing tombs with a smelly ferret. Of course, Osman says

Sorry, Diary, had to put you away for a few minutes. Father woke up. I think he saw you. You know what he said to me? “Aliyah, promise me you will keep your brother safe.”

I didn’t know what to say. “Of course I will,” I stammered. “Why do you—?”

“He will be a great man,” he said. “But his soul is wild, untamed, and incautious. And you will need him someday . . .”

I was on the verge of saying So what am I, chopped liver? when he smiled, and his eyes seemed to gain a sharp focus I hadn’t seen since Mother died.

“. . . Because you, my daughter,” he said, “you will save the world . . .”

At that last word, his eyes closed and he drifted to sleep.

I am smiling now. Sometimes Father’s dreams reveal the foolishness in his head but also the love in his heart.

I think I will sleep now, Diary.

Wednesday, 10:32 P.M.

UCCCH. SORRY, DIARY, for the coffee stain.

Yes, yes, I know, I hate coffee. But as the others yammer and argue around the fire, I need to stay awake and write down what happened today. Because I am worried about all of us.

We set off shortly after dawn. Osman was the only one wide awake. He sang a horrible little song called the “Hunt for the Ring of Asparagus” to the tune of “Davy Crockett, King of the Wild Frontier.” I thought Gencer would clock him over the head. I (almost) wouldn’t have minded.

We were trudging up a hill to find the ruined tomb where the ring was supposed to be hidden. Gencer was huffing and puffing, a cigar dangling from his lip. (Father buys the cigars, of course, even though Gencer is the only one who smokes them.) “So when that wretched animal finds the ring,” Gencer grumbled, watching Safi relieve herself in the middle of the trail, “then what? Maybe we can use our profits to invest in an oracular animal of our very own! Maybe, say, a three-legged goat who will eat its way to the Holy Grail?” He blew our way a puff of cigar smoke that smelled like someone had replaced the tobacco with manure.

“Have a little faith, my wise and wizened incompetent,” Father said.

Gencer looked momentarily confused (as he usually does when Father uses words of two syllables or more), then quickly regained his sarcasm. “You know, Khalid,” he finally said, “there was a time when you had a knack for finding a little something here and there, but this ferret business makes me think you’re just grasping at straws.”

“Ah,” Father replied. “And you, of course, have a better idea. Like your splendid scheme to pose as a statue by painting yourself silver, thereby suffocating yourself in public—”

“I was younger then!” Gencer snapped, wincing at the memory. “I do have an idea, you know. And it’s far better than this elongated rat—”

Safi let out an angry-sounding chitter, as if she’d understood. Father cut Gencer off with a wave of his hand. We watched as Safi sniffed the air. Tail twitching, she disappeared into the side of the mountain.

“You see, my disgruntled simian friend, she’s caught the scent!” Father looked triumphantly at Gencer.

“Looks to me like she’s running away,” he grunted. Then quietly he turned toward Osman and me. “What does simian mean?”

“Apelike,” I said.

“It’s a compliment,” Osman lied.

Before Gencer could formulate a reply, Safi emerged from a dark, narrow gap in the rocks—with a little brown vole twitching between her teeth. I winced and turned away.

Gencer let out a bellowing laugh. “Well, look at that! She found a ferret restaurant! Ha! Some treasure hunter!”

Safi turned and dropped the vole at Gencer’s feet. The old slob screamed like a baby, dropping the half-smoked, saliva-soaked cigar to the ground. “Khalid, you owe me a fresh cigar!”

But Osman and I were eyeing the gap Safi had found. It was just about as wide as Osman was, and maybe a foot high.

“Wow,” Osman said—and just like that, he slipped inside, vanishing into the blackness.

“Osman!” Father shouted. “Get back here at once!”

“What do you think you’re doing?” I added, grabbing Father’s flashlight. I peered into the opening, gauging whether I could fit in myself. I could make out a wide, low cave, cool as death.

But no Osman.

“Like father, like son,” Gencer muttered, with a superior little chortle. “No common sense.”

Father wheeled on his friend, grabbing him by the collar. But as he pulled Gencer toward him, a muffled scream came up from the opening.

Osman.

My heart jumped into my mouth. We all screamed his name now, even Gencer. “I’m going in,” I said.

“No,” Father replied, grabbing my arm.

I knew he wanted to go in himself, but there was no way he’d fit. I squeezed my head into the gap . . . then my shoulders . . .

Fingers closed around my upper arm. I lurched back, squashing my head into the top of the gap. “Father!”

“BWAH-HA-HA-HA!” cackled a voice.

A shrill, little-boy voice.

I blinked my eyes, fighting back pain. And anger. “Osman, you little creep, that wasn’t funny!”

Luckily I had enough presence of mind to yank him out of the opening. He tumbled to the ground, giggling hysterically.

That was when I saw Gencer, flat on his back. He had fainted at the sound of the scream. Judging from Safi’s angry scolding noises, he had also landed directly on top of the now-dead vole.

I wanted to strangle Osman for scaring me. Father’s eyes were bulging in anger. But I knew both of us felt too much relief, too much joy at the fact that Osman was alive.

Diary, he gets away with murder. Really.

Of course Osman ignored our scolding. His eyes dancing, he grabbed the flashlight and swung the beam inside, illuminating the small cave. “Look at this, Baba!” he said. “Don’t be mad—just look! Some ferret restaurant!”

At that, Gencer stirred. When he saw Safi perched angrily on his chest, he jumped to his feet. None of us paid much attention to his bloodcurdling scream when he realized he’d passed out on a dead vole.

Father, Osman, and I were busy peering inside the gap. It led to a cavernous room, the walls smooth and dry, the floor only a short drop from the opening.

For once, I thought, we might be on to something.

Osman and I looked at Father. He thought a moment, then nodded tentatively. I gave him my most confident look. “You always told us, Baba, the biggest part of Bartevyan is Brave . . .”

“And the biggest part of Gencer,” Osman added, glancing toward Father’s sidekick, who now looked sick to his stomach, “is Green.”

Father smiled for the first time all morning. Quickly Osman and I slipped through the opening and dropped to the floor. The air inside was cool and delicious after the long hike. Thousands of tiny glints in the walls shone in Osman’s flashlight beam. He pointed the light toward the back of the room, toward a passage that led deeper into the mountain.

As we walked, a thick silence fell over us like a fog. As smooth as the walls of the cave were, the rock along the passageway was rough, covered with herky-jerky gashes and cracks. At the far end, Osman and I reached another opening, this one as small as the gap we’d slipped through. It led into solid blackness.

“Father! There’s a hidden tunnel down here!” Osman crowed, his voice echoing along the walls.

From high above, Father whooped loud enough for us to hear. “God lord, Safi did it! She led us to our starting point. You’ll be safe down there?”

I saw Father shudder as a rope-like shape leaped onto the floor.

Safi.

“Our fearless leader is here,” I said. “We’re in good paws.”

Father tossed down another flashlight, which I caught. “We’ll be waiting on the other side,” he said. “We’ll see you when you come out with the treasure!”

He was trying to sound trusting and confident. But he didn’t fool me.

Wednesday, 11:37 P.M.

SORRY, HAD TO settle an argument over who drank Gencer’s raki. The answer was Safi. She is, as you can imagine, fast asleep. Okay, where was I?

Right. This morning in the tunnel.

So I scampered ahead of Osman, swinging my flashlight from side to side. I ducked my head to avoid stalactites; the uneven walls scraped my elbows.

Being shorter, Osman should have had an easier time, but he fell behind, screaming in his bravest Bartevyan voice, “Hey, wait up!”

Safi peeked her head out of my jacket. “It’s okay, Safi,” I said. “We’ll slow down. My little brother is investigating secret codes in the walls. Or maybe he’s just afraid.”

“Little brother?” echoed Osman’s voice. “In case you missed that day in biology, twins means born at the same time.”

“In case you missed that day in common sense, that is physically impossible,” I replied. “I was born ten minutes earlier.”

“Wow,” Osman said. “I wonder what it’ll feel like when I’m that old, Safi.”

Osman pushed past and stomped ahead of me in the dark. His flashlight beam flitted across the walls, then disappeared. I rounded a corner and saw him, standing still in the center of a large cavern.

“Unbelievable . . . ,” he said in a hushed voice.

“What?” I asked.

He turned to me, his eyes wide. “It’s ten minutes later and it feels exactly the same.”

Diary, would it be wrong for a girl to wring her brother’s neck?

I arced my flashlight around the massive chamber. Scenes from old battles played themselves out on the walls in faded blacks, yellows, blues, reds—bearded soldiers brandishing spears, a winged woman holding a yellow ball of fire, and a square-jawed king wearing a glorious robe and holding an ornate staff topped by an inverted triangle.

I let out a gasp. Osman was slack-jawed. “Father was right,” he said. “This is the Big One! This is it!”

His flashlight played along one of the walls. At the base of a flaking image were dark, charcoal lines. Some kind of writing. “I think I can read this . . . ,” Osman said in a hushed voice. “Those books we picked up from the library trash . . . one of them was about hieroglyphics and runes . . .”

Osman leaned closer, moving his lips silently. “What does it say?” I asked.

“‘The Ring of . . . Har . . . pay . . . Harpagus,’” he exclaimed with glee, “. . . shall be revealed to the firstborn son of the Lord of Antiquities, known to all as Osman the Wise, ruler of his sister, Aliyah the Lame and Half-Witted . . .”

I would have bopped his head with the flashlight if it weren’t trained on something against the opposite wall—three large wooden rectangular containers, leaning up against the rock. I moved closer, running the light up and down rotting, ancient planks with faded traces of rich decoration. “Coffins . . . ,” I murmured.

“Smells more like tea,” Osman said.

“Not coffee, coffins—look!” I said.

Osman’s face fell. “Okay, this isn’t a treasure room, it’s a grave. And we’re after money, not mummies.”

“Where do you think treasures were buried?” I said. “With the dead! Maybe King Harpagus was buried here!”

“He wasn’t a king, he was a rattrap,” Osman said meekly. “You said so.”

“Satrap,” I corrected him. “Maybe Safi sniffed out Harpagus, lying in there with his ring still on his finger.”

“Finger bone . . . ,” Osman said.

“Are you afraid?” I asked, stepping into the room.

“Not if you go first.” Osman’s face had lost its color, but his curiosity was getting the better of him. He followed me into a dank, musty room, its air acrid and freezing cold. “What’s that smell?”

“Vole poop,” I said with a shrug. “Or maybe bat.”

“Stop it!” Osman said, still staring at the coffins. “You’re forcing out the Brave from Bartevyan! You’re leaving just the . . .” He thought a moment. “Tyan!”

But I was training my flashlight at the ceiling, to a small recess, partway up the wall—a squarish natural shelf formed by the rock. In it, I could make out a dark, rectangular shape about a foot long. “What’s that?” I asked.

Osman gulped. “Doesn’t exactly scream ‘This is a ring box!’ to me,” he said.

“But if it is,” I said, “we wouldn’t have to disturb the Addams Family over there, against the wall.”

“Good point!” Osman stood under the recess, knelt, and braced his hands against the wall. “You go first. On my shoulders. Don’t say I never helped you out.”

“Can you hold my weight?” I asked.

“Depends on how much filet mignon you ate last night,” he said as I cautiously stepped onto his shoulder.

The walls were freezing cold, and sparkles of frost danced on the stone in front of me. My eyes barely reached the opening.

I fished out my flashlight and thrust it forward. The beam lit up a small carved stone box, covered in symbols that resembled the ones on the walls. I reached forward to take it, my head echoing with Father’s favorite words, “Trust me, Aliyah . . .”

Something was scrabbling against my stomach. I nearly fell.

Safi.

Her pinprick claws danced up my sleeve, and in an instant she was climbing onto the ledge. Pain shot up my arm, and I let out an involuntary yelp. Safi squeaked and threw herself backward over my face, her claws buried in my scalp. My arms windmilled as I tried to get my balance back. I reached upward. Clasping the box, I toppled off Osman’s shoulders.

I hit the ground with a thump. I blinked my eyes to see Osman standing over me, his flashlight trained on the box, which lay on my chest.

“What’s inside it?” he asked.

“I’m fine, thank you very much!” I snapped.

He was already on his knees, reaching for the box. “Ali, you’re a genius. We’re rich. We’ll split this fifty-fif—”

As he flung open the lid of the box, a musty smell wafted out. Osman’s face went slack.

Inside the chest was a skeletal hand with nothing but wisps of leathery skin hanging off its bony fingers. No ring in sight.

I didn’t feel disgust, Diary. I’d been here too many times before. Looking for treasure only to find junk. Father and his stupid schemes!

“I guess someone took the ring but left the hand!” I started to slam the chest shut.

“Yeeeow!” Osman cried out, jerking his hand away. “Are you trying to leave my hand in there, too?”

“Sorry!” I felt awful. I should never let my anger get the better of me.

Grimacing, Osman staggered backward, toward the opposite wall. Toward the coffins. “Osman, careful—”

Too late. His back connected with the tallest box. The fragile, rotted wood splintered with a dry crrraaack.

I watch in horror as Osman and the coffin toppled together to the floor in a cloud of splintering wood and bone. I felt light-headed. My little brother was screaming, rigid, lying in the embrace of a grinning skeleton. As Osman flailed, his feet twisted in the splintered wood, the skeleton moved with him as if it were alive.

“Aliyah, help me!” he cried.

So what did I do, dear Diary? What heroic act? I stood there like a mannequin, frozen, doing nothing—until I noticed a set of furry, jointed black legs crawling up my brother’s calves.

Finally I leaped forward and kicked at them, sending a black shape flying into the darkness. Osman jumped, disentangling himself, staggering, doubled over with nausea.

Now I could see a huge black spider—easily the size of my hand—scurrying out from beneath the skeleton. It was followed by another . . . and another . . .

“Look out!” I shouted, yanking my brother away by the arm. The spiders scurried away on all eights. I heard a hissing noise and turned to see Safi scrabbling with another of the little beasts. I wasn’t sure if she wanted to bat it away or eat it. I stomped on one spider and flicked another off Osman’s knee. We both began dancing frantically through the chamber, squashing spiders the size of rodents. I felt each one pulsing beneath the soles of my shoes.

As the last of the living spiders skittered away into the shadows I fought back the desire to puke. When I looked down I saw Osman had given in to his desire. We each swung our flashlights around the chamber. “Are you okay?” I asked.

Osman nodded. “Safi . . . ,” he said, catching his breath. “What happened to the ferret?”

My flashlight beam caught a flash of white in the far corner of the chamber, by the floor. Safi’s white, fluffy tail. It was just disappearing into a crack in the wall.

“No!” I groaned.

“W-we can’t lose her,” Osman said. “Feyyaz will be furious!”

I thought about Feyyaz chopping off the fingers of the man who hadn’t sufficiently bowed to him. What would he do to someone who lost his ferret? I ran to the wall, lay flat on my belly, and thrust my hand into the small hole Safi had found. I felt it give a little and a few inches crumbled away. My fingers brushed Safi’s fur, and I felt her leap backward. How much room did she have in there? I scraped at the edges of the hole I’d made, and more of the wall crumbled into my hand. Osman crouched next to me. “Safi! Come out!” he cooed. He knocked his fist against the wall.

A hollow thud echoed through the treasure chamber. Osman looked at me. “It’s . . . plaster?” he said.

Without a word, we began pulling at it with our fingers. Plaster flaked off in great piles until we’d opened a space the size of our heads about an inch off the floor. Safi was on the other side, and she froze in the beams of our flashlights, looking relieved (as much as a ferret can, I guess).

Osman put his hand through the opening and pulled off one more great hunk of plaster. Our eyes met and we each grabbed the lip of the hole. I counted, “One, two, three!” We pulled together, and a square meter of the bottom of the wall came loose in a shower of dirt. There was an opening just high enough for us to crawl through—and a large, dark tunnel beyond.

Osman got on hands and knees, gathered Safi up into his jacket, and crawled through the tunnel opening. A blast of cold air hit me as I stood, shining my flashlight around. We followed this tunnel in a curved path until we reached a grand, ornate chamber, much bigger than the one we’d just left. The walls were adorned with statues of warriors on horseback, Greek gods with spears flying from their hands, and fantastic monsters. “How many rooms are there?” I asked.

“This one seems familiar,” Osman said.

That was when I smelled coffee.

I switched off my flashlight. A line of bright light, like a yellow gash, shone into the room from our left. “Is that moonlight?” I asked.

“Is that coffee?” Osman said.

We ran across the chamber toward the sliver of light. It was coming through the crack of a doorway. Osman pushed it open, and the first thing I could see was a breathtaking view of Fethiye harbor. And not twenty meters away sat our father with Gencer. My heart nearly stopped when I saw who was with them—Feyyaz the Cyclops.

The men were warming their hands over a small fire, brewing coffee in an old tin pot. Father saw me first. “My chilrrren!” he said, staggering to his feet, smiling too broadly, walking too unsteadily.

I gave Osman a look. Drunk, I realized. They all were. Feyyaz must have brought a bottle. “You’ve found a way through!” Father continued, his eyes darting back toward the other men with fear and anticipation. “And of course you’ve brought me . . .”

His voice trailed off as Feyyaz approached. The man was easily twice my father’s size. He was dressed in a cream-colored silk shirt and had several rings on his fat fingers. He wore no patch over his missing eye, which was permanently closed by an angry white scar.

“The jewel?” Feyyaz’s voice was surprisingly high-pitched and hollow for a man his size, but his one good eye was trained on me like a gun. “The ring?”

“My children were guided by Safi!” Father blurted. “Whatever they accomplished or didn’t was determined by the limits of Safi—”

“Dear Safi has no limits, isn’t that right, my beautiful kouklaki?” Feyyaz’s face suddenly twisted into a frightening, sour expression that may have been his version of fondness. He held out his arms toward the ferret.

Safi poked her head out of Osman’s jacket and leaped to the floor. She began twitching and made a horrid hacking noise.

Feyyaz’s eyes widened. He grabbed Father by his shirt front. “If those brats of yours have harmed my Safi, Khalid, you’re a dead man!”

Safi gave an especially violent heave. Then she puked up the body of a mangled spider onto the floor of the tomb.

I picked up the spider, shaking with anger. I don’t know what possessed me to do this, and looking back on it, it could have been suicide, but Most Girls don’t usually witness their father being bullied and threatened by dangerous gangsters. Without a second thought I placed the spider in Feyyaz’s outstretched hand. My voice was calm. “This is all we found, sir.”

He squealed like one of my schoolmates and dropped it. I grabbed Osman’s hand and walked off, leaving my father and Feyyaz gawking.

Thursday, 8:03 A.M., in a Jeep (forgive the shaky handwriting, Diary)

“GET UP, ALIYAH.”

Father.

“Osman! Up, up, up!”

Why was he whispering? I blinked my eyes open. It was still dark, my nose was cold. But at least I was alive. So was everyone. I guess Feyyaz wasn’t in a murderous mood last night. He was preoccupied with Safi’s health, nursing the little critter with mysterious, foul-smelling medicines that only seemed to make her worse. He fell asleep in the tent I’d pitched before the rest of us were even done setting up camp. He slept, snoring, with Safi in his beefy arms.

As Father shook us awake, I knew that was what he was thinking, too.

I could see Father’s breath as well as smell it. He’d obviously stayed up most (or all) of the night, drinking with Gencer. I opened my mouth to speak, but Father put a finger to his lips. His eyes were red and watery, and kept flitting to the opening of our raggedy tent. “Let’s go, children. Lots to do today,” he said, trying to sound cheery.

Osman groaned. “What time is it?”

“Shhh!” Father said. “Uncle Feyyaz is still sleeping. He’s had a rough night. Let’s leave him in peace.”

Uncle Feyyaz? Yes, Diary, that is what he said. Does Father think I don’t know who Feyyaz is? Honestly, I’ve learned to let Father think he’s fooling me. Sometimes it makes it easier to get what I want. But it was time for him to stop treating us like babies. “Baba, come on, you don’t really think—” I began.

Osman slid out of his sleeping bag, yawning.

“Enough. Follow me now, before the Cyclops wakes.” Father scooped up my sleeping bag with a shushing noise and hurried out to his old Jeep, leaving me sitting alone, on the ground, my mouth hanging open. It was the first time I’d ever heard him use that nickname.

And that is how I ended up here.

And why my handwriting is so shaky.

I must stop now. I shouldn’t have written so much. More tomorrow. I am getting Jeepsick . . .

Thursday, 11:41 P.M.

CAN’T SLEEP AGAIN, Diary. Maybe it was the lingering effects of that horrible Jeep trip. I never want to ride in that godforsaken vehicle again. Gencer and Father sat in front, in the only seats, while Osman and I bundled with the bedrolls and equipment in the back. The roads seemed like they hadn’t been paved since Harpagus’s empire. When we got out, Osman rubbed his back and groaned like an old man. “That really is a rattrap,” he grumbled.

Father still looked pale, glancing backward as if Feyyaz might mysteriously fly toward us.

“Don’t worry, Khalid, that one-eyed fool will forget the whole thing the moment he wakes up,” Gencer said, flicking another cigar impatiently to the ground. “Now, let me borrow this rust bucket for a few hours. I’ve got something I have to do.”

“Borrow the Jeep?” Father said wearily. “Why?”

“It’s called sharing—or am I supposed to buy a Cadillac from what we made yesterday?” Gencer replied, holding out his hand. “And, oh yes, I will need to buy gas, Khalid, unless you plan to push.”

I glared at the old moocher, but Father just nodded, digging into his pocket.

As Gencer drove off, he grinned and stuck his tongue out at me, the creep. “Why do you let him boss you around like that?” I said. “Some bravery.”

Osman glared at me, then put his arm around Father’s shoulder and walked with him into our shack.

Diary, I felt terrible. What are you doing, Aliyah? I scolded myself. Father was tired. Defeated. I was not helping him by asking embarrassing questions! Feeling guilty, I went inside and fixed some lentil soup and bread. I served them to Father, but he merely nibbled on the bread quietly and left his soup untouched. Finally he stood up and headed for the door, wiping his mouth. “Thank you, but I must go out. For . . . a meeting.”

“You’ll be back soon, right, Baba?” Osman asked, eyeing him warily.

“Of course. Take care of your sister,” Father said as he pulled on his coat. Then his eyes briefly met mine. “You take care of your brother, too.”

We watched him go. Again. To yet another mysterious “meeting.” We were so used to this that it didn’t seem strange at all. But I felt angry and confused. What kind of meeting does a tomb robber go to? Or was he just meeting up with Gencer and his friends at the tavern? Osman and I exchanged a glance without words. I don’t know about other twins, but we can communicate with our eyes.

Once again, we had been the ones who had done the work. We had been in harm’s way.

I sighed, turning back to do the dishes. For a change, Osman pitched in to help. “Do you think our luck will change?” I asked. “We haven’t found much of anything in almost a month.”

Osman shrugged. “It could be worse. We could have to go to school.”

He had a point. In some ways I don’t mind the life we lead. It’s been ten months since I last went to school, but all I did there was argue with my teachers. They called me insubordinate, which means disobedient, but that is just not true. I am very respectful. I just speak up when people are wrong. I call that strong. And I can’t help being that.

Anyway, now I like being able to explore the city, finding odd books to read, dodging truant officers. My life must seem pretty special to a normal schoolkid. But truly, Diary, if it meant I could have Mother back, I’d gladly go to school seven days a week and never talk back to a teacher ever again.

Friday, 12:26 A.M.

I CAN’T BELIEVE what just happened. My brain is racing. Father is back and he’s fallen asleep for now, but I am worried for his life and I don’t know what happened to Gencer or that horrible Greek man who—

Calm down, Aliyah.

One. Two. Three.

Okay.

Not long after my last entry, Diary, Father fell against the door and stumbled inside—right into the main room where my brother and I were sleeping. (Well, he was sleeping. I only pretended.)

I kept my eyes closed. I heard Father moving toward Osman and me. Behind my lids I could sense when he bent over me by the way the darkness got darker, if you know what I mean. A faint whiff of wine made me want to sneeze, but somehow I held still until he turned away.

He sat down at the table with a deep sigh, and I opened my eyes a crack. He looked very tired and old, sitting there.

But he nearly leaped off the bed at the sound of a sudden pounding at the door. So did I.

“Khalid!” a deep voice shouted from outside.

Father sprang up and hurried to the door. “Who’s there?”

There was another thunderous blow on the door. The cheap lock tore out of the wood and the door swung inward.

I slitted my eyes wide enough to see what was happening. A man pushed into the room, shoving Father aside with one hand. The intruder was short and thickly built, with a mustache so big it covered his mouth. There was a knife in his belt, but I got the feeling he could do plenty of damage with his huge fists alone.

A second figure followed him—a skinny, cringing, weaselly man who could only be Gencer. As I lay there my hands curled into fists. Whatever was going on, Gencer was at the bottom of it.

“Feyyaz is not happy with you, Khalid,” the man rumbled. “He knows what you did.”

“What are you talking about?” Father said. “Knows what? Who are you?”

In a flash, the knife was in the man’s hand. My breath caught.

“Call me Vasily the Greek,” the man said. “Feyyaz believes you cheated him. Why else would you leave so suddenly? Your children found something in that tomb, didn’t they? Feyyaz isn’t so easily fooled.”

As Vasily stepped closer, Father backpedaled, his hands in the air. “There wasn’t anything in that tomb!” he pleaded. “I swear!”

Vasily went on as if Father hadn’t even spoken, backing him up to the wall. “That stunt the girl pulled with the spider? That almost got you all killed right there, you know. You should be on your knees, grateful that Feyyaz is a man of mercy!” In a blindingly swift movement, he grabbed Father by the collar and pulled his face close. “And you know what’s even worse? Feyyaz’s beloved Safi is ruined.”

“But—nothing happened to Safi!” Father said.

“She had the finest nose for precious metals of any ferret ever,” Vasily went on. “But now she’s depressed. She’s not eating. She won’t even look at a mousehole. Feyyaz says she is traumatized.”

“A ferret—traumatized?” Father said.

Vasily nicked Father’s cheek with the blade. I couldn’t contain a gasp, but the man didn’t care if I was asleep or awake. Father sank to the floor, his hand covering his face. “I—I will make amends!” he cried, as a tiny drop of blood ran down his chin. “I swear!”

“Yes, you will,” Vasily hissed. “In fact, Feyyaz is thinking twenty thousand will cover it. Barely.”

“What?” Father blanched. “Twenty thousand lira is a lot of money!”

The man glared at Father. “Not lira. American dollars, you lowlife thief.”

Twenty thousand dollars was a sum I couldn’t even imagine! I thought Father was going to have a heart attack. “Gencer . . . ?” he said.

Gencer, hiding in the shadows, began backing toward the door. “I’ll, um, just be going, then . . .”

Vasily whirled and pointed the knife at him. “Oh, don’t think you’re off the hook just because you showed me where Khalid lives. You’re the one who got Feyyaz mixed up with this fool in the first place.”

“Khalid begged me!” Gencer protested. “I tried to tell him Feyyaz was a busy man, but he wouldn’t take no for an answer!”

“That’s not true!” Father shot back.

As I lay there, watching, I felt my cheeks become hot. It was all I could do not to leap out of bed and start hitting Gencer with the broom. The spineless worm! The maggot! But to get to Gencer I’d have to deal with Feyyaz’s hit man, and I’m not stupid. All I could do was lie still and try not to shake with rage. All I could think about was how Mother could make Gencer scuttle away like a frightened crab. I just know she would have handled Vasily the Greek, that fat little gangster. But I am not Mother.

Vasily sighed and slung an arm around Father’s shoulders. “Look. Between you and me, I really don’t want to have to kill you and take your children to work for Feyyaz. It’ll be so much easier if you just get the money.”

Father nodded. “Yes. Yes, of course,” he said. “I’ll find it somehow. Tell Feyyaz not to worry.”

The man let him go.

“You have one week,” he said, and he and Gencer were gone.

Friday, 2:37 A.M.

I AM SO worried, Diary.

Gencer returned and woke up Father. They argued a bit, but after a few moments went out together. I called after him. I ran to the door. But he disappeared into the night, assuring me he would be safe.

Are any of us safe? Will we ever be again?

Friday, 1:09 P.M.

HE’S HOME.

He went right to bed.

I still smell licorice. I am sick to my stomach.

Saturday night

FINALLY A MOMENT of calm, without the earth shaking. Oh, right, I’ll explain.

Osman and I spent the day yesterday cleaning up. We were too frightened to talk about what had happened. So we tried to joke. And reminisced about our old home, back when Mother was alive. Remember that little apartment with two bedrooms? It was THREE TIMES the size of our hovel now, and also three times as tidy. Oh, Diary, imagine what it would be like if we were still there. Osman and I would share a room, maybe even have bunking beds! We would keep it neat and cozy. We would have a pet dog.

We were arguing over a name for the dog—I wanted “King,” but Osman insisted on “F’artagnan” (!!!!)—when Father pushed open the door. As it smacked against the wall, the ground shook. Hard.

Osman and I jumped back.

“Guess I don’ know my own strength . . . ,” Father grumbled. As he shuffled to the table, a cup began sliding toward him.

“B-baba?” Osman said.

Father stared at the cup, afraid to catch it. “Now?” he whispered as the cup slipped off the edge of the table. “Now that stinking ferret decides to perform magic?”

“It’s not the ferret,” I said. “Safi is not here, Baba. This is something else. This is . . .”

I didn’t want to say. I wasn’t sure, but I had an idea.

“Is what?” Osman demanded.

Cups and plates moving across surfaces, almost as if possessed. The earth, trembling!

“A foreshock,” I said, showing them both a photo of a flattened city block. “These happen before an earthquake.”

Father nodded, a smile spreading across his face. When he looked at me, I felt as if the last few years had washed away and he was putting me to sleep, gently. “Of course it is,” he said. “Don’t be frightened. I have felt these. They come and go without harm. Here in Turkey it is extremely rare that the foreshocks precede anything serious.”

“Is that true, Baba?” Osman asked warily.

Father crossed his heart. “Or may the Lord turn me into a warty toad before I say the word feezborgen.”

“Feezborgen!” Osman and I cried at the same time, and we all dissolved into laughter.

Osman and Father drifted off to sleep almost immediately. And I, dear Diary, am about to follow.

Tuesday morning

SORRY FOR TAKING so long to write, Diary. Since Saturday there have been no more tremors, I’m happy to report. Some of Father’s associates have been showing up to the house more and more—the old tomb robbers, Gencer, Ali, Ahmet, and Dodi. They’re small-time crooks, making a living (sort of) by scrounging and selling scrap metal, stolen hubcaps, and the like. They’ve always loved Father’s tales of treasure hunting—they’ve always thought he was some kind of genius. But even with all that activity, it seems that nobody has been able to think of a realistic plan to raise the huge sum Feyyaz is demanding. Honestly, I don’t know why he thinks these gap-toothed, unwashed men can help.

It’s not just about the money this time, Diary, is it? Father has three days left to think of a plan to save our lives.

Tuesday night

ANOTHER DAY OF Father’s team coming in and out has gone and our home is a complete mess again. I give up. If Father wants to live in squalor, so be it.

Osman is getting more and more scared every day. He keeps saying, “I don’t want to go work for Feyyaz.”

Neither do I, Diary!

Wednesday

LOTS TO TELL.

Too much. My heart is racing, Diary. It’s after midnight. Gencer just left. Father fell asleep with his head on the table, so I’ve more or less got the room to myself. Osman slept through much of the action. I can’t wait to tell him in the morning.

I will go back to this afternoon. Gencer came in, followed by Father’s gang. He had a loaf of bread under his arm and a disturbing smile on his face. Well, to be fair, it’s disturbing any time Gencer smiles. He plopped the bread on the table and helped himself to a cup of coffee.

“That pot’s been there since this morning,” Father said. “Let Aliyah make a fresh one, Gencer.”

“You haven’t seen a morning in years, Khalid,” Gencer muttered.

“Ah,” Father said, looking hard at Gencer, “no matter. You wouldn’t know fresh coffee if it spit in your eye. So, what brings all you gentlemen here? A sudden brilliant plan? Perhaps involving disguises as Arab sheiks—”

“Hear him, Khalid,” said Ahmet, a fat man with a ring in his ear. “You would do well to listen.”

“I’m all ears,” Father said dubiously.

Gencer pulled up a chair and straddled it, leaning forward over the back. “The new museum of underwater archaeology in Bodrum is receiving a load of artifacts in the wee hours Thursday morning. Gold, ancient sculpture, long-lost jewels, treasures from thousands of ancient shipwrecks.”

“How do you know this?” I asked.

Gencer scowled at me. “I don’t recall asking the children to join the conversation. This is men’s business.”

Men’s business! Just like betrayal and drunkenness, I wanted to say, but Father spoke first. “And men who are not used to planning should listen to girls who do it well,” he snapped. “Answer the question. How do you know?”

“Let’s say I have a friend in the right place.” Gencer paused, staring levelly at Father. “Now, we know Feyyaz is a lover of ancient art and antiques. Even just a few pieces should be enough to get him off all our backs.”

Father stiffened. “What are you saying, Gencer? That your . . . friend will skim some objects off the shipment for us?” He looked from one man to the next, his eyes wide with disbelief. “With a cutlass and an eye patch, perhaps? You are consorting with pirates now? This seems too good to be true—we do nothing, your friend does all the work. How do we pay this friend? Where do we meet him? How do we get the goods here from Bodrum? How do we know he’s honest?”

“Oh, he’s certainly not honest,” Gencer said with a leer. “Anyway, when the shipment arrives, there shouldn’t be more than a skeleton crew guarding the museum. My man says security’s not their top priority . . .”

I’ve never trusted Gencer, but at that moment I thought he’d gone a bit crazy, too.

“You mean we’re going to intercept the shipment?” I blurted out.

“Must she interrupt?” Gencer looked annoyed. “Can she not go to her room?”

“This is my room,” I muttered.

“Khalid, with the extra money from this haul, you could buy a house in the country for your children,” Gencer said. “Many extra rooms.”

“What do you say to my daughter’s questions?” Father demanded. “Are you saying we’re going to have to cut off the shipment to the museum and take the artifacts by force?”

Gencer’s silence was all the answer Father needed.

“Don’t you realize there’s a reason I rob only old tombs?” Father said. “Do you want me to put my children in direct, mortal danger? We’re not fighters, Gencer. We are tomb robbers, not criminals.”

“Oh?” Gencer said, staring at Osman and me. “What’s really criminal is how you raise your children, living in filth like this.”

Dodi gasped.

Father abruptly stood up from the table. He spoke in a low growl. “You’d better get out of my sight before I—”

“Before you what? Kill me?” Gencer said. “We are both dead men when Feyyaz is through with us. Think, Khalid. I know you want something better for your family. This haul will make us all rich, even after we pay off Feyyaz.”

Father held Gencer’s glance, then turned away. “Tombs are a far different beast from museums. How can we be the right bunch for this? None of us are fighters.”

“I’d become a fighter if there was enough money in it,” Ahmet said.

“I’d become a fighter for a couple of ounces of gold, at that!” Dodi added.

As the men grunted in agreement, Gencer stood up, looming over Father. “I’m afraid there’s no choice, Khalid,” he said. “I dearly hope, for the sake of your children, that you’re in.”

The room fell silent. Everyone looked at Father. I held my breath.

Father’s shoulders slumped. He looked suddenly small and old.

“All right,” he murmured.

“Baba!” Osman and I blurted out.

The other men cheered and broke out a bottle, but Father was still. As he rose from the table, Osman grabbed his hand. I could see he was thinking fast, feeling protective of Father. “We—we will help you, Baba,” he said.

Father glowered at him in a way I’d never seen. “You two will have nothing to do with this!”

Shaking Osman’s hand loose, he went for the door, passing among his thieving, drinking buddies without touching a drop.

I ran after him, afraid of what I might say, but completely aware of how I felt. He was not going to do this without us. “Baba, this is suicide,” I said, grabbing his hand and spinning him around. “You can’t do this with these men.”

“Because you don’t trust me?” he said. “I am your father, Aliyah!”

“They are drunks and thieves—and so are you!” I blurted out.

As the words left my mouth, I wanted to reel them in, to turn back time. I thought he would hit me or even yell at me. But instead, he nodded. “Yes, Aliyah, you’re right.”

“And I love you!” I blurted out. “As your oldest child, I demand that you do this with your strongest team, not your weakest.”

Father looked up toward the shack. Toward the room of half-witted men already bumping chests and shouting unintelligibly. Standing in the doorway was Osman.

“As your youngest child,” he said, “I’m in, too.”

Wednesday, 4:53 A.M.

I GOT ABOUT three hours of sleep, Diary.

In a few hours we will set out for Bodrum. Father, Osman, Gencer, and I are going early to scout the castle. Gencer’s man told him that security is spotty, because the museum hasn’t even been open for a year. From what I’ve read, it sounds like an incredible collection of objects dredged from the Mediterranean, from ancient shipwrecks and castles that have fallen into the sea. The British Museum and the Turkish government have teamed up to put thousands of these rescued treasures on display.

What I really want, Diary? To be able to walk among the exhibits like normal people—Father, Osman, and I, spending a day (as paying customers) at the museum. I can just picture Osman, face against the glass like a child, leaping from treasure to treasure.

Wow, I wrote that without even thinking of adding “Mother.” Maybe my imagination has finally come to terms with the fact that she’s gone.

We’ll case the museum while it’s still light out. Gencer’s man refuses to meet with us in person—he doesn’t want to get caught if things go wrong. It’s our job to make sure things don’t go wrong.

I’m worried, though. None of the gang has had much experience with robberies. Robberies of living people, that is. Gencer keeps reminding us that the museum has done all the hard work for us. No diving to the bottom of the sea for us, no dodging spiders or skeleton hands. All we have to do is be at the museum’s back entrance at the right time and take what we need from the truck that will be arriving from the north. Gencer says that the team assigned to protect the truck is usually a group of sleepy archaeologists or just the curator himself with a thermos of coffee.

Father’s shouting for us from the door. Osman is wearing underwear on his head and dancing around the room, shooting pretend bad guys with his finger. I need to go.

Thursday evening

EVERYTHING HAS CHANGED, Diary. I’m actually excited for one of Father’s plans now. Wait. Let me tell you how it all went down. Eep! I can hardly stop myself from skipping to the end.

Okay. Where did we start? The museum.

We arrived at the museum at around midnight. Father and Gencer went to the front of the building, while Osman and I scoped out the rear loading entrance.

We wandered toward the back of the building. I froze. The watchman wasn’t some sleepy archaeologist at all. He had silver hair, but he was a tough-looking man with a big revolver holstered at his side. “Move along, move along! Museum’s got a truck coming soon!” he shouted.

“I know!” Osman responded.

I froze.

“You know?” The watchman cocked his head, his eyes bearing into Osman.

“Ay . . . no!” Osman stammered. “Ay, no, we won’t leave! No, it’s a free country!”

I tried to play along, pulling his hand. “Behavior issues,” I said. “Come, Bartu, behave yourself.”

“Bartu?” Osman said.

As I yanked him back into the street, the watchman ran toward us, no longer suspicious but fearful, shouting. A loud horn sounded, practically in my ear. We spun around to see a cargo truck bearing down fast.

Before I could react, I felt Osman pushing me, hard. We both tumbled to the other side of the road as the truck skidded to a stop, hopping the opposite curb.

The driver was yelling, the watchman now blocked from sight. Osman and I ran back around the museum and collapsed against the outer wall, our hearts pounding.

“B . . . B . . . Bartu to the rescue,” Osman said.

We waited. We could hear the men cursing us, and we prepared to run. But they never did come after us, so after a few moments we peered around the corner. Several men were unloading crates from the truck now, under the watchful eyes of armed guards.

“One . . . two . . . three . . . four,” Osman said. “Four of them, with guns!”

“Gencer didn’t say anything about gunmen!” I said. Clearly, Gencer was right that there was some serious money in this operation. It was just that much more of it had gone toward security than we thought.

Osman groaned. “Gencer’s IQ is lower than his age . . .”

“No . . . ,” I said. Gencer was slimy, but I knew he wasn’t dumb. I went back over Gencer’s actions over the past week in my head. Giving Father up to Feyyaz’s man, rallying Father’s team against him. “Is there something he knows that we don’t?”

“Like what?” Osman asked.

I couldn’t answer him. But this smelled to me like a setup. I just couldn’t figure out why.

No time to wonder now. We had to tell the team. Osman and I ran back to Father and Gencer at the entrance to the museum.

As we told them the news about the truck and the armed guards, Father’s face went red. “It’s over, Gencer,” he said softly. “I’m not going in there to get my head blown off. You didn’t tell me they would have guns. In fact, you made it seem as if they wouldn’t be armed at all.”

“So what if they have guns?” After a quick glance around, Gencer opened his coat to reveal two pistols strapped to his ribs. “So do we.”

Father’s face went pale. “I’m calling it off. Now.”

“Oh?” Gencer’s smile disappeared. “Did someone die and make you dictator? Let’s find the others.”

As we stepped around the building, a jackhammer started up. We all jumped.

On the west side of the museum, huge industrial lights flooded the castle wall with a white glow. A construction team was beginning work on a project. Seeing us, one of the men approached. He wore a hard hat, but his hair was graying and he had little round glasses. About Father’s age, I’d say. “This area’s off-limits!” He did a little double take at Gencer. “Say, haven’t we met?”

“No. Never.” Gencer began pulling Father’s arm, but he stayed put.

“Ah, thank you, sir,” Father said, eyeing a carved stone on the ground. “Good work, I see. Archaeological dig?”

“Come on . . . ,” Gencer said under his breath

“No, sir—just repairs,” the man said, warming up to Father. There’s something weirdly charming about Father when he makes an effort. “This old castle got hit hard by those tremors earlier this week. Several sections of the wall here are quite unstable. And being that we’re on a fault line, you can’t be too careful.”

“That relief,” Father said, gesturing toward the carved stone. “Why is it here?”

The man smiled. “A piece of the Mausoleum at Halicarnassus. It fell into ruins, and the medieval Knights of Malta used some of the pieces in the wall of this structure.”

“Mausoleum?” Father said. “You seem to know a lot.”

“After Mausolus, satrap of Asia Minor,” the man replied, his face opening into a huge grin. “As for me, I’m Nigel, one of the curators here at the museum. The tomb was built for him by Queen Artemisia . . .”

“Satrap again,” Osman murmured, as Father yammered on and on with the man. I wondered why Father was acting so uninformed. We all knew about the Mausoleum. It was one of Father’s favorites, an architectural masterpiece that influenced buildings the world over.

“I probably shouldn’t tell you this,” Nigel said, “but we’ve got quite a bit of material here from Halicarnassus. I’m a bit obsessed. They say the world’s biggest sapphire was hidden in the ruins, and who wouldn’t want to find that?”

As Nigel laughed, I could see Gencer starting to take an interest in the conversation. “The architecture was revolutionary for its time,” Nigel went on. “Rather than adorning the structure with images of gods, they used nature, animals, real people. We believe the site was just down the hill from here. As for that”—he gestured to the huge hunk of carved stone—“you might be interested in seeing that bas-relief lying over there.”

Gencer stepped in between Father and Nigel. “I think we’ve got to be going. Some business to attend to —”

“We’re going to look at the bas-relief,” Father said to Gencer as if he were talking to a child.

We walked closer to the stone. It was a piece of granite, carved with the figure of a long-haired man, clad in intricately carved robes that seemed to turn into clouds around his knees. He was shown reaching out and handing a huge smooth ball to a pair of arms that were cut off by the jagged edge of the wall. The ball was carved deep into the stone, and straight lines radiated away from it at every possible angle.

“Hey, that’s Mausolus giving his queen the magical bauble, Father!” Osman cried. “But where is Artemisia? Sir, what happened to the other piece?”

Father smiled at the man and put a friendly arm around his shoulders. He led the man away, flattering him, peppering him with questions, jokes, and slaps on the back. Bits of conversation reached our ears. “Were you part of the excavation . . . Incredible . . . What I wouldn’t give to have a job like yours!”

As the curator beamed with pride, Gencer’s eyes were slits, his lips tight. Is it bad that I love to see Gencer angry?

Moments later we were at a nearby café, where Gencer’s men were waiting for us at a table in the back. Father sat down, smiling. “My friends, we have some bad news and some good news,” he began. “First, the bad news. The museum is much more heavily guarded than we thought. I see no way to do what we planned without considerable risk and likely bloodshed.”

Ahmet, Dodi, and Ali looked alarmed.

“Don’t worry, boys, Khalid’s got another great plan!” Gencer drawled sardonically.

Father went on, ignoring Gencer. “My friends, I truly believe this is an even better opportunity for us. Far better. You see, there is a ruined tomb just a few miles out of town that the museum’s curator Nigel says is very likely the site of the Mausoleum at Halicarnassus!”

“Of what?” Ahmet said.

“Halicarnassus,” Father repeated.

“God bless you!” said Dodi.

“It’s not a sneeze, it’s a place,” Father said. “Here, as a matter of fact. Long before it was Bodrum. Apparently the excavation of this particular ancient tomb had been very unlucky. Cursed, even. As they dug deeper, accidents started to happen. A tunnel collapsed and killed the dig foreman. Several of the workers hallucinated that they were being attacked by rotting, skeletal men. One man was inexplicably burned. There were two earthquakes. At last, the entire operation was called off. Another was planned, but the funding hasn’t come through yet. Given the workmanship of the pieces they had unearthed, it seemed likely that there were wonderful treasures buried in the ground at the site, but they had not been found.”

“Wonderful treasures?” Gencer seemed intrigued. “Are you sure this isn’t a fairy tale?”

“Think, Gencer,” Father said. “Hallucinations, collapses, invisible fire. This site was trying to protect itself from invasion. Do you know who looted the museum first? The British. My friends, this great nation of Turkey has a history stretching back thousands of years. There were times when we ruled the world!”

Ahmet nodded, his brow furrowed like sand dunes. “I remember that from school.”

“Didn’t know they taught that in first grade,” Dodi muttered.

“We have always been the bridge between East and West,” Father went on. His eyes glowed and his voice took on a deeper note. “Civilizations have risen, flourished, and fallen here. Who even knows what riches they left behind them? We know of the fabulous things that Western explorers have already found here—the great city of Troy, the golden treasure of Priam—but did we benefit from them? No, my friends, we did not! Our heritage has been stolen from us again and again! Is that right, I ask you? Is it just?”

“No!” Ali roared.

Dodi was shaking his head vigorously. Osman’s eyes shone with pride. Even I was finding Father impressive.

“Now we have the opportunity to make our own discovery, to find our own past!” Father leaned forward and lowered his voice to little more than a whisper. “Are we going to let a jewel-filled tomb be found and taken away by Englishmen or Germans? Who has a better right to it, them or us?”

I could see Ahmet, Ali, and Dodi all mentally licking their lips. Father had them in his pocket.

“And what about the curse?” Gencer demanded. “The fire, the hallucinations?”

“Well, if you’re looking for fairy tales, Gencer,” Father responded with a laugh, “look no further. But who were these men who suffered under this supposed curse? Foreigners, despoilers of Turkish heritage. Don’t you think that we Turks would face an entirely different situation?”

“The museum is a sure thing,” Gencer said, folding his arms, “not a fairy tale. We know exactly what we’re facing there.”

“Guns,” Dodi muttered. “I don’t like guns.”

Father clasped Gencer by both forearms. “You know how much I value your input, dedication, and friendship, old boy. So I think about your future. I see a happy Gencer, with money to throw around. Fancy cars! My friend deserves to share in this opportunity. Think. At the very least, we find some valuable stone reliefs that will certainly appease Feyyaz. But we could also find a king’s fortune. More money than our children’s grandchildren could ever spend. All without firing a single shot.”

“I’m for Khalid’s plan,” Ali declared. “If it doesn’t work out, we can always come back to the museum.”

“That’s right,” Ahmet agreed.

Gencer’s eyes smoldered. He may have been a hothead, but he knew when he was licked. “When Feyyaz asks,” he murmured, “this was your idea.”

Friday

AFTERNOON? LATE MORNING? I don’t know . . .

Write.

Burn.

Those are my jobs today.

Write because I must. Burn because no one else should.

Father, Osman, and I arrived at the ruins as the sun was setting. Gencer and the others were following in Ali’s car, but we got there first.

High on a hill overlooking Bodrum, we could see the lights of the tourist hotels blinking on. The ocean liners docked in the bay softly hummed with the noise of American dance music. The air was hot and heavy. One of those strange, warm October nights. I began to feel pinpricks on the skin of my arms.

“Perfect night for dancing,” Father said, hand on his hip, looking over the resort district.

“I think something’s wrong with me,” Osman said, rubbing his arms, hunching his shoulders to his ears. “I’m feeling goose bumps, but it’s really hot outside.”

“I feel it too,” I said. “It’s this place. It’s weird.”

“Weird places,” Father said, “are where the real hauls are.” He put an arm around each of our shoulders and steered us toward the ruins.

We agreed to comb the landscape for patches of smooth ground, abandoned tools, uprooted bushes, anything that would give us a clue as to where to start our search. My arms began to prickle again, and as I turned to Osman, he met my gaze. His eyes said, I’m scared.

“We’ll be fine,” I told him softly, as we started forward.

“There!” Osman pointed to a spot on the ground. “Did you see that?”

“See what?” I peered downward but didn’t see anything unusual.

“That! That smoke!” He pointed again.

Squinting, I saw a tiny spiral of thin blue wisps emerge from the ground. Then it was gone so fast I wasn’t even sure I’d seen it.

“Do you think it’s a signal?” Osman said. “An . . . omen?”

“Maybe a party of moles burned a blueberry cake,” I said.

But my eyes were focused now on a shallow depression, near where the real-or-imagined smoke had come. A large stone jutted out of the center of it. “What’s that?” I murmured.

“A rock?” Osman said.

“I know it’s a rock!” I replied. “But it’s . . . shaped. By a tool. It looks like a carving.”

“Well, whoopee,” Osman said. “If it’s not gold or silver or platinum, I’m not interest—”

But he crept forward with me, giving in to curiosity. A strange mark was carved into the surface of the rock. I stepped forward and reached out to brush some soil from it. “Those tremors last week,” I said. “Maybe they caused a small collapse in the ground.”

As my finger touched the cold stone, a thunderous groan came from deep within the earth. The ground shuddered and pitched beneath me.

“Aliyah?” Osman’s eyes were as wide as saucers. I could see Father running toward me across a field.

I heard a deafening crack, and looked up to see a fir tree falling toward me. I scrambled aside as the trunk hit the ground. Its spidery branches caught my clothes and I stumbled to my knees. As I fell, I felt the ground shudder again. A zigzag opened in the ground between my knees. I heaved myself to the side as the earth ripped apart, spilling soil and gravel downward.

As suddenly as it began, it was over. Everything was silent—but for Osman and Father, both screaming my name. “Here!” I cried out.

Osman clambered over the tree and scrambled to my side. “You’re safe!” he said, opening his arms.

“Are you going to hug me?” I replied.

“No!” he shouted. “Why would I—?”

“Dear lord . . . ,” came Father’s voice from a distance.

He was at the other side of the chasm in the earth—and only now did I get a sense of its size. Osman and I both craned our necks over the edge of a gash at least twenty feet wide. The last bits of sunlight threw our gigantic, gangly shadows out across the chasm as if we were monsters from the center of the earth.

“Are you both all right?” Father called out, running around the crack toward us.

“Fine,” I said.

But Osman was pointing into the darkness. “What’s that?”

Father raced to our side, staring downward, too—at what looked like a piece of metal, deep under the ground, catching the last golden rays of sunlight. Although it must have been buried for centuries, it glowed brightly, untarnished. My breath caught in my throat.

“Our mother lode . . . ,” Father murmured, as Dodi, Gencer, and the others arrived beside us. Father stared slack-jawed into the hole. “Revealed by the quake as if by magic! It’s as if the earth itself wants us to find this treasure . . .”

“I don’t see nothing,” Dodi said, as the sun’s light moved just a fraction of an inch, leaving an inky darkness.

“Men, let’s get some ropes,” Father said.

“And . . . er, flashlights!” Gencer added, trying to assert some control.

As they raced to get the supplies, Osman squeezed my hand. “I don’t want to go down there.”

“What happened to Osman the Brave?” I asked.

“He’s being shielded by Osman the Too-Smart-to-Be-Stupid,” he replied.

I almost laughed. Osman was right. We were staring into earthquake damage, with no reason to think the quake had ended. But for some reason I felt only an overwhelming excitement.

“It’ll be you and me—together,” I said. I could feel his fright, but my own skin was tingling with anticipation. “We’ll be fine as long as we hang together.”

“H-h-hang?” Osman said.

I grabbed him by both shoulders. “We can do this, little brother. We’re kids. We move fast. Think about it. We have access to something under here—something that no one has seen for who knows how long. No looters. No pirates. We will be the first. And you know what Father says. The first rule of his business.”

Osman nodded. “Finders keepers.”

“This could be it, Osman,” I said. “No more living in a shack. We can buy things. Go back to school—”

“Whaaat?” Osman looked dismayed.

“Okay, maybe not that,” I said. “The point is, we will be in charge of our own destinies! You and me!”

As Osman fell silent, Father’s Jeep coughed and sputtered over a pile of rubble, parking a few meters from where we’d seen the glint. He jumped out of the driver’s seat and began unloading supplies.

“The others will be here in a moment,” he said, heaving a huge coil of rope to the ground. “Are you ready, my little explorers? Remember, two tugs means ‘all okay’ and three means you need help.”

I glanced at Osman. After a long moment, he nodded. We were ready.

“Let’s go,” I said, holding his hand firmly.

The team arrived just as Osman and I finished looping the dark, heavy rope around our waists. Ahmet’s face was ashen. “You kids are—”

“Courageous,” Ali cut in.

“Yeah, courageous,” Ahmet piped up.

Dodi shrugged. “That wasn’t the word I would have chosen—”

His sentence ended in a shout as Gencer poked him in the ribs with his elbow.

Father and Ahmet gave us flashlights and lowered us down into the crack in the earth. After a few meters the crack was narrow enough for Osman and me to brace against each other until we reached the object we’d seen—a metallic opening to a hole in the soil. As I shone my flashlight into the dark, the prickling in my arms grew stronger.

We pushed off the wall of the chasm to stand on the steeply sloping floor of the tunnel. It looked like an old mine shaft, except there were no wooden supports and the walls were eerily smooth. The rope went slack as we found our footing.

I pulled twice on the rope. All clear.

Two gentle tugs from above returned the signal. “Are you all right?” Father’s voice echoed down to us.

“There’s a tunnel down here!” Osman shouted, deafening me for a moment as his voice was amplified in every direction by the smooth, curved walls.

“What’s inside?” Dodi asked.

“How would they know, you fool?” Gencer shot back.

I ducked, walking carefully in, planting my feet to avoid falling. The going was slow, the oppressive heat seeming to intensify the farther belowground we got. As the air thickened I thought we might be getting close to water. My flashlight beam was picking out waves of motion in the air.

Wisps of blue.

I stopped. “Do you see—?”

“It’s . . . the blue smoke,” Osman whispered. As the earth began to creak and groan, he grasped my hand. His fingers were clammy and wet. A high-pitched noise reverberated through the tunnel. “Bats? Are those bats?”

“Th-they’re more afraid of us than we are of them,” I muttered.

“Wanna bet?” Osman replied.

Osman turned and shone his flashlight back behind us. Although we’d only gone maybe twenty yards, the blue smoke had thickened behind us so that it hid the opening of the tunnel. It felt as if we’d been down under the earth forever. I figured Osman wanted to go back.

I have to admit, I was thinking the same thing.

But all he said was, “The walls, Aliyah . . .”

“What?” I replied. “What’s happening to them?”

“Not what’s happening—what happened,” he said. “There’s something carved into them.”

I turned around to see faint letters in the wall, letters I’d completely missed as we’d walked. “Looks like the same script we saw in the tomb.”

As I traced the chiseled lines with a finger, the hairs on the back of my hand slowly rose until they were sticking straight up. “Maybe the name of the dude who built this tunnel,” Osman said shakily.

We worked our way slowly forward, down the tunnel, following the lines of text. “That’s a long name,” I said.

The tunnel suddenly leveled out and we aimed our flashlights straight in front of us. We seemed to be in some sort of chamber. For a moment I had visions of our earlier adventure. I half expected Safi to come running out. But this all changed as my light caught a shape against the wall to my left.

A foot.

Carved into the rock.

We both trained our beams on it, moving them slowly upward, and saw a carving of a gigantic, regal-looking woman standing in the doorway of what seemed to be a Greek temple. Her hair was wavy and wild, blown back by the wind. Her robes were rich and many-layered. The carving was exquisite, showing intricate details of the bangles on her ankles, but her arms . . . were gone. Halfway to the elbow her arms disappeared.

This was the other half of the relief from the museum.

In my head I joined this half of the carving to the one we had seen at the museum. A man, clothed in exotic patterns, with a huge, flowing beard was handing a large ball to this regal woman. Her strong shoulders, her high cheekbones, and her stance said royalty.

“It’s the queen,” Osman said. “From Father’s story.”

“How in the world did they get half of this aboveground?” I said.

“Come on,” Osman said, tugging my hand. “Let’s keep going. The sooner we get to the end of this tunnel, the sooner we can find the queen’s treasure.”

We picked up the pace, rounding a curve in the tunnel, but it was blocked by a tall stone obelisk leaning diagonally across our path. At its base was a pile of rubble, and at the top were five stone prongs set around the obelisk like a claw.

I could hear the breath catch in Osman’s throat. “Do you think that thing—that holder—is where they kept the Big Bahooley? The sapphire?”

A glint of light from the rubble beneath the structure caught my eye. Osman saw it, too, and leaped forward, brushing away bits of soil and rock.

“Oh . . . my . . .” The words caught in his throat. In his hand was a solid ball of blue bigger than his head, of such brightness that it seemed to explode my flashlight beam into a prism of pulsing light. It was covered in an intricate filigree that seemed to shift in color as I moved my head. Gold? Silver? I couldn’t tell, but I could feel my face flush as I stared at it.

An uncontrollable giggle bubbled up out of Osman’s throat. I tilted my head back and let out a whoop, barely able to control my own body movement. I was twitching, dancing, jumping like a baby. “We found it!” I shouted up the tunnel. “We found it!”

No answer.

“We’re too far,” Osman said. “Let’s bring it back.”

Seizing the rope at my waist, I tugged on it four times. I pictured Father and his men scrambling to their feet, never expecting to feel the victory signal.

I waited to feel two tugs in response, but they didn’t come. Was the rope caught on something, perhaps? I turned and shone my flashlight up the tunnel the way we had come.

And I gasped.

Wreathed in wisps of blue smoke, a gaunt, wrinkled woman stood in the tunnel, holding the severed end of the rope in her hand. Her skin was like peeling leather, and her long, silver-and-black hair lay crazy and unkempt over her shoulders. Her lidless eyes blazed with anger.

“Visitors for Artemisia?” Her voice seemed to emanate from deep within the earth, raspy and dry like a thousand chittering insects. “How fortuitous.”

Artemisia.

I forced myself to stare into her skeletal, decrepit face, imagining the skin smooth, the hair dark.

“It’s . . . the queen,” Osman whispered. “From the legend.”

Somehow, we had . . . what? Awakened her? Summoned her? Whatever we had done, she wasn’t happy.

I felt the earth shake again. I wanted us to run, but my whole body was frozen in place. Was I under a spell? Stiffened by fear?

“Pray tell, how did you get here?” Artemisia demanded. She was staring intently at Osman. “And . . . what is this I sense? Have you the mark, young man?”

“The . . . what?” Osman said. “Marker? You need to do some writing? Sure. I think we—”

“The mark! And you will address me as My Queen!” Artemisia’s scream pierced my ears like a rapier. As Osman turned away, I sank to my knees in pain.

“You are young,” Artemisia said, staring at the back of my brother’s head, “but, yes, I see it forming. Very good.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Osman said. “But we’re sorry. My Queen.”

“Very sorry, My Queen,” I agreed. “Super sorry.”

“Here!” Osman sputtered, holding the blue bauble out toward Artemisia. “I wasn’t going to take it anyway. Um, we were just checking out your, uh, cool tunnel here and we were about to head home.”

“You think you can just walk out of here?” She reached her bony hand toward my brother’s chest, her fingers crooked like talons. “When I haven’t fed in years?!” The blue gas gathered around her fingers, pulsing with light.

Osman dropped the blue ball. His body began to quiver, his chest heaving.

What was she doing to him?

I snapped out of my frozen state. “Stop! What are you doing? He’s a kid! He has nothing for you!”

She paused and looked at me. “What did you say?”

“My Queen!” I added.

“Are you saying this boy has no soul?” Artemisia asked. “How can that be?”

I nearly fell back on my heels. Was that what she was after—Osman’s soul?

“His . . . soul belongs to him,” I said. “It’s not removable, like a fingernail.”

“Don’t give her any ideas!” Osman screamed.

“I am old,” Artemisia said, “but, like you, I must be fed. And I will be fed.”

Osman was rising off the ground, his mouth forming an oval of shock. The queen was closing her eyes now, smiling.

“WAIT!” I ran between them and felt a jolt, as if I’d stuck my entire torso into an electric socket.

Artemisia’s eyes blinked open, and the shock drained. “Are you offering, also?” she asked. “That is generous.”

“No!” I squealed. “I mean, yes!”

“Yes?” Artemisia said, turning her face toward me.

“Why settle for two . . . young souls?” I improvised. “You know, immature, unformed. We have . . . more souls available. Fine, aged souls.”

Osman looked at me in shock. I knew it sickened him that I was saying these words. Offering other people. Volunteering other lives.

I tried to send him a mental message. I am bluffing. To get out of here.

“Oh . . . oh, yeah!” Osman said. “A—a bunch of them! Grown men! Big and juicy souls!”

“Is this true? How can I believe you? I see no others.” Artemisia cocked her head and the blue smoke withdrew from her hand. “What power have you to offer the souls of others?” she asked. I thought of offering Gencer to Artemisia, leaving with the jewel, rejoicing with Father.

Osman looked at me, then back at her. “Because . . . um, I have . . . the mark! That’s it. I’m the Chief Assistant Officer of Bartevyan Antiquities, Inc.! I’m actually older than I look. And I can get my employees down here, all soulful and all. They’re going to want a price, though.”

“What price?” Artemisia asked.

“That blue soccer ball–looking thingy, “Osman said.

Artemisia’s eyes burned white hot, and the blue smoke around her began circling her body, a living wreath of smoke. Waves of heat blasted my face as she approached. “Do you think I care about that godforsaken ball? I can’t wear it. It is a key to nothingness. This is hardly a fair trade. But if it’s what you want, I think we might have a deal.”

Osman and I stood, mouths open, rooted to the spot. Was it really going to be that easy? I guess hundreds of years underground doesn’t make you a good negotiator.

“Go now before I change my mind!” Artemisia shrieked, ripping our eardrums to shreds.

Osman grabbed the orb. We started toward the severed end of the rope that led to the surface. I reached for it.

Then it moved.

Was Artemisia playing tricks on us?

I heard a thump, and another. Heavy footsteps approached as the end of the rope slid back into the darkness. Then Father appeared, lit only by the dim blue light of Artemisia’s smoky armor.

“You’re alive!” Father gasped. “And . . .” His voice dried up as he saw Artemisia.

“Thank you, boy,” she said. “This man’s soul will tide me over until you bring me the rest.”

I realized what we had just done. Osman shook his head. “No,” he said. “You can’t do this.”

“Osman . . . ?” Father said, his eyes widening.

Artemisia reached a clawlike hand toward him. With surprising gentleness, she laid it against his chest. Father looked uncertain. Then he knew exactly what was happening. As the life flowed from him, his eyes met mine. Go! he mouthed.

But I froze in horror as a flash of light burst from his chest. He shuddered, his eyes rolled back in his head, and his knees buckled.

Before our eyes he crumpled to the ground, lifeless and inert.

Osman screamed. My mouth hung open as my brain searched for a way to react. Bitter bile rose in my throat. I felt like I was going to be sick.

Father’s body was drained of all color, a rag doll left on the floor, as if it had never been alive. Never been that enthusiastic, foolish man, leaping for joy at the news of some distant treasure, rubbing his hands as he crafted another misguided plan, smiling all the while.

“Father!” Osman moaned, tears cascading down his cheeks.

I tried to scream, to cry, but my body seemed like it was no longer mine, frozen by the sight of my father lying on the ground like a pile of old clothes.

Artemisia, however, was a changed woman. Her wrinkled skin was no longer cracked, her shoulders no longer stooped. Through the fog I noticed that her hair had more black than gray in it now. Her voice was clearer, healthier.

“Thaaank youuu,” she said.

She grinned widely, and her head tipped back as she began to rise off the tunnel floor.

Osman looked up from Father’s side, face streaked with tears. His lips bunched together, his hands shook. “You’re not a queen!” he screamed, “You’re a killer! You’re a witch!” But Artemisia was oblivious to his cries. She floated there, blissfully ignoring us.

This was our chance. I shook free of my trance, blinking back tears, and tucked the ball under my arm. “Let’s go!” I cried, starting toward the end of the tunnel.

“I’m coming.” Osman knelt at Father’s side, trying to lift the body into his arms.

Osman might have grown up that day, but he was still no match for the dead weight of a grown man. “Leave him, Osman! We have to go. Now!” I screamed.

Sobbing, Osman let go and we began scrambling up the steep tunnel.

I found the severed rope and gathered it in my hands, yanking as hard as I could. I shouted wordlessly up the tunnel, hoping desperately that Father’s team had enough loyalty to wait for him to return.

I felt a tug on the rope and relief washed over me. We were going to make it. I could see pale light at the end of the tunnel. Daylight. I held on to the rope as Ali and Ahmet hauled me up.

As I reached for Osman’s hand, I heard a rushing noise, like a waterfall. A billow of hot air hit us from below.

“MINE!” Artemisia’s voice erupted from the tunnel. At the same moment, Osman’s hand jerked out of my grasp.

“Aliyah!” Osman screamed.

Then he was gone, snatched backward into the dark. Loose soil and stones rattled after him, a small avalanche, blocking the mouth of the tunnel.

And then . . . silence.

The queen of the underworld was gone.

Osman was gone.

Father was gone.

All I had left was the blue bauble from the legend.

I stared at it as tears welled up and blinded me. “No,” I screamed, but my throat was too dry to make a sound.

My eyes are closing, Diary. I need a few minutes of rest before I—

Friday evening

I’M AWAKE AGAIN.

I wish I were dreaming, Diary, but there’s more to tell.

Hands reached down into the tunnel and pulled me up after a minute or two of climbing. I crawled onto solid ground. Gencer gasped and snatched the blue bauble out of my hands. The men cheered and crowded around him.

I burst into tears.

“What’s wrong with you?” Gencer asked. “Where’s Khalid and your brother? What happened?”

“Sh-she took them,” I sobbed. “Artemisia!”

“Arte-who?” Ahmet said.

“You were right here! We weren’t more than twenty meters away! You didn’t hear anything?” I screamed, falling to my hands and knees. Sobs racked my body.

“All we heard was you shouting Osman’s name.” Gencer shook his head.

“She took them both—Father and Osman,” I said.

“What do you mean? Who is she? Are they alive?” Gencer said.

I shook with anger. “The Queen of the Underworld. Artemisia. She’s down there—and she took my brother!” Suddenly a thought struck me. How could I have been so stupid! “Maybe it’s not too late! She said Osman had some sort of . . . mark . . . maybe she’s not going to rip out his soul so fast. If we hurry maybe we can . . .”

There was a booming sound from deep inside the tunnel. I knew my plea would go unanswered but I tried anyway. “Ahmet? P-please?” My voice broke.

The men exchanged glances.

“I’m not going down there, I won’t fit,” Ahmet said.

“The tunnel is completely blocked,” Dodi added.

“Khalid should never have gone down there,” Ali said. “Is this the curse Nigel talked about?”

“I warned him,” Gencer sighed, shaking his head. “I told him it was a bad idea.”

I turned away, sickened, as one by one Father’s friends abandoned him.

For a piece of jewelry.

A fortune, yes, but was it worth it?

They think so, but they didn’t just lose their whole family.

I can’t even think about tomorrow, Diary. I am lost.

Saturday

I DON’T KNOW if I slept or not. Or if I ever will again. All I know is that I am wrapped in Father’s military coat. My arms are stiff, my back bruised. No one remains. The blue bauble is gone, too.

I have scoured the earth for the gash, but it, too, has disappeared as if it never existed.

So this is it, Diary. Today I bury you and start a new life. Today I am alone.

I will embrace Alone. Alone will be my ally. If you have no one, then you have nothing to lose.

I know Artemisia is down there. I can feel her through the earth. She may think she has the souls of my father and my brother. But she is wrong. I have them. My mother’s, too, deep inside me. In a way the zombie queen could never understand.

I am all of them. And I will have my revenge.

My vow:

I will track down that scum, Gencer, and get the jewel back. It might well have magical powers, and if it does I will find out how to use them. I will become rich, powerful, and influential. Gencer will wish he’d never met my father and my family.

And then I will teach Artemisia the meaning of pain.

Dear Diary, I know now that my brother had the mark. I will find out what that is. I know this blue ball is the key to more than nothingness. My father and brother will not have died in vain. I will make their lives mean something.

This is my solemn promise. Even if it takes all of eternity.

—Aliyah
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