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Prologue
It was not the soothing notes of a lullaby that lured the children from their beds, but it was a song nonetheless. Their parents never heard it, for the tune had not been intended for them.
It was a song played for children; and when they heard it, the children came.
Half-asleep and barefoot, still in their nightshirts, the children climbed from their beds and through windows that had been opened, unknowingly, to let in the cool breezes of evening.
They walked, entranced, down winding lanes that converged into a single path that none of them had ever seen before, but that had always been there.
It had many names, for it was only ever walked by children, and children have a fondness for naming things. But each child, as they passed, knew it for what it truly was—the Road to Paradise. They knew this, because the song they heard told them so.
The notes of the music seemed to emanate from all around them, played everywhere and nowhere all at once, and the music maker, when they glimpsed him in the twilight air, seemed to change shape in time with the music.
His flickering, ghostlike form was sometimes a grown-up, and other times a child like themselves. And sometimes he seemed not to be human at all. The music told them his name: the King of Crickets. And none of them could resist the song he played.
None, save for one.
She had been cautioned that one day the King of Crickets would come, and that unless she was prepared, she would not be able to resist his song. No children could, unless they were crippled, and could not follow, or were unable to hear the tune and fall under its spell.
The beeswax she put into her ears, as the dream had told her to do, kept out enough of the music for her to resist its lure—but not so completely that she couldn’t feel the desire, nor hold back the tears that streamed onto her pillow as she finally slept, still dreaming of Paradise.
For some children, the path ended at a great mountain face that split open to embrace them, and closed as they passed through. For others, it ended at a great precipice, which they stepped over, willingly, because the song told them they could fly. But for most, it led them to the Men of Iron, and the great ships that departed with the dawn.
In the light of morning, the path would again vanish, but it would have a new name: the Sorrow Road.
As they awoke to find the beds of their sons and daughters empty, the mothers and fathers in the towns and villages would feel bewilderment, then fear, and then terror. And they would name the path with their cries.
But it was too late. Much, much too late.
The children were already gone.




PART ONE
Nine Years in the Summer Country





Sitting in a disarray…was a small girl.



CHAPTER ONE
The Angel in the Garden
John rarely dreamed, and it was even more seldom that he could recall what he dreamed about. But as of late, he had had dreams every night, and he remembered them all—because when he dreamed, he dreamed of Giants.
Massive continents of bone and sinew, creating their own topographies as they strode across the landscapes, giving little notice to the awed creatures watching from below. The Giants were so great it seemed they had both gravity and weightlessness; as if the next thundering step would suddenly launch them into space, to join with the gods and Titans among the constellations.
Standing with the populace of his dream world (all of whom, strangely, seemed to be children), John watched in mute wonder as the Giants strode past with geological slowness. Then, as in each of the dreams, one of the Giants turned and looked down, directly at John. Shifting its weight, it bent and reached for him with a hand the size of a barn as the children around him began shrieking….
The train whistle was shrill in the afternoon air, startling John out of his troubled reverie. He stood and quickly scanned the crowd departing the train that had just come in from London. The station at Oxford was not large, but the afternoon schedules were always full of both comings and goings, and he didn’t want to miss the person for whom he was waiting.
He realized with a rising thrill that he was far more excited to see his old friend than he’d expected to be. They had, in point of fact, spent only a few weeks together a number of years before—but the events of those days were enough to make them closer than mere colleagues. And so when the thin, nervous-looking man with the high forehead and round spectacles finally emerged from the train onto the platform, John rushed forward and greeted him like a brother.
“Charles!” he exclaimed joyfully. “I say, it’s terribly good to see you!”
“I’m very pleased to see you, too, John,” said Charles, clapping his friend on the back. “It’s odd—as I got closer and closer to Oxford, I kept feeling as if I was coming home. But it wasn’t because of the place—rather because I knew I was going to be seeing you and Jack. Does that sound strange to you?”
“Yes,” replied John, chuckling, “but in all the right ways. Come on—let me help you with your bags.”
As they loaded Charles’s belongings into John’s vehicle, Charles looked around nervously and leaned closer to his friend. “I wanted to ask,” he said in a conspiratorial whisper, “do you, ah, do you, you know, have, ah, ‘it’ with you?”
“Of course,” said John, pointing to a bundle of books and papers on the rear seat. “It’s there in the middle somewhere.”
Charles’s eyes widened in shock. “Here? Out in the open?” he exclaimed. “Not locked away or anything? John, are you out of your mind? That’s, that’s…” He lowered his voice again. “That’s the Imaginarium Geographica. The single most valuable book on Earth. Don’t you think it’s a bit, ah, risky?”
“Not at all,” John said with a trace of smugness. “Take a look at the lecture on top of the pile.”
Charles adjusted his spectacles and peered more closely at the document. “It says, ‘A proposal for syllabus reform as regards the study of Ancient Icelandic.’ And the rest appear to be notes on courses in Comparative Philologies.”
He climbed into the seat next to John and gave his friend a puzzled look. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but how many people, even at Oxford, would care about such things?”
“Precisely my thinking,” said John as he started up the car. “I have a hard enough time getting the undergraduates to pay any attention to Anglo-Saxon, much less Old Icelandic. What better protection for the Geographica than to bury it amongst manuscripts that no one else will care about?”

It had been nine years to the day since John and Charles had met each other in London. Nine years since they and the companion they were going to see had gone on the most extraordinary expedition of their lives.
Exceptional circumstances had brought the three young men together at the scene of a murder. The dead man, John’s mentor, Professor Sigurdsson, had been one of the Caretakers of the Imaginarium Geographica.
The Geographica was an atlas of maps of a place called the Archipelago of Dreams—a great chain of islands that had been coexisting with our own world since time began and had influenced many of the great men and women of history.
But not all of those influenced by the Archipelago were influenced for the better.
A man called the Winter King tried to use the Geographica and the knowledge found within to conquer the Archipelago. Another Caretaker, Bert, enlisted John and his two friends to travel into the Archipelago to try to stop the Winter King. And somehow, despite terrible odds, they managed to do it.
The Winter King lost, and fell to his death over the edge of an endless waterfall. A new order was established in the Archipelago, under a new king and queen. And the Geographica now had three new Caretakers: John, Charles, and the youngest of the three friends, Jack.
But there had been prices paid for their victory. Allies were lost. Mistakes were made. And although there had been a measure of redemption, there were some events that would never be far from their thoughts.
Events in the Archipelago resonate with those in our world—which was then still in the midst of World War I. John resumed his service in the military just as Jack began his. Only Charles was spared, due to his general nervous nature and age. And when finally, the war ended, they all resumed their lives as if the war, and their adventure in the Archipelago, had been imaginary aberrations, or dreams.
And perhaps John could have convinced himself that it all had been a dream, if it were not for the great leatherbound book that he still possessed. He had not had so much as a message from Bert since the old tatterdemalion had returned them to London aboard the White Dragon—one of the great living Dragonships that were able to cross the boundary between our world and the Archipelago.
At least, John mused, there hadn’t been any more murders. Or another war. He didn’t think the planet could survive a second war on the scale of the one they’d come through. But then again, much of the responsibility for those events could be attributed to the Winter King—and he had been dealt with.
John had been working in his study at Oxford when the messenger boy arrived with the note from Jack’s brother Warren that requested he come to see Jack immediately. As he was reading it, the telephone rang. John picked it up and was happily surprised to find Charles on the other end, having just received a telegram of his own. In short order, arrangements were made for Charles to travel to Oxford, where he and John could meet and then go together to see Jack.
When they had parted ways in London years earlier, they had made a pact to never contact one another except in the event of a situation arising that involved the care of the Geographica, or the Archipelago, or in case of another extreme emergency. It was, they decided, the only way to protect the secrets they had been entrusted with.
It was likely, if not inevitable, that their academic pursuits would sooner or later bring them into contact with one another; but otherwise, it might foster too many questions for the three to be in one another’s company. And in nine years, no occasion had arisen for any of them to cross paths—so for Jack to deliberately break their pact and contact each of them directly was, John suspected, probably more for a bad reason than a good one. Unlikely as it was, he hoped it was the latter.

The small cottage where Jack was staying was near a cozy little village at the edge of Oxford city. They parked the car on a patch of gravel just off the road, and after checking on the Geographica, went to the front door and knocked.
The door was opened immediately by a thickset, tanned fellow in military dress, who bore more than a passing resemblance to the young man they both remembered. John and Charles both hesitated, before remembering that it was Jack’s brother who had summoned them there in the first place.
John immediately stiffened into the formal posture he affected when addressing a fellow officer. “You are a captain, I believe?” he asked before the other waved off the question.
“Please, we’re all informal here,” the man said, shaking John’s proffered hand. “I’m heading swiftly for retirement in a few more years and plan to soon be devoting my time to assembling the family papers and as much reading as I can manage.”
“I’m John, and this is Charles. We came as quickly as we could.”
“A pleasure,” said Charles, stepping forward to shake the man’s hand. “You’re Warren?”
“Call me Warnie—Jack does. I’m very grateful to both of you for coming. Although I must admit, it is a bit odd that he should ask for you.”
“Why is that?” said Charles.
“As I understand it,” Warnie explained, “you’ve not actually become officially acquainted since he began teaching at Magdalen. In fact, before yesterday, Jack never so much as mentioned either of you at all.”
It was a testament to the swiftness of their self-control that neither John nor Charles exchanged a glance at this.
“It’s just that Jack is an intensely private person,” Warnie continued, “and while he’s an excellent tutor, and is very affable with our circle of friends, it’s unlike him to be so open about personal matters with, er, ah, strangers, so to speak. And especially so to invite them here to his private study. No offense.”
“None taken,” said Charles, trying to keep the mood light. “If I’d come here for a bit of solitude, I wouldn’t want to be disturbed either. This is a lovely accommodation. It’s called the Kilns, isn’t it?”
“Yes, it is,” said Warnie, nodding, “after the brick buildings down the way.
“We’ve taken it for a few months so that Jack could get some work done,” he went on. “It’s a very pleasant place, actually, and very convenient to Oxford, as you’ve seen. The gardens are quite large—almost a park—and extremely overgrown. But I wouldn’t mind settling here for good, if we had the coin to afford the price.”
He regarded Charles appraisingly. “You called it the Kilns—you know Headington Quarry, then?”
“I’ve had my opportunities for walking expeditions from the city,” replied Charles. “Not so much now that I’m based in London, but I do like returning here to Oxford now and again.”
“I haven’t been out this direction yet,” John said, “but now that I’ve been given the new position at the university, I expect I’ll have plenty of opportunities.”
“New professor of Anglo-Saxon, Jack said?” asked Warnie.
John nodded. “Yes. The professors and college tutors don’t have too many occasions to socialize, but I imagine we’ll be coming together sooner or later.”
“How is it that you know Jack, if you don’t mind my asking?”
“We, ah, we met during the war,” said John. “The three of us, that is. It was a very unusual circumstance….”
Warnie made a dismissive gesture but smiled knowingly. “Say no more. It’s all clear to me now. The war created brothers in an instant, and made allies of enemies and vice versa. I was wary that he’s asked me to summon colleagues he’s never mentioned to me—but if you served together in the war…I didn’t mean to pry, but brothers should look out for one another, you understand?”
“We do,” said Charles. “That’s why we didn’t hesitate to answer your summons.”
Warnie smiled again. “Good show, good show. Let me take you back to Jack’s study—he’s waiting for you there.”
“You said it was personal matters he wanted to discuss,” John said. “But it wasn’t clear in the telegram you sent what exactly Jack wanted to see us about.”
“He’s stopped writing in his journal—stopped writing altogether, now I think on it,” said Warnie. “Then he stopped reading. That’s when I really began to worry.”
“Why?” asked John.
“He lost a very close friend in the war. And although he was nowhere near at the time, Jack feels he is somehow responsible for the fellow’s death.”
Charles and John each drew a sharp breath. That had to be a factor in why Jack had asked for them. In the battle with the Winter King, he had been responsible for the death of an ally, and it had affected him greatly. But Jack seemed to have reconciled himself to it well before their return to London—or so they had assumed. Apparently they were mistaken.
“How is he sleeping?” John asked.
“He isn’t. Night terrors, I’m afraid,” Warnie said somberly. “They’ve been going on for several days now, and there’s been little I could do to help. The worst was two nights ago. Lots of screaming and thrashing about, and calling out a word over and over—‘Aven.’ I have no idea what it means, and Jack wouldn’t speak of it. It was that next morning he told me to seek out the two of you and ask you to come here.”
He paused at a sturdy door and hesitated before knocking. “I’ll leave the three of you to catch up. I’ll be puttering about in the garden if you need anything.”
As Warnie moved back down the hall, John and Charles opened the door and entered the book-crammed study. Jack—taller, broader, more manlike than the boy they’d known—stood at the window with his back to the door.
“Jack?” Charles ventured. “Jack, we’ve come. It’s Charles and John.”
Jack tilted his head slightly, acknowledging their presence, but he did not turn around. Instead he asked a question.
“Was it real? Did it all really happen, after all?”
It took a moment for them to realize what he was asking.
“Yes,” said John. “If you’re asking what I think you are.”
“So…the Archipelago of Dreams…the Imaginarium Geographica…”
“Yes,” John repeated. “It’s all real.”
Jack turned to look at them, his face inscrutable. “Do you have the atlas with you? Can—can I see it?”
“It’s, ah, it’s in the backseat of the car,” John admitted sheepishly.
“In a lockbox, or a leather bag, I’d assume?”
“No,” said Charles. “It’s protected by a thick layer of lectures on Ancient Icelandic.”
Jack blinked and then snorted. “And they call you the Caretaker Principia. Did you at least mix in a few papers on old Anglo-Saxon? Or are you giving your professorship short shrift too?”
John and Charles stared at their friend for a moment before the somber expressions on their faces were broken by broad, transcendent smiles.
“Of course it happened, my good fellow,” said Charles, clasping Jack by the shoulders. “Our adventure in the Archipelago of Dreams has become the stuff of legend. And you are one of the heroes.”
Jack embraced each of his friends, then stepped back to look at them. “Charles,” he said with a hint of teasing, “you’ve gotten old.”
“Editors don’t grow old,” Charles retorted. “They just become more distinguished.”
“And you,” he said to John, “how are you finding teaching at your old stomping grounds?”
“I like it as much as I expected,” said John. “Although I think I’d prefer to be left alone to write if I have another crop of students like the current bunch. Hardly an inquisitive or creative mind among them.”
“It could be worse,” said Charles. “You could be teaching at Cambridge.”
At the mention of their old joke, the three friends doubled over in laughter. But soon enough a more serious mood settled upon them again, and the haunted look Jack had worn when they entered returned to his face.
“Why have you called us, Jack?” John asked. “What’s happened?”
“It’s hard to say,” Jack replied. “I came up here with Warnie to work on some of my poems—and perhaps a book or three—but several weeks ago I began to have nightmares, and in the last few days, they’ve gotten worse.”
“Warnie said you called out Aven’s name,” said Charles.
“Yes,” admitted Jack, wincing visibly. “I’ve tried not to think much about her since our return to England—but I’ve been dreaming about her. I—I think she’s in terrible trouble of some kind. But I can’t say what.”
“Hmm,” John mused. “What else has been in these dreams?”
“Well, dreamstuff, naturally,” said Jack. “Things that come bubbling up from one’s subconscious. Indians, and crows, and strangely…children.”
“Do tell,” John said, considering his own recent dreams. “If there were children, I’m assuming there were also…”
“…Giants,” finished Charles. “If there were children, then there were also Giants. I’ve been having the same dream.”
“As have I,” said John. About the Giants, but not about Aven, he said silently to himself.
Before any of them could elaborate further, they were interrupted by a knock at the study door.
“I’m dreadfully sorry to interrupt,” said Warnie, “but it seems we’ve, ah…” He paused and bit his lip, as a curious and puzzled expression came over his face.
“Warn?” said Jack. “What is it? What’s happened?”
“Oh, nothing bad—I think,” Warnie replied. “But it appears we have an angel in the garden.”

There was indeed, as Warnie had surmised, an angel in the cottage’s garden; or at least, something that was as close to a description of an angel as one might give if one was unaccustomed to finding such things in one’s garden.
Sitting in a disarray of just-blooming bluebells, mud, and free-floating feathers was a small girl. A small girl with wings.
Her face was smudged with dirt, and her clothing, a simple brown tunic, belted at the waist and across the shoulders, was tattered and torn. Her wings were spread out behind her in a manner that was more awkward than graceful, and they were bare in patches where the feathers had detached themselves in an apparently difficult landing.
“More of a cherub, really, don’t you think, John?” said Charles.
“And you would know this how?” asked John. “When have you ever seen a cherub?”
“Look,” said Charles, “when he said ‘angel,’ I was expecting something a little more grown-up. This cherub can’t be more than five years old.”
“I’m eight, I’ll have you know,” the girl piped up. “Next Thursday, anyway. And I’m not a cherub or an angel, whatever those are. I’m Laura Glue, and Laura Glue is me.”
“Your name is Glue?” asked Charles.
“Laura Glue,” the girl protested. “There is a difference, you know.”
She stood up and dusted off her clothes, all the while keeping a wary eye on her accidental hosts.
“How did you get here?” Warnie asked, looking around. “Are you with your parents, or on a school outing, perhaps? This is a private garden, not a picnic spot.”
Laura Glue looked at him like he was speaking Swahili. “I flew here, I’ll have you know. What d’you think the wings are for, anyways?”
Jack began examining Laura Glue’s wings, and quickly discovered they were not naturally hers, but were in fact artificial. Delicately made, of extraordinarily inventive design, but constructs nevertheless.
“Hey!” Laura Glue cried, stepping back defensively. “You should ask permission b’fore poking someone’s wings, y’know.”
“My apologies,” said Jack with a deferential bow.
“’S okay,” Laura Glue said. “Longbeards never ask.”
“I would not have been able to tell,” said Charles. “From a distance they looked like they were quite real.”
“Uncle Daedalus makes ’em for all the Lost Boys,” the girl said proudly, “but ol’ Laura Glue’s the only one what can fly with ’em. This far, anyways.”
“Uncle Daedalus?” John exclaimed. “You don’t mean to tell me these wings were made by the Greek Daedalus of myth? The one who lost his son Icarus when the boy flew too close to the sun?”
“What, are you daft?” said Laura Glue. “He’d have to be a thousand years old.”
“Exactly,” Charles agreed.
“You’re thinkin’ of Daedalus the Elder,” explained Laura Glue. “The one what built my wings is Daedalus the Younger.”
“A descendant?” John asked, teasing. “Or Icarus’s brother, perhaps?”
“Pr’cisely,” said Laura Glue. “An’ the reason he don’t use wax anymore when he makes the wings.”
“All right,” stated John. “So where were you flying to? Or do you mean to tell us that you planned to crash in Jack’s garden?”
“Planned to crash, no,” said the girl, “but this is where I’m supposed to be. I’m looking for the Caretaker. I got an important message from th’ Archipelago.”
John, Jack, and Charles exchanged terse looks with one another at the mention of the title. It could apply to any or all of them, but it most likely meant John. Warnie, of course, had no idea what she meant.
“I told you,” he repeated, “this is a private garden. There is no caretaker.”
“I’m not looking for a gardener,” the girl retorted. “I’m looking for the Caretaker of the Imaginarium Geographica.”
She rummaged around in her tunic and drew out a delicate flower that seemed to be made of parchment, on which three symbols had been carefully rendered. The flower also seemed to be glowing faintly.
John recognized the first symbol as the seal of the Cartographer of Lost Places—the man who had created the Imaginarium Geographica. The second was the seal of the High King of the Archipelago. “What’s this third mark?” he asked.
“That’s what makes it work,” replied Laura Glue. “This is a Compass Rose. The seal of the king gets it through the frontier, the seal of the Cartographer tells it where everything is, and the third mark is what lets you find what you’re looking for. In this case, the Caretaker. The closer I gets, the more it glows. And when I flew over your cottage, it went so bright it blinded me, and I crashed in your bluebells.
“So,” she continued, marching around them with a determined look on her face, “where are you hiding him, anyway?”
“Look here, Jack,” Warnie began.
“Perhaps you should go in and put a pot on to boil,” Jack suggested. “She’s obviously a troubled young girl, but I think we can sort it out.”
Warnie nodded and headed for the cottage at a trot without looking back.
John knelt before the girl and noticed that the Rose was still glowing but got no brighter because of his proximity.
“I’m the Caretaker Principia, Laura Glue,” he said gently. “Now can you tell us what this is all about?”
Her reaction wasn’t what John expected. The girl’s eyes grew wide with surprise, then narrowed in suspicion.
“You’re not the Caretaker!” she exclaimed. “Where is he and what have you done with him? Tell me now, or I shall be very, very cross.”
“But your Compass Rose is glowing,” said John. “And I have the Geographica nearby. I am the Caretaker. Why would you think I’m not?”
“Because,” answered Laura Glue, who had taken a defensive, defiant stance, “he called you John, and I know the real Caretaker’s name is Jamie.”
“Jamie?” Charles exclaimed, turning to the others. “It’s no wonder she doesn’t know any of us. She’s looking for the last Caretaker—the one John replaced.
“She’s looking for Sir James Barrie.”

The small, slight man was barely five feet tall…



CHAPTER TWO
The Reluctant Caretaker
Inside the cottage, it became evident to Warnie that there was something happening among Jack, John, and Charles that didn’t include him. So once he had served them all tea, he made the excuses a gentleman makes and cloistered himself in his own study, shutting the door behind him.
Jack saw the hurt expression in his brother’s eyes and regretted it deeply, but there was simply no way he could begin to explain everything Warnie would want to know, and still have time to deal with the matter at hand: namely, Laura Glue. Never mind the fact that she’d mistakenly found them when she believed she was searching for one of the most famous playwrights of the time.
The girl sniffed at the tea Jack offered her, then wrinkled her nose in distaste. She allowed Jack to pour her a cupful of cream, which she sipped at dutifully, but she was more interested in the tea biscuits.
“You don’t have any little ones, do you?” she asked.
“What, smaller biscuits?” asked Jack.
“Yup,” said Laura Glue. “They’re called Leprechaun crackers, although I’m pretty sure there ain’t any real leprechauns in ’em.”
“Really?” asked Charles with a knowing smirk. “And how can you be sure?”
“Because,” the girl retorted, “usually you have to smoosh ’em up separate and spread ’em on top.”
“Ew,” said Charles.
“That’s not part of the official recipe in the book, mind you,” she continued, “but I added it in myself.”
“Laura,” Jack began.
“Laura Glue,” she reiterated. “Just calling me ‘Laura’ is just as bad as calling me ‘Glue.’ My name is my name.”
“Very well, Laura Glue. Tell us about the Caretaker you came to find. Tell us about Jamie.”
“That’s about all I knows,” the girl admitted. “I’ve only ever seen him twice myself, and that was before I went to the Well. The first time, anyway.”
Charles leaned close to John. “Not possible,” he whispered. “She wasn’t even born yet when we went to the Archipelago—and that was long after Barrie had given up being Caretaker.”
“I knows what I knows,” said Laura Glue, “and my ears hear like a fox.”
“Well, er, ah,” Charles stammered, “it’s just that you can’t have met him—”
“Can too!” Laura Glue exclaimed, standing and stomping her foot. “He said I was sweet, and he gave me a kiss. Look,” she continued, as she fumbled around inside her tunic, “I still have it.”
She held out her hand and showed them her “kiss”—a small, tarnished silver thimble.
“All right, Laura Glue,” said John with a placating look at his friends, “we believe you. But you must also believe us. James Barrie isn’t the Caretaker anymore. The Imaginarium Geographica was given to us, and we are the Caretakers now. So tell us what you need, and we shall do all that is within our power to help you.”
Hearing this, Laura Glue slumped back in her chair and deflated like a spent balloon. It was not the reaction they had expected.
“Then I’ve come too late,” she said mournfully. “I’ve failed. Grandfather will be so unhappy.”
“Your grandfather,” said Jack. “It was he who sent you?”
She nodded. “Yup. And he was sure that Jamie was still the Caretaker. So he sent me to find him, to help. Because he is who he is.”
“He is what, Laura Glue?” asked Charles.
“Grandfather’s enemy,” the girl replied. “There is something happening in the Archipelago. Something terrible. And Grandfather said that sometimes something is so important that the only ones who can help are your enemies. And he gave me the Compass Rose and said to fly to the Summer Country and find his enemy, the Caretaker Jamie, and he would come and help us.”
“And what was it that Jamie was supposed to do?” John asked.
The girl shrugged and sipped her cream. “I don’t know. Grandfather said that the message would tell him everything he needed to know. He is, um, was, the Caretaker, after all.”
“What message, my dear?” Charles asked.
“Oh!” the girl exclaimed. “I forgot.” She stood at attention, as if preparing to recite a composition in school. “‘The Crusade has begun.’”
“And?” promted John. “Is there more?”
“That’s it and that’s all,” said Laura Glue. “May I have some more of the big crackers?”

The three friends left Laura Glue munching on biscuits and moved into the hallway, where they could discuss the situation with some privacy.
“It’s an incredible story,” said Jack. “But there’s too much credibility in it to disregard her.”
“I agree,” John said. “But I’m at a loss as to what we should do. Obviously someone there meant for us to do something. But I have no idea what.”
“She does have that rose,” mused Charles. “It bears the marks of both the High King and the Cartographer. I can’t imagine they’d allow just anyone to use them.”
“I concur,” said John. “So how should we proceed?”
“Obviously,” Charles said, “we should take her to see Barrie. He’s in London, and colleagues of mine have often pointed out his residence to me. We can deliver her straight to his front door. And then perhaps we’ll find out what this is all about.”
“That sounds like a plan,” said Jack. “It’s time I was out and about for a bit anyway.”
“Excellent,” agreed John. “This sort of adventure I can handle. A little mystery, a little drama, and it’s all wrapped up and done with a quick excursion into London.”

It was decided that they would have to take John’s car into the city. To take the train, especially from the Oxford station, would risk the three of them being seen on nonuniversity business and would engender too many questions that they’d have to make up answers for. And that was before any queries about their keeping company with a small winged girl with a penchant for yammering on about something called the Archipelago.
John went to make some adjustments to the engine, followed by a very inquisitive Laura Glue, while Jack and Charles made apologies to Warnie about having to leave. Warnie himself had already decided that this was a business he’d rather have no part in—and so nodded in agreement when they presented their plan to go into the city to locate the girl’s family.
“I call navigation,” said Jack as they walked out to the car.
“What does that mean?” asked Charles.
“It means I get the front passenger seat,” said Jack, “and you have to sit in the back with Laura Glue.”
“What?” sputtered Charles. “That’s not fair. I came in with John. I get the passenger seat.”
“What are you two arguing about?” John said, wiping his hands on an oilcloth. “The car’s ready to load, if you haven’t something more pressing to settle.”
“We’re arguing about the seating arrangement,” Charles told him. “I wanted to sit in front—”
“But I called navigation,” said Jack.
“Well, there you have it,” stated John. “Can’t be helped if he called navigation. Sorry, Charles.”
“Drat,” muttered Charles.

It was fortunate that Laura Glue’s wings were artificial, because they would not have fit in the small cab of the car and still allowed room for any other passengers. It was difficult enough to get them into the boot, and then only with some amount of judicious folding and positioning.
Laura Glue was twisting her hair into knots with nervous concern for her wings, until John pointed out that he was putting the Geographica in the boot as well, so she could be assured it was a safe place for them to be.
Wings and atlas secured, Charles and Laura Glue bundled into the cramped backseat, and John and Jack climbed into the front.
“Okay,” said Laura Glue, pointing at the threadbare seat covers. “There’s an invisible line down the middle. This side is for girls, and that side is for boys. And you aren’t allowed to cross the line.”
“It’s a little close in here for boundaries,” Charles noted. “What happens if I cross the line?”
Laura Glue scowled. “I’ll have to cut out your heart and feed it to the fairies.”
Charles stared, wide-eyed and speechless, before the girl’s face split into a broad grin to indicate that she was teasing him.
“You’re not exactly a normal little girl, are you?” asked Charles.
“You have a funny-looking mouth,” said Laura Glue.
“This is going to be a very long ride,” said Charles.

It was actually a shorter ride than they expected, as the weather was good and there were few other vehicles on the road. Traffic became more congested once they arrived in London proper, but Charles’s familiarity with the city streets aided with their navigation considerably.
“Ironic, isn’t it?” remarked Jack.
“Oh, shut up,” Charles said crossly. “Turn left up here, John, then park as close as you can to the house. The shorter the distance we have to walk in public with Laura Glue, the better.”
“Hey,” the girl said. “Why don’t you want to walk with me?”
“Because,” Charles told her with a teasing smile, “we’ve decided we like you, and we don’t want some shady fellow swooping in when we aren’t looking to carry you off.”
Instead of the laugh or sarcastic retort he was expecting, Laura Glue’s eyes grew wide with fear and she seemed to shrink back into the recesses of the seat.
“Don’t,” she whispered in a fragile, frightened voice. “Don’t ever tease. Not about that.”
Charles hesitated, but Jack saw the look on the girl’s face and reached out a hand to her. “Don’t worry,” he said reassuringly. “You’re with all three Caretakers. And do you know we’re not just Caretakers of a musty old atlas? We’re also Caretakers of everything else there is in the entire Archipelago of Dreams. Even little girls named Laura Glue. And as long as you’re with us, no one will ever harm you.”
Laura Glue blinked back a tear, then took Jack’s hand and smiled. “Okay,” she said. “But I still want to find Jamie, just the same.”

It was the twilight hour when they finally trooped up the steps and rang the bell at the place Charles directed them to. The stately, well-situated town house was brightly lit within, but there was no answer to the bell, or to their repeated knocks on the stout mahogany door.
“Now what?” John wondered. “He must be out for the evening. Do we wait for him? Or is there another place to look?”
“There may be,” said Charles. “Kensington Gardens is just down the way. Perhaps he’s inclined to take evening walks there.”
“It’s certainly worth a stroll,” Jack said. “Now that we’ve come this far, I’m just happy to have had reason to leave the Kilns.”
Both John and Charles had noted the drastic change in Jack’s countenance since the unusual apparition had crash-landed in his garden. He looked fully engaged once more, as if the girl were a fulcrum that had levered him out of his melancholy. And as such, neither one of them was inclined to mention their shared dreams again, until it seemed necessary to do so. The mystery at hand was more than enough to consume the evening anyway.
The gardens were indeed just a short distance away, and the lights of the city were just beginning to twinkle in the fading cobalt light of dusk when they arrived.
“It’s a good-size park,” said John. “Where should we begin looking?”
“Where else?” Charles replied. “The statue.”
“Of course,” said Jack, slapping his forehead. “The statue. It was erected for May Morning, was it not? I could be drummed out of Magdalen for forgetting that.”
“Or worse,” said Charles. “They’d make you take up residence at Cambridge.”
Set just along one of the walking paths, the tall bronze statue of Sir James Barrie’s most famous creation towered over passersby, who strolled along at a leisurely pace, hardly pausing to glance at the sculpture. Except for one.
The small, slight man was barely five feet tall, with a mustache and fringes of white hair that stuck out around the edges of his top hat. He stood holding a cane in one hand and a leash attached to an enormous Saint Bernard in the other. He looked at the statue with an expression that might have been construed as fondness, or longing—if it were not also for the immense sadness that seemed to lie underneath.
Charles, deciding that this was no time for furtiveness, called out to the man from some twenty yards away. “I say, are you James Barrie? Might we have a word?”
The man’s eyes widened in surprise as he saw a cluster of people eagerly rushing toward him, and he quickly pulled down his hat, turned up his collar, and began walking briskly in the opposite direction, dragging the reluctant dog behind him.
“Didn’t he hear me?” Charles said, puzzled.
“Oh, he heard you,” Jack said wryly. “You have all the stealth of a wet badger.”
“In some places that’s a compliment,” retorted Charles.
“Do shut up, you two,” John scolded. He quickened his pace after the swiftly receding forms of Barrie and the Saint Bernard.
“Wait!” John shouted after him. “We only want to speak with you!”
“It’s no use,” said Charles. “We’ve frightened him off.”
Laura Glue planted both her feet and flung out her arms. “Jamie!” she shouted. “Jamie, please don’t go!”
And abruptly, the man stopped in his tracks.
Slowly he turned around and looked at them. Then, just as slowly, he walked back toward the four companions, his cane tapping gently on the cobblestones and the dog trailing obediently behind.
Several feet away, he stopped and considered them one by one, before finally looking down at Laura Glue.
“It’s been a very, very long time since anyone has called me Jamie,” he said slowly, “and it’s not something I allow many people to do. So you must tell me, if you can, who you are and why you call me by that name.”
The little girl’s eyes began to well up. “Don’t you remember me? The last time we met, you gave me a kiss.” She showed him the thimble, and he knelt down in front of her.
“My dear, I am an old man, and in all my years, many, many children have seen that play, and they know that a thimble is a kiss, and a kiss a thimble. And please forgive my aged memory, but I can’t have been the one who gave this to you, because I haven’t done that sort of thing since long before you were born.”
“But, but,” she stammered, confused, “you must be Jamie. Otherwise it wouldn’t have worked.”
“What wouldn’t have worked, my dear?”
“This,” said Laura Glue, pulling the Compass Rose out of her tunic. In the presence of four Caretakers, it shone as brightly as a beacon.
The expression on Jamie’s face changed rapidly from surprise, to disbelief, to, strangely, gratitude. “Put that away,” he said gently. “And let me see your kiss again.”
Laura Glue tucked the parchment flower back in a pocket and handed him the thimble.
“Hurm,” he rumbled as he examined the kiss, “I see it now. I’m sorry I didn’t recognize it before. I wasn’t expecting anyone like you in Kensington Gardens. Not again, anyway.”
He put his arm around the girl and drew her close. “Do you know, this kiss is one of the only items ever removed from the treasure trove of the great dragon Samaranth?”
“For really and truly?” said Laura Glue.
“Yes,” Barrie replied, winking at John as he spoke. “It was acquired in an adventure of great peril, and my best friend and I barely escaped with our lives.”
“Whatever else has gone on,” John whispered to Charles, “it’s obvious why he was chosen as a Caretaker.”
“Yes,” said Charles, nodding.
Laura Glue clapped her hands. “I know that story! I know it! That was before you got old again, and became his enemy.”
A pained expression flashed over Jamie’s face before he smiled and kissed Laura Glue on the forehead. “It was the best of my failures, my dear girl. Now, who’s for some Leprechaun crackers in front of a fire? The sun has set, and it’s obvious the fairies are going to be about in Kensington Gardens tonight.”

“…someone is always listening…and someone always comes.”




CHAPTER THREE
The Lost Boys
True to his word, back at Jamie’s home he had an ample supply of Leprechaun crackers, as well as an assortment of other biscuits, teas, jams, jellies, and chocolate.
“I find it useful to be prepared,” Jamie said as he settled into an overstuffed chair with a cup of tea, “for even the most unexpected of visitors. Particularly the youthful ones.”
“Thif if wuderful,” mumbled Laura Glue through a mouthful of crackers and chocolate. “Fank hu.”
“You’re quite welcome, my dear,” he said as he placed a saucer of cream and crackers on the floor for the great Saint Bernard, who was lounging comfortably before the fire.
“Aramis likes treats as well, but that’s more often than not just an excuse to indulge in a nibble myself. And now,” Jamie continued, turning to the three men, “can you tell me what’s brought three gentlemen and a child of the Archipelago to Kensington Gardens, just to have tea with an old playwright?”
When they had finished eating to everyone’s satisfaction, Laura Glue repeated the message she had been sent to deliver, and, her mission accomplished, promptly busied herself with grooming the dog while the Caretakers talked. It took more than an hour for John, Jack, and Charles to recount the events that had brought them together years earlier as the new Caretakers, during which time Laura Glue fell fast asleep on the cushions in one of the town house’s deep bay windows. They continued with a brief accounting of the war with the Winter King, concluding with the afternoon’s events and the sudden appearance of the girl with wings.
When they had finished, Jamie stared into the fire, considering, for several minutes.
“I was terribly sorry about Stellan,” he finally said. “I read about his death in the papers, of course. But it never crossed my mind that it had been the work of the Winter King. In the next couple of years, as the war wound down, I suspected that Bert and Jules had taken some sort of action with regard to the Archipelago, but I tried to put it out of my mind. When I left, I vowed to be done with it—and for better or worse, I’ve kept that vow. Until tonight, that is.”
“You were Arthur Conan Doyle’s replacement, weren’t you?” Charles asked.
“In a manner of speaking,” said Jamie. “There have always been three Caretakers, more or less, although once called to the task, those who previously served as Caretakers never seem to be completely removed from the responsibilities it entails, as you may have noticed,” he said, smiling broadly.
“Before Jules Verne, I believe it was three Americans who answered the Call. Then Jules, then Bert, who was to become the new Caretaker Principia. Harry Houdini and Doyle were recruited at the same time by Jules,” he said. “But they both had the same problem—neither of them wished to keep the secrets of the Archipelago. Houdini, in fact, wished to expose them to the world, and did his best to do so.”
“Whoo.” Charles whistled. “That can’t have gone over well with Bert.”
“Bert was the least of their worries,” said Jamie. “At one point, it had gotten so bad that Samaranth himself had come to England looking for both Houdini and Doyle—and it wasn’t just to take back the Geographica. He’d heard about that business with the photographs and the fairies—which had been brought over on the Green Dragon, incidentally—and he planned to end their tenure definitively.”
A shudder passed through John as he recalled watching Samaranth do that very thing in the final battle with the Winter King. When Samaranth was holding him in a claw high above the waterfall at the Edge of the World, and after every chance for redemption was given, the evil man still struck out at the great dragon, who subsequently dropped him. John couldn’t imagine what it must have taken for Samaranth to go looking for vengeance.
“It’s never been confirmed for me by Jules or Bert,” Jamie continued, “and Arthur certainly wouldn’t speak of it, but some mishap between Doyle and Houdini is what resulted in the Winter King’s knowledge of the Geographica.”
“You’ve got to be joking,” exclaimed Charles. “How irresponsible can one be?”
“Up until that time, there were objects other than the Geographica that had been entrusted to the Caretakers,” said Jamie. “And whatever those items were, the Winter King took them and used them to facilitate the construction of a new Dragonship.”
“The Black Dragon,” Jack said with a shudder. “I know it better than I’d have liked to.”
“And that was the reason Doyle and Houdini were removed as Caretakers?”
“Mostly. One reason among many, I’m afraid. Bert was the Caretaker Principia at the time, so the responsibility was his. He took the brunt of it but managed to keep Samaranth from killing Houdini and Doyle. Jules returned briefly as the Caretaker Principia before Bert resumed the post. This was just prior to finding Stellan Sigurdsson, and then, after a succession of briefly tenured, well-intentioned replacements, I was finally enlisted as the new third Caretaker.”
“And then you quit,” declared Jack.
“I prefer to say I ‘resigned,’” Jamie said mildly. “And I do hope that you’ll take a more civil tone, Jack.”
“Resigned, quit—whatever you call it, you abandoned your duties,” Jack shot back.
“Duties I never asked for!” Jamie protested. “I didn’t want any of that! I wasn’t prepared! Arthur wanted it, and had it—and then they took it from him and made me take his place. And it terrified me to have that kind of responsibility suddenly thrust upon me. Do you have any idea what that was like?”
“I have every idea of what that was like,” said John coolly. “That’s precisely what happened to me after you gave it up. But because of what had happened with you, Professor Sigurdsson never told me what I was being trained for, or even mentioned the Geographica, until events were in motion. I only got to speak to him that much by stepping into the past, through a door in the Keep of Time—because by then, he’d already been murdered.”
“Are you saying that’s my fault?” said Jamie. “My fault he died? Bad form, John.”
“Maybe,” answered John. “Maybe things would have progressed differently if the professor and Bert felt they could be more open and honest with the new Caretaker. And maybe he wouldn’t have died protecting the Geographica—because it would already have been passed to me.”
“But wouldn’t the Winter King have simply pursued you then, John?” Charles asked reasonably. “Instead of the professor?”
“There’s no way to know what ‘might’ have happened,” said Jack. “All we know is what did happen. And we know that when the time came to stand up like a man, Sir James Barrie turned and ran.”
Jamie’s face reddened, and his fist trembled as he rose from his seat.
“Take back that remark, sir. Or I shall be obliged on my honor as a gentleman to call you out.”
Jack also stood and stepped close. “I’m right here. Say what you have to say. If you want to take a swing at me, feel free to do so.”
“Now, now,” Charles said placatingly as he rose and smoothly edged between the two men. “This isn’t resolving anything. And you two are not going to help Aven by engaging in fisticuffs.”
The mention of that name stunned both men into dropping their fists and retaking their seats.
“Aven,” Jamie said, his voice low. “What does any of this have to do with Aven? Is she all right?”
“I can’t say for certain,” said Charles, looking askance at Jack. “There are a number of pieces I’m trying to put together, and I don’t think any of them are before us by happenstance.”
Beginning with Charles’s account, and with frequent interruptions from John and Jack, they told Jamie about Aven’s role in their great adventure—and about her closeness to both Jack and the young man they called Bug, who eventually became the new High King, Artus.
“So she’s become queen of Paralon then, eh?” Jamie said with a wan smile. “This Artus must be quite a fellow to have wooed her away from the sea. I imagine Nemo had quite a bit to say about that.”
At the mention of the former captain of the Yellow Dragon, Jack shifted uncomfortably in his chair, and John quickly leaned in. “Where Aven enters into this is the reason we’ve come together. It seems we’ve all been dreaming of the Archipelago—about strange creatures and events—and Jack summoned us together to discuss their import.”
“Dreams are curious things,” said Jamie, “but Jack did well to take heed of his. There is always meaning behind them, and it cannot be coincidence that you’ve had the same dreams. Laura Glue’s appearance confirms this.”
“Agreed,” Charles said. “Laura Glue’s claim that the Archipelago is in trouble and Jack’s feeling that Aven may be in peril could be one and the same occurrence.”
“And what of the message?” asked John. “What does it mean?”
“‘The Crusade has begun,’” said Jamie. “It really doesn’t say much at all, does it? I must confess I have no idea what it means. But…” He paused, then stood and moved to the fire, stoking the embers.
“There’s an old myth in the Archipelago,” he went on softly, shaking his head. “A legend, really…I recall it mentioned a Crusade, but those events happened seven centuries ago. We always thought it was only a story….”
“I don’t think this is going to be as easily resolved as anyone hoped,” Jack said.
“Just so,” agreed Jamie, sitting down again. “I think the best thing to do is find out what’s happening in the Archipelago. Have you contacted them yet?”
“Ah, how exactly do we go about doing that?” asked John. “It’s never really come up before.”
“You don’t say?” said Jamie with an expression both amused and incredulous. “You brought the means with you.”
He moved to the sleeping child and delicately removed the still-glowing parchment flower from her tunic. The others huddled around him as he pointed out what the symbols on the Compass Rose meant.
“Everyone thinks the seal of the High King is A for Arthur, the first king of Paralon,” said Jamie, “but it’s really the Greek letter A for alpha—‘the beginning.’”
“And that, there,” said Charles, pointing at a symbol that resembled an inverted u with a tail. “The mark of the Cartographer. What is it?”
“Mu,” said John. “The equivalent to our m, although I have no idea what it means in relation to the Cartographer. Jamie?”
“Don’t look at me. I’ve wondered about that myself,” Jamie replied. “The Cartographer is a strange creature who keeps his own counsel.
“Now, this third symbol is how the child located you—ah, us,” he continued. “Pi. It is the symbol of the Caretaker Principia. As I understand it, only one of the Caretakers, as its intended recipients, should be able to erase this mark and replace it with another. That should do the trick.”
“Doesn’t that still leave us with a problem?” wondered Charles. “The way Laura Glue explained how the Compass Rose works, it glows as you come into proximity of the person being sought. How will that help us?”
“It works that way if you want it to,” Jamie explained, “but Bert explained it to me once. In principle, it functions like these ‘radios’ everyone is using nowadays. It can be tuned to receive, as it was used in locating us—or it can be adjusted to broadcast, as it will do once we’ve added a new symbol. Then we’ll just have to wait and see if someone comes.”
“But what if no one is listening?” asked Jack. “What if no one comes?”
“Then your job becomes a lot easier, doesn’t it?” Jamie retorted. “But don’t worry—someone is always listening…
“…and someone always comes.”

“So,” said Jamie. “Who wants to do it?”
“I should,” John replied gravely. “I’m the Caretaker Principia. It’s my responsibility.”
“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Charles said, grabbing the Rose. He ran his thumb back and forth over the symbol, and in a trice, it had been completely erased. “Sometimes you shouldn’t stand on ceremony. You should just do what needs doing and move on.”
“Um, yes,” said John. “Well done, Charles. So,” he continued, turning again to Jamie, “whom should we summon?”
“In a crisis? The only man I’d want at my side would be Nemo,” Jamie stated. “His mark is Persian, but I’ve seen it used, and I’m certain it will work…What? What is it?”
At the mention—again—of Nemo’s name, all three of the companions started visibly, then seemed unwilling to meet Jamie’s eyes.
“Regarding Nemo,” John began.
“No,” said Jack. “It’s for me to say.”
He folded his arms and drew a sharp breath. “Nemo won’t be coming,” he said at length. “Nemo is dead. He was killed in battle.”
Jamie couldn’t conceal his dismay. “But…but that can’t be! Nemo is unbeatable in a conflict, whether on land or at sea! Not only is he one of the best strategists who ever lived, but he’s charmed. He’s the seventh son of the seventh son of Sinbad himself. No,” he concluded, shaking his head. “You must be mistaken.”
“I’m not,” Jack insisted, his voice shaking with emotion. “I saw him die. And what’s more, it was my fault. So please, say no more of it, but trust my word—if summoned, Nemo will not come.”
Jamie regarded Jack, his expression inscrutable. “That’s very interesting, Jack. Very interesting indeed. I can see the event had quite an effect on you.”
“The ‘event,’ as you call it, was one of the worst experiences of my life,” said Jack. “How do you think it makes me feel to know that choices I made led to someone’s death?”
“Were they good choices or bad choices?” asked Jamie.
“What kind of question is that?” countered Jack. “How can they have been anything but bad choices? Paddy trusted me, and he died.”
“Paddy?” John said. “You mean Nemo, don’t you?”
“Well, yes,” said Jack. “I meant to say Nemo.”
“Warnie mentioned that you’d had a friend die in the war,” put in Charles, “but he told us you were nowhere near the battle and had nothing to do with it.”
“That doesn’t matter,” Jack said. “I promised Paddy’s mother that I’d look after him, and I let him get killed, just as I did Nemo.”
“It isn’t the same,” argued John.
“Sure it is,” said Jack. “They both died because of choices I made. If I had done things differently before that conflict at the Western Front…gone a day earlier, or a day later…anything. If I had done anything differently, Paddy would still be alive. And I’ve had to see his mother’s face every day since the war—loving me for trying, loving me for taking his place in caring for her, but always, always knowing that I failed, and let him die.”
“Everyone makes choices,” said Jamie, “and we have to live with those choices. Did Aven ever tell you what went on between us?”
“No,” said Charles. “But we inferred a great deal from the number of opportunities she took to curse you.”
“Heh.” Jamie chuckled sadly. “I can’t say I blame her. At one time, not really all that long ago, we were very much in love, she and I.”
“Ah, not to give offense,” said John, “but aren’t you considerably older than Aven?”
Jamie squinted at him. “There are more mysteries in the Archipelago than you yet know, young John,” he responded. “Aven is not as young as she appears to be—and at that time, I did not appear anywhere near as old as I was. But suffice it to say, she was the principal reason I agreed to become a Caretaker.”
“I understand that,” Jack said.
“I think you do,” said Jamie. “But she was not the reason I left.”
“The widow,” offered Charles. “The woman here in London, with the children…Aven mentioned her, and not much more favorably than she did you, I’m afraid.”
Jamie shook his head. “She never understood. There were responsibilities in the Archipelago for which I was not prepared. And there were opportunities for responsibility here that I hoped to embrace. And so I did.”
“And you’ve been happy ever since, I suppose?” asked Charles.
“Would that it were so,” said Jamie. “All I wanted to do was be a father, a mentor, a brother to those five boys. To protect them from the evils of the world. And I didn’t think I could do that from an archipelago of islands at the edges of existence. I thought I could do it if I were right here, with them. But I was wrong.”
He lowered his head and closed his eyes. “You lost your friend Paddy in the war?” he asked Jack, looking up.
“Yes.”
“And you, too, lost someone?” he said to John, who nodded. “And you?” to Charles, who also indicated a loss.
“You see?” Jamie said with a tremor in his voice. “I also lost someone in that war. One of my boys. And I lost another after the war, to a drowning that may have even been by his own hand. So what good has it done, that I chose to leave my role as Caretaker, if I could not protect those whom I loved, even from themselves?”
He banged a fist against the mantel, startling the dog. “At least you three jumped headlong into it and took the battle to one of the prime causes—the Winter King himself. Perhaps if I had done that, if I had stayed, the war might have ended sooner, and I might still have my George. So who am I to judge good choices from bad?
“But,” he finished, turning again to Jack, “I know that you should not carry the guilt that you do for Nemo’s death. Events on that day transpired exactly as they needed to.”
“How can you say that?” said Jack, incredulous.
“Because I know Nemo was very close to Jules Verne,” answered Jamie, “and Jules knew many things that he never shared with any of us. But I know one thing he passed on to Nemo, that I am happy to share with you.
“Nemo knew the exact hour and means of his death. And, knowing this, he had the ability to change events if he so chose. He didn’t. And thus the responsibility for his death was not yours, young Jack. Indeed, it never was.”

Several stiff drinks were poured, and the four men sat in silence as they absorbed what had been said. Laura Glue stirred, and Jamie rose to cover her with a blanket.
“So,” John said finally. “The Compass Rose.”
“Yes,” said Jack. “I’d nearly forgotten.”
John looked at Jamie. “What symbol should we use, since Nemo’s is not likely to do us any good?”
In response, Jamie took a book from one of his shelves and thumbed through to a Greek alphabet. He quickly scanned the letters, then pointed to one. “This one,” he declared, tapping his finger. “It’s the only one I can really be certain of.”
“Omega,” noted John. “‘The ending.’”
“Yes,” Jamie said without turning around. “That’s Bert’s little joke.”
“This will summon Bert?” John said in surprise. “That would be delightful. I’d love to see him again.”
“As would I,” said Jamie. “He was always a bit more well-disposed toward my choices than his daughter was. But then, as a parent, I think he would be. Do any of you have children, if you don’t mind my asking?”
Jack looked a little uncomfortable at the question, but he didn’t want to seem rude—not after the personal information Jamie had shared, and especially after the remark about Nemo. “Not thus far,” he admitted. “But the future is long.”
“I have one,” said Charles. “A son, Michael.”
“Three for me,” said John. “My eldest, John, is nine. Michael is second, and then young Christopher.”
Jamie stared at them with a forced smile, then choked back a sob and turned away. “Michael was the name of my boy who drowned,” he said in a small voice. “So—let’s get this job done, and see to it that no more Michaels become Lost Boys, eh?”
Charles handed the Rose to John, who quickly inscribed the mark Jamie had indicated on the parchment. “Now what?”
“Now,” said Jamie, wiping at his eyes with a handkerchief, “we wait and see.”

“Someone give me a hand inside, will you?” Bert cried…




CHAPTER FOUR
A Dragon Restored
As the evening deepened into night, the four men busied themselves with small talk and took the opportunity to get to know one another a bit more. They were, after all, members of a very exclusive club. And John, Jack, and Charles found it very liberating to have someone else with whom to discuss the Archipelago. With most others, most recently Jack’s brother Warnie, they had to guard their words carefully. But with Jamie, they were able to broach practically any topic.
For his part, Jamie was mostly interested in their academic careers. He had spent enough of his life as a novelist and playwright that academia was fascinating to him.
“You really worked on the Oxford English Dictionary?” Jamie remarked to John. “Extraordinary.”
“I was only there for about a year,” John admitted. “The problem was, having been trained to read the Geographica, I had a better than average knack for going right to the root definitions of words, and they started to get suspicious.”
“Oh, that’s rich,” Charles said, chortling. “You were actually too qualified for the job. If they’d kept you on, they might be finished by now.”
“Craigie’s close enough, I think,” said John. “But messing about in the Scriptorium with all those little notes crammed into cubbyholes…Not for me, I’m afraid.”
“One of the researchers on the OED was briefly considered as a Caretaker back before Bert’s time,” said Jamie. “Murray. His impediment was that while he was a stellar researcher, he lacked imagination. Just didn’t have the spark. Affable enough, but just not cut out for the job.”
“Lucky bastard,” murmured Charles.
“What was that?” John said.
“Who’s for a bite?” said Charles. “I’m getting a bit peckish.”
“As am I,” Jamie agreed. “Charles, why don’t you give me a hand, and we’ll see if we can assemble some sandwiches to keep up our vigor.”
As the two went down the hallway to the kitchen, Laura Glue stretched and yawned. “Hey,” she exclaimed, patting herself. “Where’s my flower?”
“Over here on the desk,” said Jack.
“You changed it,” she said appraisingly. “But I like it. It looks like a circle with feet.”
“Indeed it does,” concurred Jack, noting that since they’d erased the pi symbol and added the omega, the glowing had ceased. “But I don’t know if it made it prettier to look at.”
Jamie and Charles returned with a silver tray laden with ham, cheese, and thick cuts of dark rye bread.
“Sorry there’s no milder bread in the house,” said Jamie. “You can take the boy out of Scotland, but you can’t make him give up his rye.”
“Not a problem, I assure you,” John said as he started slathering a piece of bread with a grainy mustard. “In fact, I think I prefer—”
He stopped speaking when he realized that none of the others were listening. Instead, they were all looking at Laura Glue, who was still holding the Compass Rose.
It was faint, and indistinct—but the parchment flower had begun to glow.
“Well,” Jamie said wryly, rubbing his dog’s head, “I think we may be in for more company.”

“Do we need to be down by the river?” asked Charles. “If Bert is coming, won’t he be piloting the White Dragon?”
“Or one of the other ships,” Jack agreed. “Perhaps we should be waiting for him there.”
“It’s a pleasant night out,” said John. “There’s no storm, there’s been no murder, no one is chasing us, we have a comfortable study to relax in, a delicious pile of food in front of us, and for company, James Barrie—with whom we can also talk about the Geographica and the Archipelago. And you seriously want me to consider leaving all this to go tromping alongside the Thames in the middle of the night, just in case it’ll be easier for Bert to find us? I don’t think so.”
And with that, he plopped down on one of the chairs and began to happily devour a huge ham sandwich.
“See?” Charles said to Jamie. “That’s why he’s the Caretaker Principia.”

After having consumed three sandwiches of her own, Laura Glue declared herself to be the Caretaker of the Compass Rose. Carefully monitoring it for any change, she nestled back into the haunches of the huge, still sleeping Saint Bernard, Aramis.
“His predecessors were Porthos and Athos,” said Jamie. “If I myself make it to a D’Artagnan, I’ll be very contented.”
“There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you,” said Jack as he licked mustard off his fingers. “When we found Laura Glue, she told us that she’d been sent to find you, specifically, not just because you were the Caretaker, but also because you were her grandfather’s greatest enemy. And then, in the park, you said something about an adventure with your best friend—”
“Whom she said later became my enemy. And you’ve surmised they were the same person. Well done, Jack.
“Oddly enough, the reasons we became enemies have a lot to do with Aven as well. Although I must point out a very important distinction between myself and the girl’s grandfather. Just because he no longer regards himself as my friend does not necessarily mean I am no longer his.”
Before Jamie could elaborate, a newspaper struck the shutters, which clattered loudly against the windows of the library. “Hmm,” said Jamie. “The wind has shifted. I wonder what that means?”
“Why?” asked John.
“It’s March,” Charles explained. “The wind never blows in from the west this time of year.”
Wordlessly the four men looked at one another, each of them thinking the same thing.
“Look,” a voice said, soft with wonder. It was Laura Glue, who on speaking woke the dog and was being given an involuntary bath by Aramis’s massive tongue. “Look at my flower.”
There on the desk the Compass Rose had begun to shine as if it were on fire, the symbols marked upon it swirling with an eldritch glow.
Suddenly a shadow passed over the windows, momentarily blocking the light from the waxing moon above.
Puzzled, Jamie jumped to his feet, as did John.
“Was that a dragon, perhaps?” asked Charles.
“Too slow,” said Jamie. “Maybe it—”
A loud knocking from one of the upper floors interrupted him.
“I think you have a visitor, Jamie,” said Laura Glue sleepily.
In an instant, all four Caretakers were running to the hall and up the stairs. Jamie led the way to the fourth-floor rooms, all of which had been tastefully appointed as bedrooms, save for the last.
“I don’t suppose this is the nursery?” Jack asked with a grin.
“Ha,” Jamie said over his shoulder. “Funny scholar you are. No, this is just a storage room. All I keep in here is an old, ah, wardrobe full of my mother’s furs.”
He flung the door wide, and together they entered the room. It was reasonably bare, save for the aforementioned wardrobe to the left, and an old pram on the right. Directly across from the door stood a double bay window, deep and uncurtained—so they could clearly see the silhouette of the figure, hanging from a rope ladder, who was rapping on the sill.
The strange visitor was short, stoutish, and most tellingly, had a tattered, tall, pointy hat perched precariously on his head.
He knocked again, then called to them through the glass. “Will someone please let me in? I’ve flown here all the way from the Archipelago, and my arms are very tired.”
Charles raised an eyebrow and grinned as they all rushed to the window. “No question now. That’s our man Bert right enough.”
“Someone give me a hand inside, will you?” Bert cried as he clutched at the window with one hand and clung to the ladder with the other. “Else I’ll end up a handsome stain on the cobblestones.”
“Bert, I’m so pleased to see you!” said John as he reached out to grasp his mentor’s hands. “But what the devil are you flying? Is it an airplane of some sort?”
“Better!” Bert said with a gleam in his eye. “It’s an old friend, all dressed up to go a-visiting.”
The friends all leaned out the open windows and looked up at a sight both amazing and familiar. It was an airship: part blimp and part airplane. There was an air-filled balloon above an elaborate carriage that had been fitted with propellers. But what was most startling was the carriage itself, which bore a carved masthead.
It was the Indigo Dragon.
Jack let out a whoop, and Charles started clapping Bert on the back so vigorously he nearly lost his hat.
Once they had him safely inside and had anchored the ladder securely around the heavy wardrobe, each of the companions embraced Bert joyfully, and even Jamie gave him a warm, two-handed handshake.
“Old sock, good on you, good on you, I say!” Charles exclaimed happily. “When you said you were hoping to repair her, I never expected anything as grand as this! Well done, Bert!”
“In truth, it was more the craftsmen back on Paralon who did it,” said Bert. “Ordo Maas was able to salvage the dragon itself, but the ship was a loss. Jules had had plans for an airship that Nemo had always wanted to…ah…” He paused, looking hesitantly at Jamie.
“It’s all right, old chap,” Jamie said. “They told me everything. In fact, we’ve had quite the opportunity to get acquainted, your young Caretakers and I.”
“But how did you get here so quickly?” John asked. “It hasn’t been more than a couple of hours since we summoned you.”
“Quickly?” exclaimed Bert. “I’m only sorry it took so long. I was already on the edge of the Frontier, on my way to Oxford to consult with John about a crisis in the Archipelago, when the sextant aboard the Indigo Dragon began to point toward London. That’s when I realized someone had used a Compass Rose. But I scarcely expected to find you at Jamie’s house.”
“That’s a story in and of itself,” said John. “Let’s go downstairs. There’s someone you ought to meet.”

Laura Glue was rolling around on the floor with Aramis when the group came downstairs. Introductions were made, and when she shook hands with Bert, her eyes became the size of saucers.
“The Far Traveler? For really and truly?” She exclaimed. “No one will believe I actually met you.”
“Really?” said Bert, flattered. “And why is that, my dear?”
“Because—whenever you’ve been mentioned, my grandfather shakes his head an’ says your wick isn’t lit. But you don’t look anything like a candle at all.”
John and Jamie let out a burst of laughter, and even Jack chuckled. Charles just smiled grimly and patted Bert on the back. “Look at it this way—at least you didn’t have to share the backseat of a car with her all day.”
“All day?” said John. “It only took us a few hours to get to London.”
“That’s what it seemed like to you, maybe,” Charles shot back.
“She’d come from the Archipelago seeking me,” said Jamie. “Her grandfather sent her, apparently.”
They quickly told Bert what had taken place during the day, including Laura Glue’s mysterious message, and his features grew very dark. “That’s troubling news indeed,” Bert mused. “I’m as clueless as Jamie about the message—although it was clearly meant for a Caretaker to interpret, and obviously something greater than we know is going on in the Archipelago.”
“The children,” came a small voice. “Someone’s taking all the children.”
It was Laura Glue.
Bert knelt down in front of her. “What do you mean, darling girl? Is that why your grandfather sent you here?”
She nodded, and a single tear fell down her cheek. “Grandfather knew. He knew. He saw them coming in the big boats and knew what was going to happen, so he made me put on Uncle Daedalus’s wings, gave me the flower, and sent me to find Jamie. He said he would know what to do.”
“Who was coming, Laura Glue?” asked John. “Who was your grandfather protecting you from?”
“The men with the clocks in their bellies,” replied Laura Glue, beginning to sob openly.
“Shh, shh, there, there,” Bert told her gently. “It will be all right, my girl. But tell me, these men—how did you know they had clocks in their bellies?”
“Cuz you could hear it,” she said. “When they was coming to get us, you could hear the sound—tick-tock, tick-tock—over and over and over. And they makes noises when they moves, like a principle.”
“Like a car, you mean?” asked Charles.
“I don’t know what that is,” said Laura Glue. “But Grandfather called them the clock men, so…”
“Clockwork men,” said Bert. “This grows worse and worse. They’ve been outlawed in the Archipelago for nearly a decade.”
“You mentioned that you were already headed to see me because of a crisis in the Archipelago,” said John. “That’s not mere coincidence, is it?”
“No, I’m afraid it isn’t,” Bert said somberly. “A great catastrophe has befallen the Archipelago.”
“Is Aven all right?” Jack asked quickly, recalling his recent dreams. “Has she—uh, the queen—been hurt?”
“You’re three steps ahead of me, young Jack,” answered Bert. “She’s fine, mostly—but she’s smack in the center of the crisis. Crises. One of the crises, anyway.”
“Just how many, um, crises are we dealing with, Bert?” Charles asked.
“All in one and one in all, it seems,” said Bert, “and what the child has just told me only confirms my worst fears—that the crisis that began it all, and happened slowly enough that no one knew it was happening until it was over, may not be over after all.”
“What crisis, Bert?” asked John.
“Someone has stolen all the Dragonships,” said Bert. “They’re all gone, and no one knows where.”
“Gone?” exclaimed John. “How can someone have simply taken them? After all, they have wills of their own—I don’t think a Dragonship would go anywhere it didn’t want to go. Not easily, anyway.”
“That’s part of the mystery,” said Bert with a sigh. “There are no signs of struggle, or damage, or even cut anchor lines. The ships have simply disappeared. We think the Green Dragon went first, then the Violet…but there’s no way to really be sure. It didn’t take much longer to confirm the others—the Orange, Yellow, and Blue dragons—were also gone. Even the White Dragon is missing.”
“And the Black Dragon?” queried Charles. “What of it?”
“Ordo Maas dismantled that beast long ago,” Bert said with a shudder. “And good riddance, I say.”
“Why was the Indigo Dragon spared?” asked Jack.
“She’d been completely rebuilt as an airship,” Bert replied. “I think she was either just overlooked, or she no longer suited the thief’s purposes.”
“You haven’t said how Aven is involved,” noted Jack.
“That’s how we began to discover the missing children,” said Bert. “The prince—Aven’s son—was aboard the Yellow Dragon when it disappeared. In fact, every place a Dragonship has vanished, many of the local children have disappeared as well.”
“Aven has a son?” said Jack, casting a glance at Jamie. “I…I didn’t know.”
“A strapping lad, almost nine years old now,” said Bert. “I was already preparing to come and seek you out regarding the missing Dragonships when she and Artus contacted me and told me about the prince.”
He turned and took John by the shoulders. “I know this is very sudden, John—but we need the Caretaker’s help. I don’t think we can discover the answers we need to find here. We must go back to the Archipelago.”
“I…I…of course I’ll help,” said John. “Of course.”
“I’m coming too,” put in Jack. “Charles? Are you with us?”
“My poor wife will never understand,” Charles answered, “but I am loath to let the two of you go traipsing off to the Archipelago without any adult supervision at all.”
“I beg your pardon,” Bert huffed.
“No offense, Bert,” Charles reassured him.
“I can send messages to your families,” offered Jamie. “I’ll give them an excuse about emergency business for the university.”
“Thereby ensuring that we return to find ourselves in hotter water than when we left,” said John. “Best make it attending to a friend in need. That’s closer to the truth, anyway.”
“Excellent,” said Bert. “We have a plan. Let us now put it into action.”

John and Charles quickly wrote out messages to their wives and children for Jamie to pass along, and Jack wrote a brief note to Warnie and one to his friend Paddy’s mother, a Mrs. Moore. It was also decided that given the unusual circumstances in the Archipelago, Laura Glue would be safer remaining in London under Jamie’s care. In fact, once the decision was made, she immediately set about building herself a nest—in the storage room upstairs, inside the great wardrobe.
Being able to close the doors made her feel safe, she explained, as if no one would be able to reach her there.
“And safe you will be,” Jack said gently, tucking her in amidst the furs and the blankets Jamie had provided. He also had a small electric torch, which he gave her in case she should become frightened during the night.
“Now,” he told her, “I want you to listen to me. This isn’t just an ordinary wardrobe. It’s a magic wardrobe.”
Laura Glue’s eyes widened and she gave him a lopsided grin. “For really and truly?”
“For really and truly.” Jack nodded.
She looked at Jamie, who also nodded. “More than anyone knows, my dear girl.”
“And if you need it to be,” added Jack, “it can become another world altogether. It can take you wherever you want to go, for as long as you want, and in an instant, it can bring you back, as if no time had passed at all.”
“Wowww…,” said the girl with a yawn. “How do I make it work, Jack?”
“That’s easy,” Jack told her. “Just close your eyes, and dream where you want to go, and suddenly, you’re there.”
“But I do that anyway,” Laura Glue said, leaning back and closing her eyes.
“Yes,” Jack replied as he closed the door, all but a crack, on the drowsing girl. “But here, you’ll always come home. And here, someone will be watching over you. Always.”

“All ready, Jack?” said John.
“Ready. Are we all loaded?”
“Just done,” called Charles from the window. “Jamie’s given us a few stores from his larder, and Bert is anxious to get back to start looking into this. Although,” he added, “I think he’s greatly relieved that we’re coming with.”
“Was there any doubt?” said John. “Even under these circumstances, now that the opportunity’s here, I find I can’t wait to get back.”
“Same here,” agreed Jack.
Bert’s face, upside down, appeared in the window. “All aboard, lads. It’s time to go.”
Farewells were said to Jamie, and each of them looked in quietly on the angel sleeping soundly in the wardrobe. Of them all, only Jack had noticed that before she fell asleep, Laura Glue had carefully sealed her ears with plugs of beeswax she had had tucked in her tunic.
With Jamie steadying the rope ladder from below, the companions ascended it and climbed into the carriage of the reborn Indigo Dragon.
“It sounds like she’s purring,” Charles exclaimed.
“That’s the engine driving the props,” said John, looking around in awe. “I do kind of miss the old masts and sails, though.”
“Magic lets you skip a lot of steps,” Bert said, “but that doesn’t mean one can completely disregard principles of engineering.
“Ladder up? Good, good,” he continued. “Let’s be off, then.”
“Remember,” Jamie called from the window below, “to get there, just look for the second star on the right….”
“That’s not funny,” Bert replied. “Farewell, James.”
“And you, Bert,” Jamie called back, waving. “Tell your daughter I hope she will not think too ill of me in the future.”
With a final wave, Bert spun the wheel, and the Indigo Dragon whirled about and began to rise into the night air.
Below them the lights of London spread out like glittering pebbles in a dark pool. Everything was edged in a cool light from the rich moon hanging above. And in the distance, clouds had begun to gather. In moments they would be passing into another world. Somehow it seemed less eventful to be doing it in the air, instead of on the more physical surface of the water below.
“That last joke Jamie made,” John said to Bert. “He was quoting his book, wasn’t he?”
“Book?” said Bert, puzzled. “Was that in the book? No.” He shook his head. “It’s an old game he played with Laura Glue’s grandfather, when they were young and could still bear each other’s company.
“In the Archipelago, navigating by the second star to the right—the North Star—makes you sail in a circle. You never get anywhere except where you already are.”
“Who is Laura Glue’s grandfather, anyway?” asked Charles.
Bert looked at them all in surprise, as the clouds began to close about the ship. “Didn’t Jamie tell you? He probably figured that as Caretakers, you already knew.”
“I think I do,” said John, “but it seems impossible to believe.”
“We’re into the rarified air of the Archipelago now,” Bert informed the others, gesturing to the waters below—and back to the now vanished lights of London. “It’s required to believe sixteen impossible things before breakfast.”
“Who are we talking about, John?” asked Jack.
Charles pieced it together first. “There’s a statue of him in Kensington Gardens,” he said quietly. “Am I right, John?”
John nodded and leaned over the railing, face to the wind. “Laura Glue’s grandfather,” he explained, “Sir James Barrie’s best friend, who became his greatest enemy, was the boy who never grew up.
“We’ve been summoned to the Archipelago by Peter Pan.”




PART TWO
A History Undone





The armored scarecrow was chewing something…



CHAPTER FIVE
The Errant Knight
The crossing into the Archipelago was as smooth and uneventful as they’d remembered. One moment they were above the waters of the world, and the next moment they were not. And in the transition, the English night gave way to a crisp morning light.
The crew were many of the same cloven-hoofed fauns that had operated the ship when it sailed on water, although this time the companions were far less hesitant to interact with them.
“Excellent ship you’ve got here,” Charles said to a passing crewman. “Uh, lovely decks.”
“Humph,” replied the faun, shoving past.
“Nice chatting with you,” said Charles.
“I returned the White Dragon to Ordo Maas, then set about salvaging the wreckage of the old girl,” Bert said, patting the hull. “It took us a long time to decide how to proceed, but fortunately we had lots of support and funding from Paralon. Artus and Aven have ruled very well, if, ah, unconventionally, and are widely loved.”
“That’s good to hear,” John said, noting how quickly Jack moved away at the mention of Aven’s name. “I’m going to have a hard time calling the High King ‘Artus,’ though.”
“Oh, he insists that his personal friends still call him ‘Bug,’” said Bert. “Says it helps him keep ‘the common touch,’ although between you and me, I think he just misses the adventures we had, before all this running-a-kingdom business got dropped on him.”
“What was Samaranth’s opinion on all of this?” John asked. “I assume he was consulted?”
“First among the royal advisers,” said Bert. “Even more so than I. Since the war with the Winter King, the dragons have never been far from the Archipelago. At times they have intervened in certain affairs, but nothing that ever dictated a formal summoning from the Ring on Terminus.”
The companions looked at one another with somber expressions. A formal summoning could only be done by the High King, using the Ring of Power—the great circle of stones they had discovered in the conflict with the Winter King. It was an action Artus would take in only the gravest circumstances.
“Until now?” John guessed.
Bert nodded. “At Samaranth’s suggestion. Every dragon alive has scoured the islands but has found no sign of the missing ships or children. As far as we can determine, they are nowhere in the Archipelago.”
“Could they be in our world?”
“Not likely. They would stand out more, not less. Look at the complications you had with just one little girl.”
“Jamie told us that he remembered an old Archipelago legend about a Crusade,” said John. “Do you know of such a story?”
“It does sound familiar, I’ll admit,” said Bert, “but I can’t put my finger on it. I’m hoping we may be able to ask the Morgaine what it refers to, and get right to the heart of it.”
“You could do that without us,” John pointed out, “and with all these things happening in the Archipelago, I must admit I don’t see how we can help. We came because you asked us to come. But what good are the Caretakers going to be in finding missing ships and kidnapped children?”
“Maybe more than you know, John. You are here because you are supposed to be here, and you are the Caretakers, after all. You well know that the responsibility is far greater than just looking after a book. Even if you were not the Caretakers, you are still friends of the king and queen—and it is in times of peril that one must call on one’s friends, wherever and whoever they may be.”
“Even if they are enemies, according to Laura Glue.”
“Yes,” Bert said. “Even if they are enemies.”

“I can see the smoke coming out of your ears,” Charles said, sitting on the deck next to Jack. “What are you considering so mightily?”
“Something I’ve been thinking about for nine years,” replied Jack. “When we were trying to keep the Winter King from getting his hands on the Geographica…”
“Yes?” said John, coming to sit opposite Charles.
“The first plan was to try destroying it, right?”
“Correct.”
“But we couldn’t, because only the Cartographer could destroy the book.”
“Right again,” said John. “What are you driving at, Jack?”
“Stay with me here,” urged Jack. “Part of the Caretaker’s job is to annotate maps, add new maps, and also to improve the translations attached to existing maps, right?”
“Yes,” John said, “although I haven’t yet had the opportunity to add any maps, only make corrections and notations to the existing ones. What of it?”
“I’m afraid I don’t see it either,” said Charles.
“What he’s asking,” Bert said without turning from the wheel, “is why you didn’t simply vandalize the atlas, or scumble in false notations, or simply pour ink all over the pages, effectively destroying its usefulness, if not the book itself.”
“Well, yes,” said Jack. “That’s exactly what I was wondering.”
Bert turned his head and squinted at them. “Don’t you think that hadn’t occurred to me, or Jules, or Stellan long before you were ever recruited as Caretakers?”
“Then why didn’t you do it?” asked John.
“Would you have been able to?” Bert shot back.
“We tried,” said Jack. “We threw it on the brazier.”
“No,” said Bert, “Nemo threw it on the brazier. And when he’d proven it wouldn’t burn, that was the end of any thoughts you had of destroying, or even damaging, the book.”
“He’s right,” Charles said. “We never even considered it after that.”
“Clever,” noted John. “We’d eliminated the idea in principle, so we overlooked other specific aspects of it that may have solved the problem.”
“Would have solved the problem,” Jack corrected. “We could have solved a major problem with a relatively minor sacrifice.”
“Jules and I had a similar discussion once,” said Bert. “He offered me a hypothetical situation. What if a young man, say, a painter from Austria, seemingly normal, absolutely unremarkable, was destined to one day become a terrible ruler, responsible for the death of millions?
“If, knowing this future, and knowing what might be averted if this single, then innocent artist were to be killed, would you do it?”
“There’s no way to know a man’s future,” observed John. “Not for certain. So it would be murder.”
“Jamie told me Nemo was foretold of his death,” said Jack. “And he did nothing to change that event. So is that a reverse-murder? Or a self-murder?”
“That decision was Nemo’s to make for himself,” said Bert. “It wasn’t someone deciding his future for him. But answer the question: Would you kill the painter who had done no evil, to save the millions from the evil that he might one day become?”
“No,” John and Jack answered together.
“I don’t know,” Charles admitted. “Maybe if it were real and not hypothetical, I could make that choice.”
“Well, in a way, that was the choice you were making with the Geographica,” said Bert. “A little murder, with pen and ink as the instruments of the death, and you could prevent the book from being used in greater evil. But that wasn’t the choice you wanted to make, so you didn’t.”
“That’s all well and good,” Jack said, “but it still irritates me to no end that the option didn’t at least occur to us. Maybe all we needed to alter were a few key maps, or the summoning….
“Say,” he said, tapping John’s foot. “Why don’t we give it a try, just for the sake of scientific experimentation? We can pick a minor map and ink in a ‘No Trespassing’ sign or a unicorn or some such. What do you say, John?”
Bert groaned and slapped his forehead. “Spinning in his grave. I’m certain Stellan is just spinning in his grave. I’d have been better off leaving the book with Harry and Arthur.”
However irritated he tried to sound, Bert also produced a quill and a bottle of ink, which he proffered to Charles with a barely disguised grin.
“Okay, John,” said Charles. “Let’s have it. Time to deface a little history.”
“Now, I’m not going to just…,” John began, before a strange expression came over his face. “Um.”
Jack looked from Charles to John and back again, shrugging.
“Where did you put it when you brought it aboard?” Bert asked over his shoulder. “In the cabin, perhaps?”
“You did bring it aboard, didn’t you, John?” said Jack.
“Oh dear,” murmured Charles. “Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear.”
“The Imaginarium Geographica,” John said with rising horror. “It’s…it’s…”
“Don’t tell me you’ve lost it,” said Bert.
“Nothing of the sort,” John stated. “I know precisely where it is.”
Jack and Charles looked at each other in disbelief as the meaning of John’s words sank in.
The Imaginarium Geographica was exactly where they had left it when they arrived in London—next to Laura Glue’s wings, safely covered with academic papers in the boot of John’s car.

John spent the remainder of the short voyage to Avalon pacing the foredeck and cursing to himself in Anglo-Saxon. The crew of fauns exchanged glances of “different dance, same song” and kept working to keep the ship in order. Bert, Jack, and Charles huddled around the wheel to discuss this awkward turn of events.
“Can we go back for it?” asked Jack. “We’ll have lost only a few hours….”
“Hours I’m afraid we cannot spare,” said Bert. “Remember—the Indigo Dragon is, for the time being, the only Dragonship available to the Silver Throne, and the only ship left that is able to cross the Frontier.
“Inconvenient as it may be, we will have to do without the original Geographica, and hope that no circumstance arises in which it is needed.”
“Original Geographica?” Charles exclaimed. “I don’t understand.”
Bert grinned. “Do you recall your little friend Tummeler? He was as good as his word—he published a facsimile edition of the Imaginarium Geographica, and practically everyone in the Archipelago has a copy now.
“It’s nowhere near as complete as the original, of course,” he continued, “but it’s annotated in English, and shows all the major islands. It would do in a pinch.”
“Good Old Tummeler,” said Charles. “I’ve often thought of him—usually during breakfast. Never looked at a muffin in the same way since, I can tell you.”
John finally quit pacing and approached the others. “There was a lot going on, you’ll remember,” he said apologetically. “In all the confusion and commotion…”
“Five ham sandwiches,” stated Jack. “That’s all I’m going to say about confusion and commotion and no time to retrieve the Geographica. The Caretaker Bloody Principia.”
“All right, Jack,” Charles said quickly. “No need for language.”
“Avalon, ho,” said Bert, pointing. “We’re at the boundary. Let’s get off here and collect ourselves, and then we’ll decide what to do next.”

Once the ship had been anchored to a spot on the sloping hill above the beach, the companions climbed down and took deep breaths of the sea air.
“Very nice,” said Charles. “Makes me feel like I was young again. Not that I feel particularly old, mind you, but this adventuring business is much more a young man’s game.”
“You called?” Jack said, grinning.
“You’re a college tutor,” Charles told him. “That means you age exponentially with each semester.”
“How about him, then?” Jack said, hooking a thumb at John. “He’s a full professor.”
“Dog years,” said Bert. “Professors age in dog years.”
“And how about you, old hat?” asked Charles.
“Oh, I took the easy way out,” said Bert. “I figured out that if I age all the way to the end, I just start over. So, practically speaking, I’m the youngest one here.”

The first order of business was to announce themselves to the Guardian of Avalon—the Green Knight.
“I shouldn’t mind seeing the dutiful old fellow again,” Charles said jovially. “He was very affable—after he quit trying to behead us, that is.”
“There’s something you really ought to know,” Bert began, when they crested the hill and stood in front of the entrance to the ruins of Avalon.
There, slumped against one of the fallen pilasters, arms akimbo, the Green Knight turned his head and regarded them with a resigned expression. He seemed younger than before but was still a mishmash of rusty armor, wooden limbs, and twigs that seemingly stuck out of every joint and crevice. But, oddly, he also affected a tattered top hat and trench coat over his armor.
It occurred to John that this apparition might be what would result if the Tin Woodsman and Scarecrow from Frank Baum’s Oz were squeezed together.
The armored scarecrow was chewing something, his mossy beard swaying with the motion. Then he swallowed hard and spoke.
“I hope you’re not expecting me to stand on ceremony. I may have to stand guard over this junk pile, and help you when asked, and all the other shabby things they make me do here, but if you’re hoping for some sort of formal welcome, you can forget it.”
Charles groaned and rubbed his temples.
“What?” said Jack. “Wasn’t he Charles Darnay before?”
“Before, but not now,” said Charles, and with the sound of his voice, the Green Knight recognized him.
“Hey,” he exclaimed, standing straighter now, “you’re not going to let him hit me, are you?”
John sighed. Now he knew who this was. “That’s what Bert was trying to tell us,” he said to the others. “This Green Knight isn’t the one we met before.”
It was Magwich.

“I thought the dragons had eaten you, or at the very least, dismembered you, Maggot,” said Charles.
“I’m a knight now,” Magwich sniffed, “so you have to treat me with more respect.”
“If you’re a knight, I’m Geoffrey Chaucer,” retorted Charles. He turned to Bert, sputtering in anger and amazement. “Magwich? The Green Knight? How did this happen, Bert?”
“I wanted to explain,” Bert said sheepishly. “This is law, part of the old code established by King Arthur centuries ago. The dragons saw it as a fitting punishment for a traitor like Magwich.”
“Punishment?” Jack exclaimed. “He looks as if he’s on holiday.”
“I know, I know,” said Bert. “It isn’t supposed to be an honor—it’s supposed to be a penance. But Magwich is the only knight in more than two dozen generations of them who actually rose in station because of it.”
“Well, I’m not about to trust anything he says,” Charles stated.
“See, now you’ve gone and hurt my feelings,” said Magwich. “Just because I’m a murdering, thieving, cowardly, traitorous sort doesn’t mean I can’t do my job properly.”
“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” said Charles. “Fine. Whatever you say. Just keep him away from me.”
With a gesture, the Green Knight motioned for them to follow. John walked beside him, with Jack, Charles, and Bert trailing along a short distance behind.
“So,” said John, “what’s it like to be made of wood?”
“Not as bad as you’d think,” replied Magwich. “Although you wouldn’t believe the places termites can get to.”
“Sorry I asked,” said John.

The familiar path wound around the edge of the island, the grasses and craggy rocks standing out in sharp relief against the dark, roiling clouds of the Frontier beyond—the true boundary of the Archipelago. At the path’s end they would find the Morgaine—the witches known as the Three Who Are One. Sometimes they were able to prophesy the future. Other times they were unwilling to try. Still, Bert explained, it was worth asking, as the Morgaine were likely to be the only entities who could shed any light on the events taking place.
Jack suppressed a shudder. “I’m really not looking forward to seeing them again,” he confided to Charles.
“I know what you mean,” Charles replied. “Those strange old women…especially the one—what was her name again?”
“Cul,” Magwich said over his shoulder. “And I can sympathize. I don’t come see them unless I’m compelled, which isn’t often.”
“Didn’t she make you rub her feet once?” recalled Jack, suppressing a wicked smile.
Magwich groaned. “Why else do you think I stay on the far side of the island?”
They came into the small clearing, but there was no one to be seen. The great black cauldron that sat over a usually crackling fire was nestled among cold embers, and there were other cooking implements scattered here and there amidst the sharp grass.
At the far side were three tumbledown cottages in a state of extreme disrepair, around which were piled a number of artifacts of all shapes and sizes. Both John and Charles noticed, but said nothing about, the large iron kettle with the bronze adornments, leather handles, and Greek shield for a lid.
“Hey, ho, looks like no one’s home,” said Magwich, spinning around on his heel. “Time to go.”
“Not so fast, Maggot.” Charles caught Magwich by the collar of his breastplate. “You’re the Green Knight now. You botch your job, I guarantee you I’ll give a full report, omitting nothing, to Samaranth himself.”
“Bloody hell,” muttered Magwich. “A fellow just can’t catch a break with you people.”
He pointed down the slope. “You’ll probably find them in the cave. That’s where they spend most of their time these days.”
“Excellent,” Charles said, giving the reluctant knight a shove. “Lead the way, Sir Maggot.”



CHAPTER SIX
The Weaving
The cave was deeper than the opening would indicate, and although they all (with the exception of Bert, who simply removed his hat) had to stoop to enter, once inside they were able to stand erect without bumping their heads.
Rather than growing darker, the cave grew lighter the deeper they went. There, at the back, they saw three figures—but it took a moment for them to realize that these were not the figures they had expected to see.
Instead of the weathered old women draped in layers of dresses and beads and various charms, waiting to welcome the companions were three youthful, graceful women of astonishing beauty.
The nearest of them wore a dress of shimmering blue and had long, golden hair, pulled back into a bun at her neck. She sat at a large spinning wheel, which was idle. A pile of unspun wool was behind her, the topmost fibers of which were pulled together in the threads hanging from the wheel.
The second woman had hair like flame, tied in looping ringlets that fell onto a cream-colored dress with elaborate patterns embroidered across the chest. Her arms rested on an enormous loom, which seemed to be as unused as the spinning wheel, wrapped as it was in cobwebs. Hundreds and hundreds of threads grew together in a tangle underneath a giant comb, but she made no effort to unbind them.

…three youthful, graceful women of astonishing beauty.
And the third, near the back of the cave, was raven-haired and wore a blue dress of extraordinary richness. Of the three, only she seemed to be engaged in active work: She was slowly and methodically unraveling the threads of a great tapestry that hung across the entire rear wall of the cave.
John couldn’t be sure, but it seemed as if the images depicted in the great weaving were in motion. It was too indistinct for his eyes to focus on any portion of it for more than an instant, however.
The companions and the three women regarded each other silently, until the quiet was broken by a loud wail—which was coming from the Green Knight.
“Nine years,” whimpered Magwich. “All that time I’ve been dealing with those three hags outside, and I never knew these beauties were waiting in the cave.”
“Quiet, you nit,” said Charles. “I think these three are the old…ah, that is, I think they’re the same women.”
“Just so,” concurred the fair-haired woman, bowing her head.
“Are you here for the spindle?” the dark-haired woman asked, without looking at them or pausing in her labors. “Because if you are, you’re too late. We already gave it to that princess…what was her name again? Dawn?”
“Aurora,” said the red-haired woman. “And you’re forgetting the order of things. These young men aren’t here for the spindle. They’ve come to ask us questions, haven’t you?”
John looked askance at Bert, who nodded almost imperceptibly. “Yes,” said John. “We have.”
“One each, then,” said the first woman. “Three questions asked, three answered. A question for Ceridwen, to set the stage. A question for Celedriel, to begin the play. And a question for Cul, to draw the curtain.”
“I’ll be drawn and quartered,” Magwich moaned. “They are the same women. And I’ve been avoiding them all this time!”
He threw up his hands and wailed, “Why is life so unfair?”
“That is your first question, which I shall answer,” said Ceridwen.
“That’s done it!” Charles shouted at the former steward. “Out! Out!” He grabbed Magwich by the shoulders and all but threw him to the front of the cave.
“I’ll keep him occupied,” he called back to his friends. “Do what you can with the other two questions.”
Ceridwen was already beginning to answer the first question—which, John thought to himself, was not really a terrible question to have asked. It just didn’t have much to do with their current situation.
“Life is so unfair,” Ceridwen was saying, “because it is you whose vision is too small. Mistakes may become opportunities; accidents may become a chance for redemption. What seems unbalanced in a moment may become level over time, if only the canvas upon which your lives are painted is large enough.”
John and Jack looked at each other in puzzlement. It was certainly the answer of a prophetess.
“My question is next,” said Celedriel. “Ask of me what you will, and I shall answer.”
John nodded at Jack, indicating that it was his turn. And as uncomfortable as that made him, Jack was somewhat relieved that he wouldn’t have to talk to Cul—no matter how beautiful her present form was.
He considered his options. His first impulse was to ask about his dreams, and Aven’s son—but that would be too limited a use of the question. It stood to reason that there were only two questions that needed to be asked: the location of the missing Dragonships, and the location of the missing children. Jack chose the former, expecting—silently hoping—that John mirrored his train of thought and would ask the latter.
“The ships you seek,” Celedriel began in response, “are not in the Archipelago, nor are they in the world of men. They have been taken into the Underneath. The Chamenos Liber are what guard them. Find them, and find the Dragonships you seek.”
“Short and sweet,” John muttered under his breath. “I hope Bert understood what that meant.”
“I suppose I have to answer you now,” said Cul, “so go ahead and ask your question, Son of Adam.”
John thought for a moment, biting his lip in concentration. What to choose? What to ask? Then, suddenly, it came to him.
“What are you doing?” he asked.
Jack stared at John in amazement. That was not what he had expected his friend to ask. And judging by the expression on Bert’s face, he didn’t expect it either.
The reaction of the Morgaine was different. They looked at one another and nodded, as if confirming something they had suspected but not known until that moment. Even Cul’s features softened as she began to answer, although she never stopped unraveling the tapestry.
“Well asked, young Caretaker John,” she said, her voice a soft purr. “You understand that all that happens is not mere cause and effect, but that there are causes underlying causes, and it is those that truly shape the events of history.
“The world is unraveling. Someone has changed Time itself, and a new event has taken place that was not in the Tapestry before. Thus, we must unweave all that has happened since, for a new weaving must be created. You may ask another question.”
“Do you have to unweave the entire Tapestry?”
Again came the nods, as if this question also met with their approval. “No,” said Cul. “We must unravel it only to the moment of the change—seven centuries past. You may ask another question.”
“What caused the change?” asked John.
“Caretakers of the Imaginarium Geographica,” Cul replied, turning fully to stare at them. “You did.”
Jack snorted. “Of course,” he said flippantly. “We just went backward in time seven hundred years and accidentally killed Genghis Khan, or stepped on a butterfly, or something equally catastrophic.”
“That can’t be,” Bert protested, with no hint of irony or mockery. “If that had happened, we would have a historical record of some sort….”
“That’s why you’re unraveling the tapestry now—because the event that changed things didn’t happen seven centuries ago, did it?” John asked the Morgaine.
“No,” said Ceridwen, “it happened nine years ago.”
“We have answered all the questions agreed upon,” said Celedriel, “and more, because you have shown yourself to be wise.”
“And because of the wisdom of your questions, we will offer you one further answer to do with as you will,” Cul intoned. “The unraveling began when history was changed, but the thread was first loosened when two brothers made a choice.
“Both of them believed his choice may have been wrong. One of them was. When you determine which, and in what way, you may yet have a chance to save the children of this world, and your own.”

As a group, the companions exited the cave, shielding their eyes from the glare of daylight. They went across the clearing and sat to discuss what the Morgaine had said.
Over near the cottages, Charles had cornered Magwich by brandishing a pair of hedge shears and making suggestive threats about what might get pruned if he didn’t keep his distance and stay quiet.
Jack waved for Charles to come over and join them. He left the Green Knight muttering to himself and kicking stones, and trotted over to the others, where Jack quickly filled him in on what had transpired in the cave.
“John’s a deeper thinker than I’ve given him credit for,” said Charles. “I react too much in the moment, I’m afraid. I wouldn’t have had the sense to ask what he did.”
“Nor did I,” said Jack. “What made you think of it, John?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know. It just seemed to me, in that moment, that if these women were as important and powerful as Bert has always claimed they are, then perhaps what they were doing had a larger purpose. I simply got lucky that it did.”
“Not luck,” said Bert. “Intuition. The best skill of a Caretaker, and you have it in spades. By the way—what do you make of their answer to Jack?”
“That the Dragonships are guarded by the Chamenos Liber?” John asked. “I’m not sure. It sounds familiar. Liber is Latin. It means ‘book.’ Chamenos I’m not entirely certain of—it sounds Greek, maybe.”
“So we’ll find the missing ships in a book?” said Charles. “I’m not sure that helps, as clues go.”
“I’m afraid the rest of what they’ve told us only makes things worse,” observed Bert.
“Not sure how it can get worse,” said Charles.
“The story they told,” Bert said, “about Time itself being broken—I can’t think of anything more dangerous.”
“We haven’t noticed so far,” reasoned Charles. “So I don’t know why it would bother you so.”
“Two reasons,” Bert said, his face darkening. “One—you’re correct. We wouldn’t notice if history had been changed, because everything that follows will change accordingly, including our own memories. But the second reason is worse.”
“Why?” asked John.
“Because,” Bert explained, lifting his head, “if the change was indeed our fault, caused by something that happened nine years ago, then it’s possible our memories of that event have also been altered.”
John slapped his forehead. “Meaning there might be no way to know what caused the damage to begin with.”
“Exactly,” said Bert. “We must battle the effect, even though we may never know the cause—because in our ‘Time,’ it may never have happened at all.”

It took less than a half hour for the companions to make their way back to where the Indigo Dragon was anchored, and there was no further discussion of what had transpired in the cave. This was in part because each of them was turning the revelations over and over in his head, thinking; and in part because the Green Knight never stopped complaining.
“But why?” Magwich whined. “Just tell me what they said. It was my question, after all.”
“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Charles said, rolling his eyes. He turned and took the shabby knight by the shoulders. “Do you want to know why life is so unfair? Well, I’ll tell you. It’s because you are a bitter, twisted, heartless villain with a lump of coal for a heart, who has never done a damned thing except for the most selfish reasons, no matter the suffering it has caused those around you.
“What’s more, you never learn from your mistakes. You just keep doing the same stupid things over and over and over, and will probably end up spending the rest of eternity all alone on this island, until you finally crumble away to dust, having perished alone, unmourned, and unloved.”
Magwich stared at Charles, who was breathing hard from his extended rant, before he finally blinked, then blinked again. Then, without warning, Magwich burst into tears and collapsed against Charles, sobbing.
“Oh, good job, Charles,” declared Jack. “You’ve completely destroyed the poor fellow.”
“Arrgghh,” said Charles, as he dragged the whimpering, slobbering knight over to a rock, where he sat him down.
“Here,” he said to Magwich, offering a handkerchief. “Do wipe the, er, sap off of your face. That’s a good fellow.”
“But, but, you’re absolutely right!” wailed Magwich. “I’m a terrible person, and I deserve everything that’s happened to me. Why, if there were any justice in the world, you’d just chip me up for firewood right now. And even then, the embers from my fire would probably burn a hole in your coat.”
He threw up his arms and started such a pitiful keening that even Bert had to cover his ears.
“Kindling! That’s all I’m good for! I’ll never do anyone any good!”
“Now, that’s not true,” said Charles. “I’m, ah, I’m sure you’re not completely devoid of redeeming qualities.”
“Really?” Magwich said, sniffing. “Like what?”
“Don’t look at us,” John said to Charles. “You opened the door.”
“Well, er,” Charles stammered, rubbing his temples. “Give me a minute—I’m sure I can come up with something.”
“You have to think about it?” sobbed Magwich. “I’m irredeemable, aren’t I?”
“No one is completely irredeemable,” said Charles. “But I must say…” His face went slack and his eyes widened as an idea occurred to him.
“You know, Magwich,” he suggested, “perhaps we’re looking at this the wrong way.”
“How so?” sniffed the knight.
“Every story has a villain or two,” Charles replied matter-of-factly, “and while you are more of a minor villain, I have to say you’re far more irritating than the Winter King ever was. In fact, being despicable may just be your great talent in life.”
“You really think so?” said Magwich. “I don’t understand.”
“Look,” Charles explained. “You know I despise you, right?”
“You’ve made it very clear, yes,” said Magwich.
“Well,” Charles continued, “whenever we’ve met, you’ve demonstrated all the qualities I don’t want to have. And I try to better myself so I don’t become like you. So in a way…”
“My bad example is making you a better person?” finished Magwich.
“Something like that,” said Charles. “If it wasn’t for people like you, I don’t think I would try so hard. And honestly, you’re the worst I’ve ever encountered.”
“Oh, you’re just saying that,” said Magwich.
“No, I really mean it,” said Charles.
“I think I’m going to be sick,” Jack declared. “Charles, it’s time to go.”
Charles stood and clapped the Green Knight on the back. “All right, then?” he asked. “Good. Don’t ever change, Magwich.”
“Oh, I won’t,” said the knight, glancing backward across the island. “So, ah—d’you think the three ladies in the cave would like some company?”
Charles frowned. “Ah, I can’t say, Magwich. Wouldn’t hurt to ask,” he said, climbing up the ladder. “I think.”
“Farewell, Caretakers,” Magwich called over his shoulder as he clanked his way up the hill.
“What do you think will happen to him?” asked John.
“They’ll probably turn him into a toad,” said Charles. “But I don’t think he’ll notice.”

“We must get to Paralon immediately,” Bert said as the Indigo Dragon moved away from Avalon and toward the dark, roiling clouds that formed the Frontier. “Artus must be told all of this. The Morgaine do not often offer information so freely. The situation must be very dire for them to have said as much as they did.”
Jack had moved to the rear of the deck, away from the others, thinking about the prince.
The High King’s son.
Aven’s son.
A son who, in other circumstances, might have been his own.
Whatever course John, or Bert, or Charles might decide, Jack’s direction was clear. The others could pursue the missing Dragonships and find the children—but Jack would not let another night pass without doing everything in his power to find the missing son of his one great love….
Or perish in the attempt.




CHAPTER SEVEN
The Great Whatsit
The journey to Paralon was uneventful—too much so, in Bert’s estimation. He kept scuttling back and forth from port to starboard, peering over the edge, and making worried clucking sounds with his tongue. “It’s like the calm before the storm,” he confided to John.
“The weather is beautiful,” John said, looking around at the nearly cloudless sky.
“It’s not the weather I’m concerned with,” replied Bert. “It’s the fact that we’re almost to Paralon, and we’ve yet to see a single ship on the water below.”
“That’s right,” put in Charles. “There ought to be trade ships full of apples going to and fro—or at the least, several fishing vessels.”
“And yet not even a dinghy,” Bert said. “This bodes very ill, I’m afraid.”

The extent of Bert’s worries was confirmed as they approached the island kingdom itself. Smoke ringed the harbor ahead of them, and a haze in the distance indicated that other fires had been set elsewhere on Paralon.

In response to his call, an enormous black crow dropped down…
“You know,” said Charles, “I’d really like to visit this place when someone hasn’t set it on fire. Just once, mind you.”
Below, it was starkly obvious: There were no ships of any kind in the harbor or at the docks. There had been a few—but those were the source of the smoke. They’d been set ablaze. Far beneath them, they could see crews of workers and sailors trying vainly to staunch the flames on vessels that were already lost.
“What the devil?” exclaimed Bert. “I haven’t been gone a day. What can have happened in a day?”
“A lot,” Jack said darkly, “if the day in question happened seven hundred years ago.”
Bert piloted the airship past the smoke and headed into the city proper, which was built around and against the great tower of rock upon which the great castle of the Silver Throne stood.
He found a broad cobblestone plaza that was nearly devoid of people, and slowly set the Indigo Dragon down. The carriage settled heavily onto the street, and the propellers gradually came to a stop.
“The palace is just up the boulevard,” Bert said, “but I wanted to stop and pick up a spare Geographica, and say hello to an old friend while we’re at it.”
Across the plaza, amidst shops selling pieces of the North Wind (fifty centimes a bag), and bezoars, and enchanted violins, was a small shopfront that was apparently dedicated to the sale of a single item: the Imaginarium Geographica. Piles of the books were the only things on display within and without the store.
A small figure burst through the door to a jangling of bells. “Bless my soul,” he said, voice quivering with emotion. “Be it the scowlers, my friends, returned to us at long last?”
“Tummeler!” Charles shouted, as he raced forward and embraced the little badger. “Tummeler, it’s grand to see you again!”
“I be filled with joyful thoughts myself, Scowler Charles,” Tummeler said, wiping at his tear-filled eyes with a paw. “An’ Scowler Jack an’ Scowler John, too! This be a day of days, it be.”
Jack and John both greeted their furry friend warmly, while Charles stepped inside the shop.
“I say, Tummeler,” Charles began. “You have quite an enterprise going here.”
He handed copies of the oversize book to both Jack and John, and all three made noises of praise and astonishment.
The book was roughly the shape of the real Geographica, and had a tooled leather cover, but it also bore an illustrated jacket and was annotated entirely in English.
“Th’ language of Oxford scowlers, you know,” explained Tummeler proudly.
“Tummeler, I’m greatly impressed,” said Charles.
“I’m speechless,” said John, flipping through the pages. “Most of the major islands are here—and with better notes than I remember.”
“And look,” Jack pointed out, “it’s got an introduction by the king.”
“It was a favor,” Tummeler admitted. “But it helped get the word out.”
“How did you do this, Tum?” John asked. “You even have Terminus in here.”
The badger held up his paws and shrugged. “Badgers has good mem’ries,” he explained. “I just wrote what I remembered when I came back to Paralon, and Bert helped me with copies o’ th’ maps.”
“I’m terribly impressed,” Charles said again, patting his small friend on the back.
“T’anks muchly,” said Tummeler, beaming. “I does what I can.”
“Don’t let the humility fool you,” said Bert. “He’s sold through four printings of the concise edition of the Imaginarium Geographica to date.”
“Five,” Tummeler corrected. “We’ve only just delivered th’ last of th’ inventory to the libraries at Prydain…at least, I hope they arrived, what with all th’ troubles.”
“What’s happened to the ships, Tummeler?” asked Bert.
“No one knows,” replied the badger. “But peoples think it’s a curse what began after th’ Dragonships disappeared.”
“What’s cursed?” Jack asked.
“The rest of the ships in the Archipelago,” said Tummeler. “They’re all cursed. In a single night, we found all of ’em sunk, or put to th’ torch. And worse, any new ships bein’ built seem to sink the minute they’re put to sea. Just fall apart before y’r eyes. And as a result…”
“Everything in the Archipelago has been disconnected,” concluded John somberly. “All the unity that was achieved by the creation of the Geographica and the rule of the High King…”
“Utterly in a shambles,” finished Bert. “At least we still have Tummeler’s copies of the Geographica. By now they’re on every land in the Archipelago.”
“So everyone knows where everything is,” said Jack, “but no one can get anywhere.”
“That’s been th’ problem,” agreed Tummeler. “Th’ king an’ queen have been using the Great Cranes of Byblos to take messages back an’ forth, but that only works f’r th’ nearby islands. The rest…”
“Are completely cut off,” Charles finished.
“We’d better get to the palace,” said Bert. “We must speak to Artus.”
He turned to Tummeler. “We find ourselves in need of a Geographica, Master Tummeler. We’ve ah, neglected to bring along our own. May we purchase a copy from you?”
“Purchase? Y’ mean buy a copy? Of my book?” Tummeler said, as his eyes grew wide. “Of course not! There be no charge for Oxford scowlers t’ have a Geographica!”
With that the little badger scurried around them, pulling two clean, undamaged copies from the bottom of the pile and handing them to Jack and Charles. Then he raced to a small office at the back of the shop and returned a minute later with another copy for John that seemed slightly different from the others.
With extreme sincerity and gravity, Tummeler presented the book to John.
“F’r th’ Master Caretaker,” Tummeler said soberly. “This be my own original book, copied from yours. I wants y’ t’ have it, Scowler John.”
“Tummeler, I can’t accept this,” John protested, holding up his hands. “You made it yourself.”
“That’s why I wants it t’ be yours,” insisted Tummeler. “It’s not as clean as th’ ones what we printed, but it’s got character.”
John finally acquiesced and took the gift as graciously as he could manage. “Thank you, Tummeler. I’m sure it will come in very handy.”
“I say, Tummeler,” said Charles. “Would you mind signing mine? Just for old times’ sake?”
“Sign? Y’ mean, like a autograph? Oh, Master Scowlers,” Tummler said, nearly swooning. “This be th’ proudest day in ol’ Tummeler’s life.”
The little badger removed a quill from one of his pockets and carefully inscribed his name in all three books.
“One last favor to ask, if I may,” Bert began.
“No need t’ ask,” Tummeler said, beaming. “When I saw y’ landin’ th’ Indigo Dragon, I already started up th’ Curious Diversity out back. I figured you’d be needin’ a lift t’ th’ archive.”
Charles thumped him on the back again and grinned. “Good old Tummeler.”

“We’re not going to the palace?” asked Charles as Tummeler guided the steam-belching vehicle onto one of the broad streets that led to the northern part of the island. “Don’t we need to consult with Artus, ah, that is, the High King?”
“That’s where I be taking y’, Scowler Charles,” the badger said without taking his eyes from the road ahead. “T’ th’ king.”
As they traveled, Bert explained just how drastically things had changed in the Archipelago, particularly in regard to the Palace of Paralon, where the High King and Queen sat on the Silver Throne. On the outside, it looked much the same as it had when they had last been there. It was still a mighty and impressive edifice, and a number of ministers and officials circulated around an axis somewhere in the center—represented by King Artus. But it was no longer the true seat of authority in the Archipelago.
Rather than embrace and revel in the trappings of authority, wealth, and power, as would almost anyone who found themselves heir to a throne, Artus had apparently eschewed ceremony and was conducting the affairs of the kingdom in the ruins of the Old City, the first built by his ancestor Artigel, son of Arthur.
Artus reportedly liked to conduct affairs of state while sprawled on his stomach behind a makeshift throne in a vast hall with only half a ceiling. On the floor, he examined maps and parchments and a pile of various reports that was constantly being added to by the continuous stream of officials who made the trek from the palace.
“He wasn’t in Paralon for a year,” Bert said, “before he moved everything here, lock, stock, and powder horn. It turns out he had a passion for the old archives, and I daresay it’s made him a better ruler for it.”
“What do you know?” said Jack. “The potboy turned out to be a scholar after all.”

Tummeler guided the Curious Diversity along the bottom of the canyon, which had been recently paved. They glided smoothly past the great doors that led to Samaranth’s treasure hoard without so much as a swerve in its direction.
“Shouldn’t we be consulting Samaranth as well?” asked John. “After all, he’s probably the oldest creature in the Archipelago.”
“Considered,” said Bert, “but he’s gone with the rest of his kind, searching for the Dragonships. And he may be old, but his knowledge is broad, not deep. Other than the royal family and the Caretakers, he hasn’t paid as much attention to mankind as you’d think.”
“’At’s cause y’r still a young race,” Tummeler commented over his shoulder. “Give it time, an’ y’ might yet turn out t’ be an interestin’ people.”
“I can’t imagine that Aven agreed to come here,” Jack said, glancing around at the steep stone walls to either side of the road. “It would take more persuasion than I’m capable of to get her to move this far from the sea.”
Tummeler began to reply, but a raised eyebrow and slight shake of the head from Bert silenced him. Swallowing hard, the little animal increased his speed, and in short order they arrived at their destination.
“Well, Master Scowlers,” Tummeler announced, beaming as if he’d built the place himself. “Here we be. Th’ Great Whatsit.”
Before them, carved deep into the granite walls of a junction in the canyon, were several towers of stone, accented and buttressed by wooden beams and golden embellishments. The structures were carved along the strata of the rock, and so the entire edifice resembled nothing so much as a great, glittering mica pipe organ.
“Great Whatsit?” Jack asked.
“Oh, that’s just th’ nickname we animals give it,” said Tummeler. “On account of th’ king can never decide what it is. Is it a library? Or an archive? Or a city? Or just a pile of rock? Or all o’ that at once? So we just began t’ call it th’ Great Whatsit, an’ th’ name stuck.
“But don’t tell th’ king I told y’ that,” Tummeler said to Charles. “Decorum, an’ all.”
“Won’t breathe a word of it,” Charles assured him, as the companions said their farewells to the little mammal, thanking him again for the copies of the Geographica.
“It’s nothing,” he said, doing the badger equivalent of a blush and shuffle. “I wuz happy t’ do it. And glad t’ give y’ a ride—but I needs t’ attend my shop. Commerce never sleeps, y’ know!”
“We do,” said Jack. “Where to now, Bert?”
“This way.” Bert gestured. “We just need to follow the smell of decaying parchment, and we’ll find the High King.”

Unlike the palace at Paralon, which was structurally ordered with geometric precision, the old city of Artigel was built according to geologic rules. As flowed the stone, so flowed the rooms. John had the fleeting thought that it resembled a labyrinth, and for a moment had a chill of premonition. But the thought vanished when they entered a spacious chamber distinguished both by its lack of decoration, save for the immense mess of documents scattered throughout, and its primary occupant.
Sprawled on the floor, Artus was deep in concentration, pausing only to scribble a note on a sheet of parchment or mutter an irritated “Yes, yes,” when asked a direct question by one of his advisers hovering nearby.
And so it was that they were nearly standing on top of him before he even noticed the companions’ presence.
“What is it, what is it?” said Artus without glancing up. “I am issuing edicts as fast as I am able, as you can plainly see.”
“Take your time,” replied John. “We’ve only come from the Summer Country, but I suppose we can wait for the king.”
At the sound of John’s voice, Artus jumped to his feet, scattering parchment everywhere. “What is this? What is this?” he exclaimed excitedly. “My dear friends! You’ve come at last!”
Whatever else they may have been expecting, this reaction—from the king, no less—took the companions completely off guard.
The slightly gawky youth they had known as Bug had grown into a barrel-chested man, who was taller and broader than any of them; and his reception of them was so unabashedly giddy that they couldn’t help but respond in kind. Each of them in turn gave Artus a hug, and he slapped them on the back so repeatedly that they thought their teeth might fall out.
The deference the officials and ministers gave to Artus underscored the fact that he was indeed king—but underneath, he was the same friend they remembered.
“So happy to see you,” Artus said. “You made great time—we dispatched Bert only yesterday.”
“We had an advance warning,” said John. “There’s a lot we need to tell you, ah, Bug.”
“Better make it ‘Artus’ or ‘Your Majesty’ inside the, ah, archive—library,” Artus said with a furtive glance around at some of his underlings. “I prefer ‘Bug’ myself, but it’s harder to motivate people when they have to take orders from a ‘King Bug.’”
“Let’s stick to Artus, then,” declared Charles. “I’m not sure I can fit ‘Bug’ and ‘Your Majesty’ together in my brain at the same time.”

It took a long while for the companions to explain everything that had transpired, during which Artus ordered several trays of food brought in—which the servants spread around them on the floor.
“I hope you don’t mind,” Artus said apologetically. “I’m just so much more comfortable working here on the floor. A throwback to my early days on Avalon, I suppose. The old witches didn’t let me have any furniture, so I had to learn to make do.
“I can’t quite get used to the fancy thrones and banquet halls and whatnot. Sure,” he continued, “every so often, for an official function, we have to put on the robes and do all that kingly stuff. But mostly I like to spend time working among the people in the shops and on the docks. When they’re not on fire, that is,” he added.
“It’s fine,” John assured him. “What do you know about the ships? Who’s setting them ablaze?”
“We don’t know,” said the king. “But everything you’ve told me has sparked an idea. Come with me.” Artus jumped to his feet. “I want to show you something.”
Artus led them through several cavernous rooms piled with loose papers that seemed newly made, fresh. They were certainly not typical archive materials. Past those rooms they came before a great set of doors, guarded by two powerful-looking elves.
“I’ve noticed a number of elves around the, uh, archive,” Jack remarked.
“Yes,” said Artus. “When the Blue Dragon was taken, King Eledir sent several other ships here to shore up any defense we might need—and those were the first ships to burn. So we’ve put the elves to work in places that need greater security.
“It’s fitting that they’re here in the Old City,” he continued. “It was Elven craftsmen who built many of the structures here, and especially the doors, but these are special.”
He pointed up at the intricately carved figures that ringed the arch at the top of each door. “These were built by a legendary craftsman who was rumored to be half elf and half troll. Made him crazy as a bedbug, but the work he did was second to none.”
As he spoke, Artus removed his ring, the symbol of his office, and pressed it into a nearly imperceptible depression in the metal frame. There was an audible click from inside the doors, and only then did the guards relax their stance to allow the visitors to pass.
“I read somewhere that the rings and the locking mechanism were both carved from a ‘lodestone,’” said Artus, “but I haven’t the faintest idea what that is.”
He opened the massive doors. Inside they saw a honeycomb of shelves upon shelves filled with bound books, sheets of parchment, and rolls of papyrus, all in an incredible state of disarray.
“Please forgive the mess,” Artus said mildly. “The main body of the library has been moved now and again, and we keep adding new materials before we’ve had a chance to fully catalogue what we already have.”
“So this is the Great Whatsit,” Charles said, unable to disguise the admiration in his voice. “I wonder what old Craigie at the OED would think about this, eh, John?”
“Ah,” said Artus. “I see Tummeler’s been talking. No, it’s okay,” he added when Charles began to stammer an apology. “I know that’s what the animals began calling it. So does just about everyone else. It’s not a bad name, Great Whatsit. It’s better than what Aven called it, which, um, I can’t really repeat—lots of sailor words and the like, you know.”
It was the first time Artus had mentioned Aven in any context at all, and he did so in such a matter-of-fact way that none of the companions could discern anything from the remark.
Artus turned away from his friends, cupped his hands to his mouth, and bellowed, “Solomon! Solomon Kaw!”
In response to his call, an enormous black crow dropped down from the dark recesses of the ceiling above and perched on the desk next to Artus.
The bird wore glasses on the end of a giant, dusk gray beak, and a tight-fitting cleric’s vest. Charles half expected to see spats on its feet as well.
“Ho, Solomon,” Artus said. “How goes the work?”
“It go-go-goes as it go-go-goes,” the crow replied in a voice that sounded like a willow branch being swished through a pile of dry leaves. “We fi-fi-files the books, and no-no-note the files, as we have b-b-been doing these muh-muh-many centuries, oh King.”
“Well done, my good, ah, bird,” said Artus. “I need to ask: Have you a catalogue of myths, dating back…ah…?” He turned to Bert.
“Seven centuries,” said Bert. “Give or take.”
Without a word, the crow dipped its head, spread its wings, and disappeared into the stacks.
“Can’t beat crows for organizing a library,” said Artus. “We used to also have a staff of very efficient hedgehogs, but when the crows arrived, there was an unfortunate misunderstanding at the commissary, and it’s been just crows ever since.”
“A few of these look singed,” John observed, examining a stack of papyrus rolls. “Did someone get a little careless and leave them too close to a lamp?”
Artus peered over John’s shoulder at the rolls. “Oh, those. They’re from the old collection, in your world,” he said. “There was indeed a fire—but fortunately, a number of scholars with ties to the Archipelago were able to rescue them before too much damage was done.
“Actually,” he continued, “it was from these old documents that Arthur took the original seal of the High King.”
“The alpha?” said Charles. “So these are Greek?”
“Yes, on both counts,” Artus replied, “although I think they also used it to indicate the library these came from. A place called Alexandria, in the country of, um…”
“Egypt,” said John, dumbfounded. “Alexandria is in Egypt.”
“Right!” said Artus. “That’s what they originally called this mess before it was the Great Whatsit, or the Royal Library, or the Archive of Paralon…
“It was called the Library of Alexandria.”

“He refers to the ‘construction’ of two mechanical men…”




CHAPTER EIGHT
The Friar’s Tale
Solomon Kaw returned with a thick, hidebound book clutched in his talons. Wings stroking mightily, he lowered the book gently to the nearby tabletop, then ducked his head in deference to the king and flew away. “Allow me,” said Artus. “It is my librar—uh, archive, after all.” He opened the old tome and began scanning the pages intently, running his fingers along the faded writing and murmuring softly to himself.
“Ah, Artus?” John began.
“A moment, please,” the king replied. “I’m just getting oriented. Even after years of studying them, I’m still finding my way around these old languages, you know.”
“But—,” said John.
“Tch,” interrupted Artus. “I realize you have specialized training, but so do I. There’s nothing you can do to make the translation process go any faster.”
“Fine,” John said, shrugging. “Read on.”
After a minute or so of examining one page, then another, and another, it became obvious to all of them that the High King was stumped.
“May I make a suggestion?” offered John.
“All right,” Artus said, finally resigned. “But I doubt you’ll have an easier time of it…”
His voice trailed off as John stepped forward and turned the old book upside down. “There,” said John. “Give that a go.”
“It’s Latin,” Artus said, crestfallen. “Now.”
“Ah, why don’t we all have a look together?” Charles suggested. “More eyes to the work, and all that.”
The king put the book in the middle of the table, and the others leaned in closely to read.
“This is one of the Histories,” said Bert in astonishment. “One of the official records written by the Caretakers.”
“I thought the Caretakers just annotated the maps in the Geographica,” said John. “We’re meant to write Histories, too?”
“It’s not an obligation,” Bert explained, “but Caretakers have witnessed many happenings in the history of the Earth and felt compelled to record them. Originally, as with this volume and the many others like it, the accounts were simple and straightforward. It was only centuries later that we realized such documents could be dangerous in the wrong hands, and began fictionalizing our writings.”
“As you did with The Time Machine,” said Jack.
“Yes,” said Bert, “and others. Jules did it too. And Cervantes, Shakespeare…A lot of real history, biography, and geography can be found in the fiction of the world.
“At least,” he added with a wink, “those fictions written by Caretakers.”
“This one was written by Geoffrey of Monmouth’s immediate successor,” said Bert. “Robert Wace. He also had a lot to say about the Arthurian histories.”
“I remember,” said John. “He wrote a French version of Geoffrey’s Arthurian compilations and dedicated it to Eleanor of Aquitaine. He’s also the source of the story about Arthur’s legendary Round Table.”
“It isn’t actually round,” Artus confided to Charles. “It’s more oblong, but it still served the same purpose, I think.”
“What does it say about the message?” asked Jack. “Does it say anything about a Crusade?”
“The actual Crusades in your world had already begun nearly a century earlier,” said Bert. “But I don’t think the message had anything to do with those. We have two clues to go on. First, Jamie mentioned a memory of a Crusade myth; then, the Morgaine said that something had changed Time—and they both alluded to it as an event that happened seven centuries ago.
“Seven hundred years ago the Caretaker was Master Wace. And he spent a great deal of time in the Archipelago, working on Histories of his own. If there is a myth about a Crusade dating to that time, I can’t imagine he wouldn’t have known about it—and written it down.”
“I agree,” said John. “The warning came from the Archipelago. It won’t be an event that took place back in our world that we’re looking for.”
“Well, it’s not that long a history,” Charles said, tracing across the book’s thickness with his thumb. “Between us, we should be able to skim through it in an hour or two.”
Just then, Solomon Kaw dropped back down from the gloom at the top of the room, with a second identical book in his talons—followed closely by a flock of other crows, all carrying books that they lowered into an ever-increasing pile on and around the desk.
“I told you,” Bert said. “Master Wace spent a lot of time here, and he loved to write.”
“Just how many history books did he write?” asked John.
“For-for-forty-three,” replied Solomon Kaw.
“I’ll order some more food and drink,” said Artus. “This is going to take a while.”

As an academic exercise, poring over nearly four dozen incunabula would have been considered a fine weekend activity by John, Jack, and Charles. Artus, aided by Bert, had a slightly slower time of it but demonstrated a facility for quickly summarizing complex material that none of them would have guessed he had.
An as exercise of discovery, however, it was an absolute failure. Nothing in any of the books referred to a Crusade taking place in the Archipelago for a two-hundred-year span. There were events of import, and skirmishes, and minor wars—John had found a ten-page account of something called “The Chyckenne War of Gryffynne Baye”—but nothing that hinted at any solutions to their growing list of problems.
“Well,” Artus said jovially, “still not a bad way to pass an afternoon, all things considered.”
“Not a bad way to—,” Jack began, rising to his feet. “Damn your eyes, Artus! We’ve been in here for hours now! We’ve been thumbing through old books, and eating, and generally having a leisurely afternoon of it, when we should be out there, looking for your son!”
Neither Artus nor the others said anything, but merely waited so Jack could finish saying what he needed to say. John and Charles had also wondered why their friend was not more concerned with his missing son, but they didn’t feel it was their place to address it.
Jack’s motivations, however, ran deeper.
“I’m sorry, Artus,” he said. “But it must be said. How can you be expected to solve the problems of an entire kingdom if you can’t even spare a moment’s concern for your own son?”
Artus uncrossed his legs and stood up. Without a word, he strode from the room, only to return moments later with an armful of the papers that had been piled in the rooms they’d passed through earlier. He brusquely shoved Master Wace’s Histories off the tabletop and dropped the papers on it. The pile was so large that many papers slid to the floor.
“It hasn’t been two days since the ships started to vanish,” Artus began, his back to them and his voice soft. “We can’t really determine how long ago the children began disappearing. But their abductor knew we’d take quicker notice of the Dragonships being gone than if we couldn’t find a few misbehaving children.
“We took even more notice yesterday when the Yellow Dragon—the Nautilus—vanished with my boy aboard. We—I—Aven and I—thought it would be the safest…”
Artus stood straighter. “When the reports of the missing children began to come in, we thought he’d be safer there, aboard a living ship. One that could take action on its own, if the situation demanded it. Then the elves arrived and anchored their ships alongside, and I don’t think I could have arranged a better, more secure place if you’d asked. I even considered taking him to Terminus, except it would have been too long a journey.
“Then the Yellow Dragon vanished altogether, and the Elven ships were set ablaze. The guards were killed, their throats cut. And there was no way to follow the missing ship, because no one had seen it go. It had simply vanished. That’s when I summoned Bert and instructed him to seek you out.”
“Then why, Artus?” said Jack. “If you knew more help was coming, why didn’t you set out then to go find your son?”
In answer, Artus pointed to the pile of papers on the table. John stepped forward and looked at one of the topmost papers, then another.
“They’re letters,” he told the others.
“Correct,” said Artus. “They began coming in three days ago, but my steward only brought them to my attention yesterday, just before the Yellow Dragon vanished.
“At last count, we have six thousand, eight hundred letters, and more were coming in before the ships were put to the torch. And every one of them is from a mother or father who lost a child in the night. Every one.”
He turned to look at them, a quiet resolve on his face. This was no longer their old friend, the potboy of Avalon, talking. This was a man who had realized what it truly meant to be given a kingdom.
“What I’ve been doing,” Artus said, looking directly at Jack, “is directing the affairs of Paralon, and the associated island-states and city-states who have representatives here, to try to control an uncontrollable crisis. You were here, with me, the last time a crisis arose and there was no one man, one leader, to whom the Archipelago could turn for guidance.
“I don’t know if I’m able—but like it or not, I’m the High King. The people here trust that I will make the choices that will help us all, not just those that benefit me. So how could I possibly have left this to my steward, and the other officials, just to go look for my own son, when there is no one else in authority here to look out for the thousands of others who are lost?”
Jack couldn’t speak, but simply extended his hand in response. Artus took it with no hesitation, then clapped his friend on the shoulder.
“Besides,” he said, “if there were anyone on Earth who would see the value of saving the world through library maintenance, it’d be the three ‘scowlers’ from Oxford.”
Charles snapped his fingers. “Oxford men! I say, Artus, that may be the key.”
He turned to Bert. “Whom did you say was the Caretaker after Wace?”
“Easy to find out,” Artus interjected. “Just check the list in the endpapers of the Geographica.”
Quickly Charles opened the book Tummeler had given him to the list of names in the front.
“I wrote the introduction for that, you know,” Artus said to Jack. “On market day, I’ve even been asked for my autograph.”
“You don’t say,” Jack replied.
“Here it is,” said Charles. “Roger Bacon had it after Wace. And didn’t he spend a lot of time here?”
“Much,” said Bert, “but he didn’t assume the role until the Crusades were over—or nearly so, at any rate.”
“It couldn’t be a better perspective for a historian,” stated John. “To be able to document events not too distant to not have credible accounts, but with enough years past that there’s some objectivity.”
“Maybe,” Charles said, “but that’s not why I’m asking. Remember what Laura Glue said? She said that the ones coming for the children were Clockworks.”
“Impossible,” Artus said flatly. “After the disaster with the Parliament nine years ago, we outlawed the construction of Clockworks. The animals had the best of intentions, but they were too easily manipulated by Magwich.”
“The Clockworks? Or the animals?” asked John.
“Both,” said Artus. “It took eighteen months just to round up and destroy the false Parliament. The Queen of Spades was one of the harder ones to find. She managed to disguise herself as a cow. We might never have found her if she’d just kept out of the milking rotation.”
“Ouch,” said John.
“Oh, she was fine,” the king said. “But she beheaded three farmers before we caught her out.”
“So you did destroy them all?” asked Bert.
“For all intents and purposes,” said Artus. “The King of Hearts was the last—and we only found pieces of him.”
“My point,” said Charles, “is that Laura Glue did say she saw, and heard, the Clockwork Men coming. And I for one believe her.”
“What does that have to do with Roger Bacon?” said Jack.
“He’s the one who taught the secrets of building Clockworks to the animals,” said Bert. “Them, and Nemo, and no others. And he did it just about seven centuries ago.”

It took only a half hour for Solomon Kaw to locate the Histories of Roger Bacon, and there were many. Fortunately, they were also among the better-indexed books in the library, and so the companions were able to set aside all but a handful as unnecessary.
The remaining books were mostly thick vellum, lettered by hand in a crisp and pointed script. The books dating to the time in question included compilations of magic and mysteries from across the continents of the world: The Picatrix, from Arabia; the complete writings of Aristotle, from Greece; and many more.
Most interesting to the companions was a heavy book titled The Key of Solomon, which contained spells and formulas Bacon claimed had been created by the great Hebrew king himself. In the latter portion of the book were sketches and diagrams of machines, and annotations on how to build them. There were vehicles like Tummeler’s principle, the Curious Diversity; directions for building mechanical men and women, like the false kings and queens of the Parliament; and even rudimentary drawings of aircraft.
“These must be fakes,” said John. “Those are obviously sketches from Leonardo Da Vinci’s notebooks.”
Bert shook his head. “Leo swiped all of that from Bacon, who got much of it from King Solomon. The difference is, Bacon gave due credit to Solomon. Leo just preened about pretending to be a genius.”
“I’m astonished,” said Charles. “Leonardo Da Vinci?”
“He had a lot of potential,” said Bert, sighing. “Then Michaelangelo came along, and all bets were off. After that, it was all about trying to show up the newcomer.”
“Salieri and Mozart,” said John.
“Precisely,” agreed Bert. “Except Salieri didn’t have someone better to steal from. Leo had Roger Bacon.”
“At least we know the Mona Lisa was authentically his, anyway,” said Charles.
In response, Bert laid a finger along his nose and looked over the books they’d set aside. In a moment he’d found the one he wanted and opened it to a center-spread engraving, which he showed to Charles.
“My God,” Charles exclaimed. “Then who was she, really?”
“A kitchen maid from the court of King Edward,” said Bert. “I imagine she was smiling because Bacon was doing something profane while he sketched her.”
“Well, that’s one mystery solved,” said Charles.
“I think I’ve found something,” said Artus, who’d been reading as the others talked. “It’s in a Latin grammar, which he seems to have been developing as a primer for some of the languages in the Archipelago.”
Artus sat with the book, and the others crowded behind him for a look. He pointed at a passage written in the margins. “Here. It looks as if he wanted to record a happening and had no other materials to write on. See?” he said, thumbing through the sheets of vellum. “It goes on for several pages.”
“What makes you think it’s important, Artus?” asked John.
“This,” said the king, indicating at the second page. “He refers to the ‘construction’ of two mechanical men, but calls them by name before the task has been completed—so perhaps they weren’t entirely mechanical after all.”
“Half man and half machine?” said Jack. “That’s quite a concept, especially for the thirteenth century.”
“He calls them Hugh the Iron and William the Pig,” continued Artus, reading. “They may have been…John? Can you read this?”
John leaned closer and examined the text. “Brothers? Or…comrades, maybe. It’s unclear. But it does indicate that they may have represented his first experiment with constructing Clockworks—even if they began as men.
“It says there was a shipwreck of some kind, and they were nearly killed. Bacon may have saved their lives. They were both mortally wounded, and…how strange,” said John. “Bacon also says that he thought they were deaf, but that it turned out their ears had been sealed with beeswax.”
“That’s all interesting enough,” put in Jack, “but what makes you think it’s relevant to what’s occurring now?”
“The last paragraph,” said Artus excitedly. “I think this is the myth the Caretaker in London was referring to. Can you translate, John? You’re faster than I.”
Artus stood and let the Caretaker take his seat. Clearing his throat, John began to translate the sharp writing.
“It says that when he had made ‘new’ men of them, Hugh the Iron and William the Pig repaid him by turning on him and beating him nearly to death. Only the presence of several animals—including, strangely, chickens—and a friendly griffin saved him.
“Bacon writes that the brothers seemed to be entranced, or enchanted. But the whole time they were beating him, they did not speak.
“Suddenly the sky grew dark and seemed to split into shards, which fell to the horizon. A great shape, absent of form, rose and covered the sky, and Bacon swears that all the while, he could hear the faint notes of a children’s rhyme being whistled, or played, perhaps on a pipe.
“Then, from the shattered sky, a great ship appeared and beached itself in front of them. Hugh moved to one side of it, and William to the other, and each of them placed a hand upon the prow, then together began to recite a verse:

By right and rule
For need of might
We two bind thee
We two bind thee

By blood bound
By honor given
We two bind thee
We two bind thee

For strength and speed and heaven’s power
By ancient claim in this dark hour
We two bind thee
We two bind thee

John’s voice had dropped to a whisper. “That’s uncomfortably close to another verse I once heard read.”
Artus nodded slowly in understanding. “The Summoning. For the Dragons, in the Ring on Terminus. But as I interpreted it, that could only have been spoken—effectively—by one of royal blood. Uh, me, specifically.”
“’Tis true,” said Bert. “There are very few spoken spells that have any true power. Not enough to count on two hands. One is the Summoning…But another is the Binding. And even to have known the words to speak would have been a rare thing.”
“But that would have been during the time of Artigel’s rule,” said Artus. “I never heard of Hugh or William in the Histories.”
“Maybe these are the Histories that changed,” murmured Charles. “The unraveling and reweaving the Morgaine spoke of.”
“What happened next, John?” asked Jack. “Does it say?”
John quickly scanned the remainder of the passage. Suddenly his eyes grew wide and the blood drained from his face.
Artus gripped his friend by the shoulders in support, and finally the Caretaker Principia spoke.
“Bacon called out to them as they boarded the ship,” John said hoarsely. “A ship with a large eye inset in the upraised prow, under the head of a great serpent.”
“That’s impossible!” Bert shouted, startling the others out of the subdued calmness they’d effected. “Impossible!” he repeated, shaking. “I won’t believe it!”
“You recognize the ship?” asked Jack. “It sounds just like one of the Dragonships, but not one I remember.”
“That ship,” Bert exclaimed, “is the Red Dragon!”
“There’s more,” said John, who was still focused on the text. “Bacon cried out to them, and for a moment, it seemed as if the sound of his voice cleared away the mist that had settled over their minds.
“‘We have claimed our inheritance,’ Hugh replied to Bacon. ‘Tell our father that, and this also: that we will pursue our own Crusade, as he did before us, and ours will be mighty, and rend this world from Heaven to Hades.’”
“That’s our myth!” said Charles. “We—”
“There is more!” John exclaimed, standing and shaking his head from side to side. “But this can’t be right.”
He held the book closer to the lamp, then examined both sides of the paper. The dust on it was clotted, and well-absorbed into the paper. The book had not been opened in many centuries.
“It has to be a forgery,” John whispered, to no one in particular. “There’s no other explanation for this.”
He turned back to the others, his disbelief almost tangible. “The last entry,” John said slowly. “Hugh and William guided the boat back into the sea, then, as Bacon watched, they sailed it straight toward a great stone bluff, whose face split open to receive the ship.
“As it passed through, the ethereal whistling in the air became stronger, and Hugh’s countenance grew cloudy again. But William turned and looked at Bacon with tear-brimmed eyes, and called out to him:
“‘Tell Peter and Jamie I call Olly Olly Oxen-Free,’ William said. And then the stone portal slammed closed, leaving not even a seam in the rock.”
“‘Tell Peter and Jamie,’” John repeated, almost choking on the words. “That’s what William the Pig said. I think he was trying to pass a message to James Barrie and Peter Pan, by giving it to Roger Bacon seven hundred years ago.”




PART THREE
The Search for the Red Dragon





“She’s out of your reach, and that’s all that matters.”



CHAPTER NINE
Shadows in Flight
The fire popped and crackled as the chill of evening began to deepen throughout the cave.
The old man lifted his head and looked at the cave walls, which were covered with paintings. Most of the pictures were of animals, but several were of men, or creatures that resembled men. It was hard to tell.
Some of the images were ancient. Others were much more recent, and still glistened, wet, in the firelight. Those immediately opposite where the old man was sitting were so fresh that the paint dripped into a pool that had formed at his feet. There, the paint mingled with the blood that was streaming its way down his calves, and he realized with a sudden clarity that his blood and the paint on the walls were practically indistinguishable.
The cave was spartan in its decor. Other than the construct holding the old man, there were few furnishings: a couple of chairs, a great mirror with an ornate silver frame, and a battered old wardrobe covered in chains that were fastened with dozens of padlocks.
Nearer the back was something resembling an altar, and on it was a human head draped with a scarlet cloth. This didn’t bother the old man, who had seen many heads in his time. What rattled him was the fact that he had heard his captor talking to it before it had been placed in the cave.
A clicking and popping noise—the sounds of thousands of insects scuttling across the granite floor—told him that his captor had returned and was approaching the mouth of the cave. The old man’s arms tensed against the leather thongs that tied him to the frame. It was normally used for skinning animals, but it served its current purpose just as well.
The clicking noises subsided, and a sallow voice echoed throughout the small cavern.
“Where did you send her?” his captor asked, as he had the night before, and the night before that, but more insistent this time. “I must know. It is in your best interests that I know.”
“She’s out of your reach, and that’s all that matters,” said the old man. “Where she has gone, you cannot follow.”
His captor responded with a sound that was half laughter, half a contemptuous snort. “You don’t think I know where’s she’s gone? Or that I can’t follow her as I choose?”
“Follow her?” said the old man. “You can’t even enter this cave. So I don’t think you are as free as you think. Because if you were, you wouldn’t need me.”
The other speaker started to spit out a reply, then seemed to acquiesce. “Well played. But I mean to find out, whatever it takes.”
The voice became lower then, almost a purr, as a different approach was tested. “Ah, you and I, Peter…We are old adversaries, are we not? But does that not also make us brothers, of a sort? And can we not set aside old grievances and come together? You could be first among my allies—my most trusted general. What do you say?”
With the mention of his name, the old man’s eyes widened in alarm, before settling into a resigned calmness. He smiled, and let out a short chuckle. Echoing off the cave walls, it sounded like the laughter of a child.
“You’ve finally made a mistake,” the old man said. “I know who you are now. That has always been your problem—you simply can’t bear for anyone not to know who’s really pulling the strings, so to speak. I wasn’t going to help you to begin with. But now—never.”
“I could make you tell,” his captor hissed.
The old man chuckled again. “Not likely. The pipes don’t work on Longbeards.”
“All right,” the other speaker said, retreating a bit. “Perhaps if I offered you something you value more than power. If you will simply tell me where you sent the girl, and for what purpose, then perhaps…Perhaps I will allow you to return to the Well—one last time….”
The old man laughed once more, but could not disguise the brief flash of longing that crossed his features. He blinked and pursed his lips.
“Thank you, no. I think I’ll take my chances. Being old isn’t as bad as I expected it to be. After all, you know what they say—you’re as young as you feel.”
He tipped his head back and crowed, and the sound was both mocking and triumphant. And then he smiled.
The sudden crescendo of insect noises told the old man that his captor was both livid and gesturing to summon his servants. In a moment several animals had filled the cave entrance. A few made snuffling sounds; one or two were growling. All seemed to be waiting for further instruction. One of them sneezed, then rubbed at its face with a grubby, five-fingered paw.
And then the old man realized they were not animals after all. They were children.
The wolf-child sneezed again. Irritated and distracted, the captor snarled a rebuke, and in that moment the old man saw his chance.
Quickly, he whispered a few words in an ancient tongue, and in an instant, his shadow had separated itself from his body and flew along the ceiling of the cave toward the opening.
His captor cursed and ordered the feral children inside the cave to kick sand over the fire, reducing it to smoke and embers—but it was too late.
The beast-children looked to their leader for the order to pursue this new prey, but he shook his head.
“Let it go. It isn’t that important. It is only his shadow, after all.”
Again he addressed the old man, who was hanging more slackly in the frame, but whose eyes were now glittering. “Let’s begin again, shall we?”

“I can’t believe it,” said Jack, his voice echoing loudly through the halls of the Great Whatsit. “We’re trying too hard to find meaning in meaningless things. You’re seeing connections that aren’t there, John.”
“No, he isn’t,” said Bert, who had calmed down somewhat. “In fact, I think John is exactly right. I think William was trying to pass a message on. And Peter got it, which is why he sent Laura Glue to Jamie.”
“Perhaps this was the Liber the Morgaine referred to,” Charles offered. “It did reveal a missing Dragonship.”
“Don’t take this the wrong way,” said Jack, “but what’s the logic that holds this all together?”
“The ship,” said a voice from the open doorway. “Father’s right. The ship Bacon described wasn’t just any vessel. It was the Red Dragon.”
As one, the companions turned and looked at the speaker. Tall, with a more regal bearing than they’d remembered despite her rough sailor’s clothing, Aven regarded them all coolly before lifting her chin and giving them a half smile.
“I must admit,” she said, “I didn’t think two of you would come, much less all three. But I’m very…I’m…”
Bert rushed to his daughter and wrapped his arms around her. She stiffened at first, then relaxed and returned his embrace. Aven looked up at the three Caretakers and gave them a sincere if weary smile. “I’m very pleased to see you. All of you.”
One by one she gave each of them a brief hug, and kisses on both cheeks. Not an entirely informal greeting, but when she came to Artus, she gave him the same—no more, no less. Charles and John exchanged a puzzled glance, which didn’t escape Artus’s notice.
“You didn’t tell them, did you?” he said to Bert.
“Tell them what?” said Aven.
“It’s none of our business,” said Jack, who had also noted the casual way she had greeted the king. “It’s just that if we hadn’t known better, we wouldn’t have thought you were greeting your husband.”
Aven looked startled. “Husband? You mean Artus?”
“O-of course,” John stammered. “He’s the king, and you’re, uh…”
Aven lifted her chin and looked at them. “He is the king,” she said. “But he is not now, nor has he ever been, my husband.”

“But—but,” Jack started. “That’s, that’s…” He stopped speaking and just looked from Aven to Artus, dumbfounded.
“Aren’t you the queen, Aven?” Charles asked. “I had the understanding—”
Artus cut off the discussion with a gesture. “She is, for all intents and purposes, the royal consort. In effect, she is queen. She and no other helps me to guide the affairs of the Archipelago. But if we had married—formally, as a matter of statesmanship—then she would have been expected to remain on Paralon. And that would not have made her happy.”
“So you refused to marry Artus, just so you wouldn’t have to be confined to Paralon?” said Jack.
“You misunderstand,” said Artus. “I chose not to force her into a marriage that would have filled her days with sorrow and longing.”
“Bear in mind,” John said to Jack, “this is the Archipelago. Our conventions are not necessarily theirs.”
“I’m just a bit startled, is all,” Jack said. “I apologize, Aven, for saying anything out of turn.”
“You didn’t,” said Aven. “But now you know. And despite my wanderlust, I always come back to Paralon. My family is here—both Artus, and…”
Her voice broke, and she pulled her vest tighter. She turned to Artus. “I’ve toured the entire northern perimeter of Paralon. Not a single ship escaped being torched. It’s almost as if a signal was given to an invisible enemy, and all of them were destroyed in a single stroke. Have you heard any news from Samaranth?”
Artus hesitated, then shook his head. “The last report came just as we sent Bert for the Caretaker Principia. There’s been nothing since then.” He paused, considering. “Come to think of it, I haven’t seen any dragons in more than a day. I wonder where they’ve all gotten to?”
“And the children?” asked Bert. “Are there any more missing?”
“From every village,” Aven said. “The only ones who were spared were too small, or ill.”
“One escaped,” said Charles. “A girl with artificial wings, who called herself Laura Glue.”
“Laura Glue!” exclaimed Aven. “Where is she? Is she here? What did she say?”
“Actually,” said Jack, “we left her sleeping in a wardrobe at James Barrie’s house.”
At the mention of Barrie, Aven’s expression darkened, but she only nodded in understanding. “That’s who she should have gone to. Tell me everything.”

After Artus, Bert, and the Caretakers gave her a hurried explanation, Aven sat at the table and looked over the book where they had found mention of a Crusade.
“Jamie didn’t know what the message meant,” said Bert. “‘The Crusade has begun.’ It meant nothing to him, except for a fragment of a memory.”
“This is the fragment,” Aven said, tapping the book. “The message is what tells me so. And Jamie knows more than he’s led you to believe.”
“Why?” John wondered. “What can possibly connect Jamie and the two men Bacon wrote about? And why wouldn’t he tell us if he knew something more?”
Aven set her jaw and looked at John. “Olly Olly Oxen-Free was the game Peter and Jamie taught all the Lost Boys. They invented it. It’s not a coincidence that the game and its creators are mentioned in the same passage.
“The ship described in that book—the Red Dragon—has been seen firsthand only once in the history of the Archipelago. Everything else has been a story—the ‘friend of a friend whose cousin once saw it’ sort of stories. Even here in the archives, despite centuries of writing and record-keeping, there have hardly ever been any mentions of it at all.”
“Precisely four,” Bert interjected. “The first recorded sighting was when Ordo Maas built it from the wreck of the Argo. The second was during the first great battle between Arthur and Mordred. The accounting you just read would be the third.”
“When was the fourth?” Artus asked.
Aven glanced at her father and hesitated. “It’s in a book from Verne’s personal archive. A future history that may or may not happen. And that’s what concerns me—the Red Dragon seems lost not just in space, but also in time.
“The Morgaine said that the change that altered the course of history occurred seven centuries ago—but that the event that caused the change happened only nine years ago, because of something you did.”
“Really,” said John, “I’ve racked my brain trying to figure out what we did wrong, but I can’t think of anything we did that wasn’t necessary to defeat Mordred.”
“Jules would say that nothing you did was wrong, young John,” said Bert. “There are only choices that move us into the future—even if, at times, we seem to go back.
“It stands to reason that all of this is connected—and there was only one place you went to where Time itself could have been affected.”
“The Keep of Time,” said Charles. “Of course!”
“That’s it, then,” said John. “We’re going back to see the Cartographer of Lost Places.”

The companions each said good-bye to Artus, who already appeared apprehensive about the line of officials who had gathered outside the library with yet more documents and decrees that needed his attention, and began winding their way out of the Great Whatsit. As Jack turned to follow the others, Artus grasped his arm and pulled him over to a shallow alcove.
“I want to ask you something,” the king said, his voice soft. “I want to ask if you will look after Aven. As a personal favor to me. And I’m not asking as king or anything. Just…me. Artus.”
Jack started. He looked at the other man for a moment before answering. “Why are you asking me? Of course, all of us—”
“I know all of you will be looking out for one another,” Artus interrupted, “but that’s not what I’m talking about.
“I…I know how you felt about her, Jack. Before. I guess I’ve always known. So I hope you are not offended that I ask. To the others, she’s a companion and a friend. But of all of them, only you would understand this request from someone who truly loves her.”
Jack could see it in the young king’s face. He did love Aven, deeply. And it took more courage to ask this of Jack, his onetime rival for her affections, than Jack believed he could have mustered had their positions been reversed.
“Of course I will, Artus.”
“Thank you, Jack,” Artus said, offering his hand.
Jack didn’t hesitate to take Artus’s hand and grip it tightly with his own. “I’ll bring them back, Artus. Both of them.”
It wasn’t until he had walked out of the Great Whatsit toward where the others awaited him that Jack realized how much he meant the words he’d just spoken.
He did mean to bring back Aven and her son…
But not necessarily back to Paralon.

Aboard the Indigo Dragon once more, Aven instinctively slipped into command, as her father perceptively, subtly, stepped aside. The crew were accustomed to her, and indeed, seemed to step livelier to their tasks under her direction.
Bert nodded contentedly and leaned against the forward spars as the airship lifted free from its moorings and rose into the air above Paralon.
The smoke had been mostly cleared by the easterly winds, but a light haze remained, and the moon rose, unfocused, into the first frame of its nightly show.
Charles, feeling a bit peckish, announced that he was going to go rummaging around in the galley below for something to eat. He was joined by Bert, who claimed to have learned a recipe from Tummeler for an exceptional millet and barley soup.
“Good old Tummeler,” Charles said as he opened the door and began descending the steps. “I’ve often thought about having him for a visit to Oxford and London—I think he’d have a marvelous time. It’s just that…”
“Difficult to explain a talking badger?” said Bert.
“Actually,” confided Charles, “I was more worried about him getting wet. The smell, you know.”
John stayed above, in part because he enjoyed the feeling of flight, but also to observe Jack. Since the trip had begun, neither he nor Charles had so much as mentioned Jack’s turbulent feelings regarding the death of his friend in the Great War. Everything had been moving at such a breakneck pace that it seemed to have been overlooked that Jack’s sleeplessness had begun long before the crisis in the Archipelago. There were larger beasts to be grappled with in his friend’s soul, and John was worried that if no one was watching, they might eventually devour Jack from the inside out.
In their last voyage through the Archipelago, it had been John who was traumatized by the events of the war and who felt a profound loneliness at being separated from his wife. But then, he had been older to begin with, and had more life experience than Jack in the four years that separated their ages. So coming to the Archipelago as a Caretaker of the Geographica was cathartic. It compelled him to find strengths he barely knew he possessed.
But Jack had come there with a different set of perceptions—and then saw a friend die as a result of his own choices and actions. There was no way for someone else to gauge how that might affect a man, especially when yet another friend was later lost in battle, and there was no real family to return to, to ground oneself.
Without turning around, Jack chuckled. “I can feel your eyes burning holes in my back, John,” he said. “I know you’re concerned about me, but you needn’t be. I can take care of myself.”
“Of that I have no doubt,” John assured him, sitting next to the railing. “But your friends are here to support you, Jack, in whatever way you need. And remember, I have some understanding of what you’re dealing with.”
Jack started to retort, then caught himself and grinned wryly. “Nine years ago I might have argued with you. But I’ve realized in recent years that I sometimes argue just for the sake of arguing. I wonder why I do that?”
“It’s part of what makes you a good teacher,” said John.
“Maybe,” said Jack. “But with my students, I tend to win every time. It’s not exactly fair.”
John smiled. “You just need to learn the difference between arguing for arguing’s sake and arguing when there’s a point to be made. If it’s the latter, then it won’t matter if it’s fair. Just if it’s right.”
Jack looked at his friend for a moment, then turned back to the sea and sky, watching.
The moon was fully above the horizon now, and it dominated the sky, turning the seas to cream and dispelling the last of the vaporous clouds that had obscured a sky of distant fireflies.
“It wasn’t Warnie,” Jack said suddenly.
“What wasn’t Warnie?” asked John.
“It wasn’t Warnie who began to call me ‘Jack.’ It was my own idea. Came to me in a dream when I was a child, actually. I just woke up and announced to my family that I was to be addressed as ‘Jack’ from then on. Sometimes it was ‘Jacks’ or ‘Jacksie,’ but Jack was what stuck, and Warnie was the first to pick it up. But I came up with the name myself.”
John furrowed his brow and grinned wryly. “Then why tell us Warnie came up with it? What’s the difference?”
Jack shrugged. “I don’t know. I supposed I just felt ill at ease telling anyone about the dreams. Maybe more so after recent events. The dreams I had about Aven, and the Giants…Well, those were similar. But this time, no one was whispering that I should change my name.”
“Well, if it’s any consolation,” John said, “I’ve never gone by ‘John’ in my entire life. I’ve always preferred ‘Ronald,’ but the military used my full name, and there were times when propriety required that I be introduced as ‘John,’ and so that’s how Professor Sigurdsson came to know me. And then you fellows, of course. But there’s no one else in the world who knows me as John.”
“We’re not really in the world, in case you hadn’t noticed,” Jack noted.
“Point taken.”
“So would you rather we called you Ronald?” asked Jack.
John shook his head. “I don’t think so. Being ‘John’ is something I’ve come to associate with the Geographica and our travels together, and it’s almost as if I’ve become a different person here. So John is fine.”
“How about you?” Jack said, turning to Charles, who had just emerged from the galley licking his fingers. “Anything you’d like to share about your name or names?”
Charles cleared his throat. “Well, I once wrote a play, starring myself, in which I assumed the identity of a great adventurer, modeled after Baron Munchausen, whose name was Brigadier-General Throatwarbler-Mangrove. I tried to coerce my friends to refer to me as ‘Brigadier-General,’ or at least ‘TM,’ but it never really took.”
Jack’s eyes goggled. “That’s amazing.”
John laughed and snorted. “How old were you when that idiotic idea crossed your mind?”
“It was last month,” said Charles, looking slightly put out.
“Sorry,” said John.
“You’d have been in fine company,” Bert said as he emerged from the cabin with two steaming mugs of millet and barley soup. “Baron Munchausen wasn’t his real name either,” he said, handing a mug to Charles.
“Really?” said Charles. “What was it?”
Bert puffed his cheeks and blew on the hot soup. “Ramon Felipe San Juan Mario Silvio Enrico Smith Heathcourt-Brace Sierra y Alvarez-del Rey y de los Verdes. But we all called him Lester.”
“Dear God.” Charles shook his head. “I’m sorry I asked.”

The night passed uneventfully, although Aven’s expression grew darker every time she noted the lack of ships on the great expanse below them.
Bert, Aven, and the crew knew the way to the smaller archipelago, where the keep was located, well enough to make consulting Tummeler’s Geographica unnecessary. This was a reprieve for John, who was hoping that his error in leaving the real atlas in London wouldn’t come up.
“We’re approaching the islands,” Aven said. “We should give the center a wide berth—remember the steam, from the volcanic cone? That will play havoc with the airship.”
“She can’t quite bring herself to call it ‘the Indigo Dragon,’” Bert said to Jack. “Still too attached to the old one, I’m afraid.”
Aven tossed aside Jack’s copy of the Geographica and snorted. “These children’s books are more a threat than anything. They don’t note things important to navigation, and they skip too many of the dangers in the Archipelago.”
“Tummeler probably worried that it would be bad for sales,” Charles offered helpfully. “It’s the publisher’s dilemma.”
“We’d probably better keep to the original,” Aven said, turning to John. “That’s what it’s for, after all.”
“Ah, about that,” John began.
“Oh, my stars and garters!” Bert exclaimed. “I don’t think this is a problem that can be dealt with by reading the Imaginarium Geographica.”
The others crowded around the starboard side of the ship’s railing to see what the old man was talking about. Just ahead, in the creeping light of morning, they could see the silhouettes of the necklace-shaped ring of islands amidst the ever-present steam.
The stone columns of granite were just as the companions remembered them—with one stunning exception.
“The Keep of Time,” Bert said in astonishment. “It’s gone.”

High above them, like a great gray comet…



CHAPTER TEN
The Tower in the Air
The largest of the islands, where the Keep of Time had previously stood, was stark and barren.
Aven piloted the airship in a lazy circuit around the island so they could take a better look. Where the tower had been were a few scattered loose stones, but no indication of the foundation. It was if the tower had simply been removed.
“It seemed perfectly fine when we left it,” said Charles. “I don’t know what could possibly have happened to it.”
“I’m beginning to,” John said slowly as he paced the deck. “True, it was fine—but that was the second time we left, remember?”
As one, the companions all realized what John was referring to, and suddenly the Morgaine’s cryptic answers began to make much more sense.
The Keep of Time had been an immense tower, inside of which were stairways leading upward to a seemingly infinite number of doors. Each one opened into a point in the past, with those at the bottom leading to the times most distant in prehistory, and they advanced chronologically as one ascended.
Near the top, the stairs ended at a platform just short of the last door. That door opened into the future and was forever out of reach. Thus, the tower was constantly growing in tempo with the progression of Time.
The next-to-last door, behind which they found the creator of the Imaginarium Geographica, who was known as the Cartographer of Lost Places, was the only one that opened to the present. But behind the fourth door from the top, John had found he was only in the recent past—and indeed, had a conversation with his dead mentor, Professor Sigurdsson, there.
After John’s encounter with the professor, and their subsequent meeting with the Cartographer, the companions had descended the stairway to find their adversary, Mordred, the Winter King, had arrived on the island as well.
And he had set the base of the keep on fire.
The companions had gone in the only direction they could—up—and as they climbed, Charles conceived of the plan that would ultimately save them all.
He proposed opening the door below the Cartographer’s and escaping into the immediate past. And sure enough, the door opened into the entrance at the base of the tower—one hour before the Winter King arrived. The companions then simply boarded their ship and left.
Aven stared at the island in shock. “We left safely, but an hour later Mordred still came here, and he still set the fire.”
“It never occurred to me that the Winter King might still have stormed the tower,” said Bert. “I always assumed he’d looked for us, not found us, and simply begun to pursue us again.”
“Same here,” said John. “Everything came to such a head on Terminus that I didn’t stop to think of what had gone before.”
Charles was mortified. “You…you mean it’s my fault the tower was destroyed?” His legs began to wobble and he sat heavily on the deck, his head in his hands.
Bert laid a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “You aren’t to blame, Charles. Mordred’s actions were his own. You were the hero—you actually thought of a way to escape, when no one else had an answer. Mordred had already started the fire. After we escaped, he simply did it again.”
Bert’s words had no effect on an inconsolable Charles. “I destroyed it,” he murmured, disbelieving. “I destroyed the keep….”
He sat up straighter. “Worse! I destroyed Time. That’s what the Morgaine were talking about. I actually wiped out an entire dimension.”
“This really is some kind of extraordinary achievement,” John said supportively. “Not many people can lay claim to having broken Time, and we did it purely by accident.”
“Oh, I don’t think it’s as bad as all that,” said Bert. “Time is sturdier than you’d think. But I do believe we’ve found the source of the crisis.”
“Shouldn’t there be debris?” asked John. “I mean, even if the tower was burned, shouldn’t it have left a huge pile of rubble? A bunch of scorched stones? Something?”
“It wasn’t an ordinary tower,” Bert replied. “It was actually made of Time—well, and granite, and, er, ragthorn wood. But there’s no telling how it would be affected.”
As John, Charles, and Bert debated, Aven noticed that Jack was on the opposite side of the deck and hadn’t been looking at the island at all.
“What are you looking at, Jack?” she asked. “You’ve been staring at the water since we got here.”
“Look at this,” Jack said, waving her over without taking his eyes off the sea below. “There, just below us, see? That dark impression in the water? Could it be some sort of submarine, like the Yellow Dragon?”
Aven squinted and peered down to where Jack was pointing. “It’s not a ship—it’s a shadow. See, where the airship is casting a similar shadow on the water, and how it changes position with the light?”
“Huh,” said Jack. “Whatever’s casting that is a great deal bigger than the Indigo…”
Jack stopped and swallowed hard. He and Aven looked at each other as a sudden realization occurred to them. Then, together, they looked straight up.
“Oh, shades,” said Jack.

Charles was just starting to collect himself when Jack and Aven rejoined the others. They were both grinning like Cheshire cats.
“What?” said John. “What are you two smiling about?”
“Good news,” announced Jack. “Charles didn’t destroy the tower after all.”
“Not all of it, anyway,” said Aven.
“I’m confused,” said Bert.
As if on cue, the Indigo Dragon circled around to a point opposite the island and the risen sun—and the broken shadow that split the sea to the northern horizon fell across the airship.
The companions and crew all looked upward and saw what was casting the shadow.
High above them, like a great gray comet frozen in its descent to Earth, was the Keep of Time.
“Oh, thank God,” said Charles.

As the airship began to ascend, it occurred to the companions more than once that what they were attempting would have been impossible with any of the other Dragonships—including the original Indigo Dragon.
In terms of distance, the tower was only perhaps two miles above them. But if that measurement were applied to the portion of the keep that had been consumed by fire, then it represented thousands, perhaps even millions of years of history.
The Indigo Dragon approached the lower part of the floating tower and confirmed their supposition. It was jagged and charred, and the damage rose several hundred feet higher, then stopped. At some point, something had stayed the advance of the flames, but the damage done was inconceivable.
Aven guided the ship higher, to a point considerably past the charred portions, and at Bert’s direction threw an anchor line through one of the windows that opened into the stairway. Once secured, they maneuvered close enough to tether a rope ladder fashioned from the old ship’s riggings (“We kept some of it out of nostalgia, you know,” said Bert), and one by one they began to climb across.
Inside, the keep was exactly as they remembered it, save for the haze that obscured what remained of the lower levels.
“Watch your step,” Bert warned. “Wouldn’t be advisable to slip off the stairs.”
“You’re a master of the obvious,” said Jack.
“You’re the Caretaker Principia,” Aven said to John. “Lead on.”
Together, the companions began to climb.

It took sustained climbing for most of the day to reach the uppermost doors. The tower was silent except for an occasional rumbling noise that emanated from below.
“Forgive the sentiment,” said Charles, panting slightly, “but I almost wish the fire had burned up more of the place, so we wouldn’t have quite so far to walk.”
“I’m with Charles,” said Jack. “I still don’t understand why we couldn’t just fly the ship higher and enter a window closer to the Cartographer’s room.”
“Because,” Bert said, “the Keep of Time is also a judge of character. Remember how the last time the descent seemed to take less time than the climb up? That’s because it did. And do you recall the door we stepped through for our escape?”
“Right,” said John. “When we went through, it opened up down below only an hour earlier from when we’d entered.”
“It took us where and when we needed to go,” Bert affirmed, “because we earned it by our efforts. We could have flown higher, true—but I suspect it would not have shortened the distance we needed to climb.”
As if on cue, the ceiling seemed suddenly closer, the stairway ended, and the next door bore the keyhole that marked the room where they would find the Cartographer.
“You’re welcome,” Bert said to no one in particular.

As before, the door was locked—but Aven, as queen, had a ring that bore the seal of the High King. A touch was all it took. There was a soft click as the lock disengaged, and the door swung inward.
The Cartographer of Lost Places was sitting at his desk, concentrating on a very elaborate map.
“If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you thrice,” he said, irritated, “I haven’t the faintest idea who killed Edwin Drood, so you can just stop asking. You wouldn’t be in this mess if you hadn’t started that dratted serial.”
“Edwin Drood?” John inquired, stepping forward into the densely cluttered room. “I haven’t asked you anything about Edwin Drood.”
The Cartographer frowned and peered at his visitors over the top of his glasses. “Really? Aren’t you the Caretaker Principia?”
“Well, yes, but…”
“Hold on a moment,” the Cartographer said. He hopped off his chair and strode over to John. “You’re not Charles.”
“Ah, that would be me,” said Charles.
“Really?” exclaimed the Caretaker. “How extraordinary. You used to be much more handsome.”
“What?” Charles sputtered. “But…but I’ve only seen you the one time.”
“Nonsense. You’ve been here plenty of times,” said the Cartographer. “Although I wish you’d get rid of that apprentice of yours. He’s a bad egg, that one. What was his name? Maggot something?”
“Magwich,” said Charles. “And that’s the first thing you’ve said that’s made sense.”
“Hmm,” said the Cartographer. “You really aren’t Dickens, are you?”
“None of us is,” Jack put in.
“It’s for the best,” the Cartographer said. “He was a clever fellow, but he had terrible judgment when it came to apprentices. First Maggot, then that explorer fellow who snuck into Mecca. Just asking for trouble, the whole lot of them.”
Bert moved in front of the others to try to get the mapmaker to focus. “Do you remember me, at least?” he asked.
The Cartographer tilted back his head. “Hmm. The Far Traveler, unless I’m mistaken, which is seldom. Yes, yes…I do know you. What year is it, anyway?”
“It’s 1926,” said Charles.
“Excellent to hear,” said the Cartographer. “It’s helpful to know Time keeps moving forward, even as the past vanishes into smoke and ash.”
“Um, about that,” Charles began before Aven stomped on his foot. She scowled and put a finger to her lips.
“We noticed there’d been a situation,” said Bert.
“Situation?” the Cartographer exclaimed. “More like a catastrophe, if you ask me. Someone set fire to the keep and burned up an awful lot of history. It burned for nearly six years, you know.”
“How did you finally manage to put it out?” asked Jack.
“Put it out? Me?” said the Cartographer. “Hello—didn’t you notice the lock on the door? I couldn’t lift a finger. Just had to wait it out.”
“How did it go out?” asked Bert.
The Cartographer sat cross-legged on the floor and indicated that the others should sit as well. “I think it went out when it reached the doors that opened up to the end of the Silver Age, or the beginning of the Bronze,” he said. “Around 1600 BC or thereabouts. That would have done the trick.”
“What happened at the beginning of the Bronze Age?” Charles whispered to John.
“Deucalion’s flood,” John replied.
“Yep,” said the Cartographer, winking at Charles. “Water out the ying-yang. It also put out the Thera eruption, so it could certainly douse a little tower fire.”
“Well,” said Charles, “at least it stopped the damage before it could take the whole tower out.”
“Stopped?” the Cartographer said in surprise. “Slowed, maybe, but not stopped. The entire base of the keep is missing, or hadn’t you noticed? The fire may be out, but the foundation is gone, and the structure is fatally weakened. Stones continue to fall into the sea, and door by door, the tower is still vanishing. What remains is only here because it’s in the future—but our past catches up to us. It always does.”
“What happens when it finally gets to the top?” asked John. “What will happen to you?”
“Well, only one thing is certain,” said the Cartographer. “I’m finally going to get out of this damned room.”
He stood up and dusted off the seat of his pants. “Now, you didn’t come up whatever stairs are still remaining to talk about my health,” he said wryly, “but anyone who’s indifferent to the fate of Edwin Drood is okay in my book. So what can I do for you?”

The companions took turns relating the story until all of the events had been laid out for the Cartographer, who sat at his desk and listened without comment. When they had finished, he simply turned away and began to work on his map.
John, Jack, and Charles looked at one another, bewildered, but Aven stepped to the desk and tapped the mapmaker on the shoulder.
“Excuse me,” she said. “But you might just be the rudest person I’ve ever met.”
The Cartographer put down his quill. “Really? What a boring life you must have led. I’m sorry—it was a lovely story—but was there a question?”
“About a million of them!” cried Jack. “Where have all the children been taken? And the Dragonships? Who’s burning all the other ships? And what happened to change history seven hundred years ago?”
The Cartographer sighed heavily. “No doubt you came to see me because of the nature of the keep, but my knowledge and understanding of it is rudimentary at best. I make maps. I make very good maps. I am the best mapmaker who ever lived. So if you need maps, I’m your man. But it isn’t my fault or responsibility that someone ruined a tapestry on Avalon, or wrecked history, or did whatever they did that has the Morgaine’s knickers in a twist.
“I also don’t have the slightest idea where the children are, or who is burning your ships. Sorry. And as to the missing Dragonships—the Morgaine already told you where they are, and I wouldn’t be surprised if the answers to some of your other problems come to light when you retrieve them.”
Even Bert looked puzzled at this, and the Cartographer let out an annoyed groan. “And you call yourselves Caretakers. The Morgaine said they were in the Underneath, guarded by the Chamenos Liber, did they not?”
“Sure,” said John. “But—”
“But nothing,” said the Cartographer. “The last time you paid me a visit, how did you find the Keep of Time to begin with?”
John blinked a few times, then his eyes grew wide and his face turned a deep crimson.
“I’d forgotten,” he said.
“So,” said the Cartographer. “The other shoe drops again.”
“We don’t have to go looking for Chamenos Liber,” John told the others sheepishly. “We’re already there. This chain of islands here was called Chamenos Liber in the notes in the Geographica.”
“I remember!” declared Charles. “You’d set it aside as unimportant because it was a mishmash of Latin and ancient Greek, and all the notes about it were otherwise in Italian.”
“Alighieri,” said the Cartographer. “Now there was a Caretaker. Even came back from the dead so his sons could finish that little poem. You’d never catch him whining about Drood this and Drood that.”
“So why did you call it that?” Jack asked the Cartographer. “Why Chamenos Liber?”
The mapmaker shrugged. “It wasn’t named by me. It was named by someone much older—actually a granduncle of sorts, now I think about it. But if your Caretaker Principia had paid just a bit more attention, half of your problems might be over already.”
“Why half?” asked Charles.
“As you’ve already noted, Chamenos Liber is mixed Latin and ancient Greek, and the meaning of Latin words can change with specific usage. Liber doesn’t mean ‘book’—it means ‘boy.’ Translated properly, Chamenos Liber means ‘Lost Boys.’”
At the revelation, Aven stiffened, although no one noticed but Jack—and he couldn’t tell if it was from dismay, or from shock like the rest of them.
“So the islands themselves guard the Underneath, whatever that is,” said John.
“You’re getting your wind, philologically speaking,” observed the Cartographer. “The rest should be a breeze.”
“The rest?” John said.
“And you were so close to having my respect,” said the Cartographer. “The Underneath is an extension of the Archipelago—another chain of islands formed of circles within circles beneath the surface of the Earth. It’s not recorded in the Geographica because no one really goes there anymore, so I never got around to making any maps for it. The Underneath is very, very old. Some of the islands even predate the Drowned Lands. And the last time I was there, I hadn’t yet learned cartography, and I even had a name.
“Thus, most of what is in the Geographica that concerns the Underneath was added later, by various Caretakers. Only three traveled there with any frequency—although I know others from your world have made their way to it now and again.”
“Who were the three?” asked Charles.
“Dante Alighieri, of course, and that Frenchman…what’s-his-name, who planned that foolish trip to the moon…”
“You mean Jules Verne?” Bert guessed.
The Cartographer snapped his fingers. “That’s the one. Verne. And the third was that young boy…a whelp. Can’t have been more than twelve, at most. Awfully young for a Caretaker if you ask me, but you lot seldom do anymore.”
“A twelve-year-old Caretaker?” exclaimed John. “That sounds pretty unlikely.”
“That’s what I told him,” said the Cartographer. “But he had the Geographica, after all, so I had to take him at his word. I think his name was ‘Barry’ something.”
Aven went white. “Barrie,” she said, her voice breaking. “His name is James Barrie.”
“What it is, what it is,” said the Cartographer, waving his hands dismissively. “I can’t keep you all straight anymore.”
“How do we get to the Underneath?” asked Jack.
“That’s simple,” replied the Cartographer. “The portal is straight down, through the center of the volcanic cone, and the phrase that opens the passage is inscribed in the Imaginarium Geographica, so accessing and opening the portal should be no problem.”
Reflexively, Jack, Charles, and Bert all looked at John, whose face began to turn several shades of red again.
Aven’s eyes narrowed, and she took an accusatory stance as she realized why John was suddenly so embarrassed.
The Cartographer sighed. “Oh, bosh and bother, bother and bosh,” he said, exasperated. “Now I remember you. Sigurdsson’s student. The soldier who fancied himself a scholar. Misplaced it again, have you?”

John began stammering out an explanation about the Geographica, and Laura Glue’s wings, and his car, and how they did have copies of the atlas that had been transcribed by a badger, which might have the information they need, and had started in on a halfhearted apology when the Cartographer held up his hands.
“No offense, but I don’t care,” he said matter-of-factly. “I can’t really be more helpful here, and considering that there are four Caretakers present and no Geographica, I’d say the criteria for choosing Caretakers is rather more lax than it used to be.”
“In a fashion, it actually is in the possession of a Caretaker,” reasoned John. “The automobile is just down the street from James Barrie’s house.”
“Is that a defense?” said the Cartographer. “That you left it a world away, near the home of a Caretaker who actually walked away from the job?” He looked at Aven and raised his eyebrows. “Who are these people, the Marx Brothers?”
Aven smiled, resigned. “Anything you can offer us would be helpful,” she said. “Anything at all.”
The Cartographer regarded her carefully. “I remember you, too. You’re the angry one. But not so much anymore, I think. Why is that?”
Aven looked startled by this sudden focus on her. “I—I couldn’t say,” she stammered. “Perhaps I just grew up.”
“Maybe,” said the Cartographer. “I think there’s more to you than most people give you credit for. And I’ll bet my last drachma that you’re not through growing.”
Aven didn’t respond, but simply met and held the mapmaker’s gaze. After a moment, he looked away.
The Cartographer went to his window and looked out at the passing clouds. It was his solitary view, and changed only with the onset of nightfall. When he spoke again, it was more somberly than before.
“I am truly sorry. I cannot be of more help to you. What you need is beyond my means. I can offer only this: What has happened to the Keep of Time was the sum of all the events that have gone before. It wasn’t set into motion merely a thousand years ago, or seven hundred, or even nine, whatever any of you think.”
This last was said with an understanding look at Charles, who nodded in acceptance and no small relief.
“There may yet be other consequences, other effects springing from the cause. The tower is failing, and it was the loss of the lower part that has permitted crossings into the past where none were possible before. The doorways were focal points, nothing more—and the pathways to which they led are now drifting freely throughout the world. That something has already been changed seven centuries ago means that someone, somewhere, has learned how to make use of this fact. And I tell you this now so that you are forewarned, O Caretakers of the Geographica and the Archipelago. Be wary. Be watchful. For Time is now in the hands of your enemy.”
Charles moved around the desk and offered his hand. “I do want to apologize. Whether it was my fault or not, someone should tell you they’re sorry.”
The Cartographer hesitated, then shook the younger man’s hand. “Thank you, Charles. But do not think too badly of Mordred, either. The course of his own history may have gone very differently if only one time, long ago, someone close to him had apologized, or at the least, stood by him when it would have cost little to do so. But no one did. And we shall all pay the price for that error, I’m afraid.”
The companions each thanked the Cartographer in turn and left the map-covered room. He was back at his desk, working, before they closed the door.

The Cartographer of Lost Places scumbled lines on the parchment at a furious pace for several minutes before finally capping his quill and laying it aside. He removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes, weary, and not for the first time. He suspected, but did not know, not for certain, what was to follow in the Archipelago, and in the world beyond. But what was to take place in the Underneath was a complete mystery. All that he knew was that the Caretakers, particularly the one called John, must find their way through the maelstrom of events on their own. It would be the only way for them to be prepared when the imago finally arrived.
“So the end justifies the means, eh?” he murmured. “This is a dangerous game you play at, Jules. It’s beyond me—and I was more than three millennia old before you were born. But one of them should have been told. He should know that he will not see the end of it. It’s only right, only just. Isn’t it?”
He waited, almost as if he expected a response, but none came. With a deep sigh, the Cartographer picked up his quill, dipped it into the inkwell, and resumed his work.




CHAPTER ELEVEN
Chamenos Liber
The companions expected an easier descent down the tower, but they soon realized it wasn’t to be. The rumbling they experienced earlier had resumed at an increasing pace, accompanied by vibrations that nearly shook them from the stairs. They kept close to the walls and moved as quickly as they dared. “I think it’s the instability the Cartographer mentioned,” Bert, in the lead, called over his shoulder. “More pieces of the tower are crumbling.”
“I hope we moored the ship high enough,” said Jack. “It would be a sorry mess to find it had drifted free because the wall it was tied to suddenly fell into the ocean.”
“Don’t worry,” Aven said. “Her crew is good. They’ll keep the airship close and will be watching for us.”
“Good to know,” said Jack, sounding less than reassured.
They were close enough to the bottom to see open sky below when a tremor struck and dislodged the entirety of the counterclockwise stair. It fell past, taking chunks of the clockwise stair with it, along with several doors.
“Glad we’re not going up,” Charles remarked. “Actually, I’m glad we’re leaving altogether.”

“Cut the line, Jack,” she said softly.
Bert stopped them, putting his arm out protectively. He looked at Aven, and her brow creased with worry. “We should have already come to the window where the Indigo Dragon was tethered,” Bert said. “That we haven’t only means that that part of the tower has already fallen.”
They were thirty feet from the disintegrating base, and below that was open air. Above, there were sections of steps missing. They could go no farther down, but neither could they go back the way they’d come. They were trapped.
“What can we do?” asked Jack.
As if in answer to his question, a familiar whirring noise rose outside the nearest window, and the Indigo Dragon came into view. One of the fauns expertly tossed a line through the opening. Aven caught it and secured it through the bracing under the steps, then pulled over the rope ladder.
“You first,” she said to Jack.
“I’ll wait, thanks,” he replied. “Charles?”
“Already over here,” Charles said, waving happily from the deck. “I was motivated.”
Bert went next, then John. Jack was about to cross when another violent shudder shook the tower, and the stairway collapsed.
Jack was halfway onto the ladder, but Aven had been standing on the steps. There was no time to shout. It was all she could do to flail about for some kind of purchase, and she managed to twist the anchorline around her wrist before she fell.
The other end was still tied to the bracing, which weighed several hundred pounds. Aven cried out with the pain and tried to reach up to Jack, but he was too far out of reach.
“Aven!” Bert screamed. “Jack, can you reach her?”
“I’m trying,” Jack gasped. “Give me a minute.”
That was more time than they had. The weight of the bracing was dragging Aven down—and pulling the Indigo Dragon dangerously close to the tower.
“Cut the line!” Aven hissed.
“Never,” said Jack. “Hang on, I’m coming!”
He wound his feet through the ladder and swung backward, upside down—but it was no use. Her outstretched hand was still too far to reach.
The airship lurched sideways again, and the propellers screamed with the strain. It was a losing battle. Slowly, the ship was being pulled closer to the wall.
“Cut the line, Jack!” Aven said again. “Save the ship!”
“I’m not going to do that!” Jack yelled back. “I made a promise to look after you, and I’m keeping it.”
The look in her eyes softened, but she saw the situation more clearly than he did. “I can’t reach my knife to cut myself loose,” she said. “Not like this. And we’re all dead if the airship smashes into the wall! Cut me loose! It’s the only way!”
Jack looked at her, only a few feet away, and stretched his arms in despair. Grinding his teeth, he called up to Bert. “Throw me a knife! Quickly!”
One of the fauns clambered out onto the ladder as the ship jolted close enough to the tower to scrape a propeller against the stone, sending a shower of sparks over them. He passed a short dagger down to Jack, who took a deep breath and looked at Aven.
“Cut the line, Jack,” she said softly.
And with a single stroke, to the horror of his friends, he did. Aven dropped away into the mist without a sound.
“Jack!” Bert screamed as the shaken young man rushed across the ladder and onto the deck. “What have you done? What have you done?”
Jack ignored him and ran to the wheel. “We have two miles,” he yelled to the crew. “Cut away anything that will drag us back, and dive! We can still catch her! Dive! Now!”
The crew responded instantly, shifting the rudder, spars, and propellers to alter the pitch of the ship. With a vicious jolt, the Indigo Dragon tipped downward and began to drop.
John, Charles, and Bert grabbed hold of whatever they could and braced themselves. The fauns, seemingly oblivious to the danger, were cutting off anything that created wind resistance: the anchor, gone; the rope ladders, gone. Even the extra casks of food and drink were quickly tossed over the railing, to disappear in the airstream above them, so they could gain more speed. Faster and faster the ship flew—but in seconds, it was obvious it would not be fast enough. The time it had taken Jack to get aboard again and take charge of the ship would cost them dearly.
“We have to go faster!” Jack yelled, looking around. “The balloon! It’s creating too much resistance! We have to deflate it!”
“Are you crazy?” Bert shouted back. “It’s what’s keeping us aloft! It won’t do any good to save Aven if we crash and die right after!”
“No one’s going to die today,” said Jack. “John! Take the wheel!”
John staggered forward and clutched at the wheel, while Jack leaped over his friend and grabbed Aven’s sword from its place above the cabin door. Wrapping one of the guy lines around his wrist, he jumped into the air and the line snapped taut, holding him parallel to the rearmost part of the balloon.
With one long stroke, Jack split the center seam on the back of the balloon, and the gases inside escaped with a roar.
In an instant, the airship had become an air rocket, and it was hurtling even faster toward the water.
“I see her!” John shouted, pointing.
Below them, now free of the line and the stair bracing that had trapped her, Aven was attempting to slow her descent by spreading her arms and legs. It was working—between her push against the wind and the plummeting speed of the ship, they would overtake her in moments.
And moments later they would hit the sea with the force of an explosion.
The fauns took hold of the wheel and maneuvered the ship until it was angled to fall below Aven. With excruciating slowness, they met, matched, and exceeded her speed, and the airship came up underneath her. Aven slammed roughly into the now-deflated balloon, and Jack caught her with his legs and free arm.
“Now!” he shouted to the fauns, who had anticipated his order and had already redirected the propellers. The force of the sudden shift slowed their speed, but ripped off one of the guide wings with a strangled screeching of torn wood and metal.
John threw himself against the wheel and turned it to compensate for the lost wing. The wind roared in their ears, and the water stretched across the horizon. The second wing ripped away, and suddenly their speed increased, but the Dragon at the prow acted as a natural rudder, and suddenly they also had direction—still down, but also forward.
But it wasn’t enough.
The ship hit the water at tremendous speed. It had pulled up just enough to avoid a straight-on impact, but it bounced off the surface of the water so violently that the rudder and both propellers were thrown off, and it hit thrice more before slowing down to a skimming glide, finally settling into the sea, and at last, stopping.
It was only by sheer luck that none of the companions had been ripped away in the barely controlled fall. They sat on the deck, too stunned to speak, as the perspicacious fauns began to clean up what still remained of the Indigo Dragon.
Aven, still breathing hard, looked at Jack and laughed. “The good old Indigo Dragon,” she said. “I knew she wouldn’t let me go.”
“I helped too, you know,” said Jack.
“I know,” said Aven. “I knew you would. That’s why I told you to cut the line.”
“That was exhilarating,” John commented from the foredeck. “And I never, ever, want to do it again.”
“Incredible,” said Bert, shaking his head in disbelief. “I can’t believe it.”
“Neither can I,” added Charles, standing up and looking around. “The Indigo Dragon is a boat again.”

It had been a miraculous rescue, but the damage to the Indigo Dragon was nearly total. There was no way to steer, no motive power, and the balloon had a twenty-foot-long gash in it.
“I don’t mean to be a sour apple,” said Charles, “but did you realize we’re in the middle of the Chamenos Liber?”
“That’s exactly where we wanted to be, isn’t it?” said Jack.
“Yes,” Charles replied. “But in case you hadn’t noticed, it’s awfully hot, and it seems to be getting hotter.”
He was right. The cloying smell and thickened air were the result not of fog, but of steam rising from the volcano below.
“We still don’t know how to open the portal,” said Charles, “and I don’t think we can afford to sit here for very long.”
“If we can repair the balloon,” said Aven, “we may be able to reinflate it. Then we could at least move a safe distance away to reassess our situation.”
“Our situation may become a catastrophe, as a wise man once said,” stated Jack. “Can’t the Indigo Dragon motivate us out herself?”
“She may be float-worthy,” said Bert, “but remember: She was rebuilt as an airship. She’s not equipped to move about in the water anymore—not that freely, anyway.”
“Those are our options, then,” said John. “We try to repair her enough to get outside of the volcanic cone…”
“Or we get steamed to death,” put in Jack.
“Or someone might come looking for us,” said Charles, hoping to elicit a hopeful smile or two. But no one offered one. As the steam continued to swirl about the ship, the companions moved to separate areas of the deck and set about making whatever repairs they could.

They worked throughout the remainder of that day, and then long into the night. After assessing all the damage, a quick vote focused them on repairing the balloon itself as the most viable means to leave the Chamenos Liber. As Bert gently reminded the others, the only course they could follow after that was to somehow get back to London to retrieve the Imaginarium Geographica, and then return to open the portal to the Underneath.
What was unspoken but clearly on the minds of them all was just how difficult that would prove to be.
The only ones who knew where they had gone were Artus and Tummeler. And it would be several more days at minimum before either of them would begin to worry that something was amiss—and even then, what could they do?
All the ships in the Archipelago had been burned. There would be no way for any rescuers to reach the Indigo Dragon, or for the Indigo Dragon to reach safe haven, in less than a month at best. It was possible the dragons could help transport them across the Frontier and back—but again, at present, the Indigo Dragon was all but marooned, and her crew and passengers were being slowly steamed to death.
And all the while, precious hours were passing. Passing, while the children remained missing and an unknown adversary wreaked havoc with history.

Aven was supervising the repair of the balloon. The fauns were remarkably versatile and had plundered the blankets in the cabin below to use for stitching material. The work was slow going, but Bert cautioned that despite their urgency, it was better to ensure that it was done right the first time—or else they might find themselves in hotter water later on.
“Very funny,” said Aven.
“Pun intended,” said Bert. “If I can’t joke about imminent death, then I might as well just resign.”
“Resign from what?” asked Jack.
“Depends on the day,” said Bert. “Aven, I wanted to ask—when the Cartographer translated the name of the islands as ‘Lost Boys,’ you reacted very noticeably. Why is that? What does that phrase mean to you?”
The fact that Aven didn’t immediately reply was an indication of just how deeply she felt about the question. Finally she handed her tools to one of the fauns and stood against the cabin wall, her arms folded.
“Obviously it’s also a reference to Jamie and Peter’s Lost Boys,” she explained. “It was the name that all the children who came to Peter’s secret hideaway went by—but he wasn’t the one who started using it. It began long before Peter’s time. And I also didn’t know it referred to a place—especially one that guards the Underneath.”
“But why would that bother you?” asked Jack. “We’ve mentioned the Lost Boys several times, and you never blinked.”
“It wasn’t just mentioning them,” Aven said. “I just suddenly realized that I might have actually been to the Underneath before. I think it’s what Peter and Jamie called ‘the Nether Land,’ and I know another way to get there.”
Jack started. “You mean a way other than the portal? That’s wonderful!”
Aven shook her head. “There is a way, back in your world. But it won’t do us any good.
“It…was meant to be a secret,” she continued, with a hesitant glance at her father. “It’s how Jamie was able to go back and forth to the Archipelago without using the Dragonships.”
“Ah,” said Bert. “I’ve often wondered about that. It was one of Jamie’s great secrets,” he told Jack. “He refused to work on any maps or annotations of the Nether Land, and he stoutly refused to discuss it when the subject came up. It was one of the first conflicts we had with him as a Caretaker.”
“There is a wardrobe in London,” Aven went on, “one of two that originally belonged to Harry Houdini. He claimed to have built them himself, but Jules always suspected that he stole the principles behind them from the inventor Nikola Tesla.”
“You mean ‘borrowed,’” said Bert mildly.
Aven shook her head. “Stole. Tesla tried to have him arrested for stealing his papers, but Houdini ate the papers in question, then broke himself out of jail to ask the magistrate to release him for lack of evidence.”
“I see. Forget I asked. You were saying?” said Bert.
“Houdini built two wardrobes for use in his stage act,” said Aven. “He or a member of the audience could enter one, then instantly appear in the other, which was placed at the opposite edge of the stage. He pushed the limits further with every performance, moving one wardrobe to the balcony, then the lobby, and once even to the street outside, where a surprised volunteer emerged and was nearly run over by a carriage. Shortly after that, the trick was discontinued, and he never performed it in public again.”
“The trick had lost its appeal?” Jack asked.
“Hardly,” said Aven. “It was the biggest draw of the day. But he found a more useful application for it. Because of his skill as an escape artist, he was approached by both Scotland Yard and the United States Secret Service to work for them as an intelligence-gathering agent. His touring show was his cover, and in the rare event he did get caught by a foreign agency, he could simply free himself and walk away.”
“Handy,” said Jack. “Where do the wardrobes come in?”
“Houdini realized that the ability to instantly transport himself from any location would make him unsurpassable as a spy,” said Aven. “So he would often arrange to have one of the wardrobes delivered to government offices, or royal residences, on the pretext that the delivery was a mistake. It was always returned to him, but in the meantime he could count on having an open door to wherever it was.”
“And the other wardrobe could be kept in his dressing room for a convenient escape,” said Jack. “Impressive.”
“Exactly,” said Aven. “There were the occasional sightings of him in places he wasn’t supposed to be—but how can you bring charges against a man who was seen onstage only minutes later, by an audience of five hundred, in a theater a thousand miles away?”
“That explains something else,” mused Bert. “Houdini and Conan Doyle used the wardrobes to avoid Samaranth, didn’t they?”
“Yes,” Aven said, suppressing a giggle. “They did. They were crisscrossing Europe trying to stay out of sight while you tried to talk sense into Samaranth. Giving up the wardrobes was part of the offer they made in exchange for his not roasting them whole.”
“And he gave the wardrobes to the next Caretaker, who was Jamie,” continued Jack.
“Right,” said Aven. “That was around the time he first met Peter, who had learned a way to cross the Frontier on his own, using the wings Daedalus the Younger made for all the Lost Boys. Somehow they were able to place one of the wardrobes in the Nether Land, and they kept the other at Jamie’s house, so that either or both of them could cross at will. I’ve used it more than once myself to get to the Nether Land.”
“After a visit with Jamie in London, I’d assume?” asked Bert.
Aven blushed, and tried to frown, but couldn’t quite manage it. “Yes. That too.”
“That’s why it was a surprise to you that the Nether Land might be in the Underneath,” said Jack. “You’ve never traveled there any other way, have you?”
Aven shook her head. “It was one of Peter’s rules. He wouldn’t permit outsiders to know the way there—and I was an outsider. I haven’t been back there in years, but I think Jamie’s wardrobe is still in London.”
“It is! I saw it myself. This is grand news.” Jack exclaimed, clapping his hands. “If we can get back to London, we can simply enter the wardrobe at Barrie’s town house and be sent right to the Underneath without the return trip.”
Again Aven shook her head. “It won’t work. When Jamie left, I wasn’t the only one who felt betrayed. Peter kept the wardrobe but locked it so it couldn’t be used.”
“But he’s the one who sent a messenger to find the Caretaker,” said Bert. “Why didn’t he simply send her through the wardrobe?”
“There’s only one reason,” said Aven darkly. “Because he wasn’t able to.”

At the other end of the ship, John and Charles had been sitting in the light of the cabin’s oil lamps, dissecting their copies of Tummeler’s Geographica for any scrap of useful information, but with little result.
John dropped his copy, kicking it across the deck—an action he immediately regretted, and he quickly retrieved it and buffed the cover with his shirtsleeve.
“I shouldn’t be angry with Tummeler,” he said to Charles, who had been watching from a nearby perch atop a broken section of railing. “He certainly can’t be expected to have included every notation in the Geographica. It’s quite an accomplishment that he recalled as much as he did. But it’s not going to be a help. Not with this.”
Charles nodded as he bit into an apple from the ship’s stores. “You’re probably right about Tummeler’s Geographica. Then again, so was Aven—it’s not so much useful as it is interesting. Did you notice on one of the spreads, he annotated the description so thoroughly that there’s only room for one small corner of the actual map? I also hadn’t realized how frequently he found an opportunity to include some of his recipes in and around the texts. Enterprising fellow, is our friend the badger.”
“I just can’t help thinking this is once again all my fault,” said John. “I’m a professor now. A teacher. I’m well educated. And I’m one of only a few people in the world who is capable of using the Imaginarium Geographica—but I can’t even manage to keep track of it when I really need it.”
“Cheer up, old chap,” said Charles. “From what I’ve heard, that Einstein fellow is redefining the scientific laws of the universe, but he can’t make change at the market. Maybe it’s the price you pay for being the best at something.”
“You’re not helping,” John said morosely.
As they talked, the horizon was beginning to brighten from the dark of night’s passage to the cobalt gray of dawn’s arrival. One by one, the stars began to fade out, with the exception of a single bright point of light low in the western sky.
“That’s heartening at least,” John remarked, indicating the solitary star. “One of my earliest stories was about the morning star and an ancient myth.
“When I was a student, I read an Anglo-Saxon poem about an angel called Earendel. It so impressed me, so inspired me as both an allegory and a literal representation of the light of faith, that I researched it for more than a year. I was certain I’d discovered an Ur-Myth—one of the original stories of the world.
“Earendel, or Orentil, as he was called in the older Icelandic version of the tale, was a mariner who was fated to sail forever in the shadowy waters of an enchanted archipelago,” John continued. “I revised the mention of the star to represent his beloved, who drew him up from the darkness into the heavens. And the poem that resulted was the beginning of all the mythologies I’ve been working on ever since.”
“And the beginning of your apprenticeship as a Caretaker,” said Bert, who with Aven and Jack had approached them while John was narrating. “It was ‘The Voyage of Earendil’ that first brought you to Stellan’s—and my—attention.”
“I didn’t know that,” said John, who was still watching the morning star. “It’s an interesting foreshadowing to what followed, don’t you think?”
“Maybe more than you realize,” said Charles, who had risen from his seat and was gripping the railing alongside John. “Look,” he went on, pointing excitedly. “Your morning star is coming this way.”
He was right. The point of light that appeared to be a star was only growing brighter as the sun rose, and it wasn’t moving in a straight line, but seemed to be bobbing and weaving.
“A bit erratic for a star,” Jack said.
“Not erratic,” corrected Bert, with tears in his eyes. “She’s just following the signal.”
The star dipped suddenly and came into full view in front of the cresting sun. Each of the companions gasped in turn, as they realized that John’s star had wings, and the point of light was a fiercely shining Compass Rose.
It was Laura Glue.
Seeing the Indigo Dragon, she let out an excited whoop and flew directly toward them.
In one hand she was clutching the Compass Rose that had led her to them in Oxford.
And in the other she held the Imaginarium Geographica.




CHAPTER TWELVE
Dante’s Riddle
Despite the circumstances, it was a glorious reunion. There are rare moments in human experience, Jack thought to himself, that fill one to bursting with emotion. Many are based on relationships, or personal experiences, and are too individualized to really be shared or explained. But there is one emotion that is universal, in which an infinite amount of gratitude may be felt with the smallest pinch of experience: the knowledge that one has not been forgotten.
Seized by joy, the companions passed the elated Laura Glue from one to another, hugging her tightly and laughing. All save for Aven—who seemed happy to see the girl, but was strangely removed from the reunion the others were celebrating.
“I knowed I could find you!” she said, beaming. “I told Jamie I just knowed I could!”
“And so you did!” declared John, who had rather delicately taken the Geographica from her grasp. “I can’t believe you came, Laura Glue.”
“I wanted to show Jamie my wings,” she said. “So we went out to the autogobile where you’d put them, and that’s when he saw the book, and boy, did he call you lots of names.”

…the rotating water…was forming a gigantic whirlpool.
John reddened. “I’d imagine so. But how did you find us?”
She held up the Compass Rose. “Same way as before. Jamie knew how to remake the mark, and he said you’d be needing your book right away. So we had tea, and when it was night, we went to the park, and…”
Laura Glue paused, thoughtful. “He said that it was ap—apro—”
“Appropriate?” Charles put in.
“Yeah,” she said. “He said it was appro’prate that I leave from where the statue of my grandfather is. But you know, it doesn’t really look like him at all.
“So I started flying, and came through the black clouds, and that’s when the Compass Rose brung…um…”
“Brought,” supplied John.
“Right. That’s when it brought me here,” said Laura Glue. She looked around at the tattered remains of the Indigo Dragon. “Hey—who broke your Dragonship?”
“That was me,” said Jack. “I had to rescue Aven.”
“Excuse me,” said Aven, “but there was more to the situation than just saving me. It’s not my fault the tower was falling apart.”
“Now, now,” Charles said placatingly. “Let’s not be placing blame. We should be looking to the Geographica to get out of here, should we not?”
Aven threw one last poisonous look at Jack before nodding her head. “You’re right. Let’s get back to our plan. I…”
Aven stopped. The moment Jack had mentioned her, Laura Glue fell silent, and had been staring at the queen with platter-shaped eyes.
“You,” Laura Glue said reverently, “you’re a Mother now, aren’t you?”
“Yes,” Aven replied, unsure what the girl really meant by the question. “But once I was your friend, remember?”
“I remember who you look like,” said Laura Glue. “But you weren’t a Mother. Not then.”
Aven knelt before the girl and took her hands. “We used to play together, you and I. We had tea parties, and pretended we were wolves, and once I broke my arm, and you carried me to safety.”
Laura Glue’s mouth dropped open in surprise. She took her hands and traced the lines of Aven’s face, then fell forward, hugging her and sobbing. Aven was startled, but after a moment, she hugged the girl back.
“Poppy!” Laura Glue gasped through a sheen of tears. “It’s you, isn’t it? You’ve come back at last, and…and you’re a Mother.”
“Poppy?” Jack said, looking askance at Bert, who shrugged.
“It’s the first I’ve heard of it,” said Bert. “Although as I understood it, all the children who went to the Nether Land chose their own names.”
“We do,” said Laura Glue, who had wiped her nose on her sleeve before Charles could give her a handkerchief. “T’anks anyway, Charles,” she said, tucking it in her belt.
“Well, I don’t know about the rest of you,” said Jack, “but I’m rather anxious to get a look at this ‘Nether Land’ myself. Shall we get to it?”
“Of course,” John said.
“Oh!” exclaimed Laura Glue. “I almost forgot!”
She reached inside her belt and pulled out a note written on a familiar cream-colored paper that seemed to be favored among Caretakers. Beaming, she handed the slightly crumpled paper to John.
The others crowded close as he unfolded it and read:
John—
While our young friend Laura Glue was showing me her wings, we discovered something else that had been left behind in your automobile. I trust it has now come to you in a timely manner, and that you will find it helpful.
The message she brought was sent by Peter, and thus must involve the Nether Land, and the Lost Boys. And these days, there is only one way in.
The words to open the passage are on page 42.
Godspeed to you all.
Sir James Barrie
John opened the Geographica to the spread of the page Jamie had indicated. “That looks awfully familiar,” he said pensively. “Is this actually an island in the Archipelago?”
Bert pressed closer and peered over his glasses. “It must be, although I’ve never been there myself.”
The island was shaped like a broad cup, wide at the top, narrowing to a tight neck, then widening again to a small base. The legend above identified it as “Autunno.”
“Autunno,” said John. “Italian, from a Latin base. Autumn. The island is called Autumn.”
“Hm,” said Bert. “I don’t recall ever needing to go there, although Stellan may have. But it looks ordinary enough.”
“It’s Hell,” said Charles.
“What?” the others said in a chorus.
“Hell,” Charles repeated. “Or at least, Sandro Botticelli’s version of Hell.”
Bert snapped his fingers. “Beat me with a noodle—he’s right. The cartographic image is that of an island, but the shape and topographical details match exactly the painting Botticelli did of Hell for Dante’s Inferno.”
“That makes sense,” said John. “The Cartographer said that Dante was one of the only Caretakers who visited the Underneath.”
“Fine,” said Jack, “but how does it apply to finding the Underneath?”
“I think it is the Underneath,” replied John. “The coordinates for Autunno are exactly the same as those for the Chamenos Liber. So it stands to reason that it is precisely where we’ve been told it is—Underneath, being guarded by the Chamenos Liber.”
“Can’t Autunno also be translated as ‘Fall’?” asked Jack.
“I don’t like the sound of that,” said Charles.
“Mmm, possibly,” said John. “I’m not as practiced with Italian, especially in this rough script. Give me a few minutes and I’ll have all the text sorted out.”
“Italian?” Jack asked Bert as John moved to the foredeck for privacy. “Dante wouldn’t have written his annotations in Latin?”
Bert shook his head. “Remember that Dante, for all his faults, was also a communicator. Most of the poems of the time were classified as ‘high’ for the serious topics, or ‘low’ for the vulgar ones. He thought it was a mistake not to write about the grander themes in a language that was more accessible to the common people.
“So when he chose to write an epic about the redemption of man, a subject of utter gravity and great import, he shocked most of civilized society by doing it in Italian. His tendency to do the contrarian thing was probably one of the reasons he was selected as a Caretaker.”
“Indeed,” said Charles. “That’s an exceedingly noble and Romantic notion. Romantic with a capital R, that is,” he added.
“How so?” asked Bert.
“I believe that as human beings, we are all connected to one another, and in that way, largely dependent on one another for survival. A belief,” he said, observing the fauns still at work repairing the balloon at one end of the deck, and John translating Dante’s notes at the other, “that has only grown stronger during this adventure.
“I call the concept Co-inherence,” Charles continued. “What that means is that each of our thoughts and actions has a bearing on others. And always, always, there is potential in us all for immense good, or incredible evil. But even then, despite the evil men do, there can still arise a measure of good.”
“Yes,” agreed Bert. “Remember the Cartographer said not to judge even Mordred too harshly.”
“Exactly my point,” said Charles, “but the reverse is also true, and even the best of intentions…”
“…can pave the road to Hell,” finished John, who had just approached them, cradling the Geographica. “I think I’ve translated all of Dante’s notes. The solution to opening the portal to the Underneath is a riddle.”

“Jamie couldn’t simply tell us the words to open the portal?” Jack said.
“I don’t think it’s as easy as all that,” said John. “There must have been some reason that we needed the actual Geographica here. And I think that reason is what the answer to the riddle will reveal.
“Dante wrote a lot about Autunno here,” he went on, indicating the annotations in the atlas, “but he also included bits and pieces from his own writing, so he obviously expected whoever followed him to be familiar with his work.”
“Typical author,” said Charles.
“He refers to the portal as ‘Ulysses’ Gate,’” John noted. “Does that mean anything to you, Bert?”
“Of course,” said Bert. “Ulysses was in The Divine Comedy, remember? In it he told the story of his final voyage, where he left his home and family to sail to the ends of the Earth.”
“I think this would qualify,” said Jack.
“Indeed,” said Bert. “Ulysses valued nothing more than his belief in the pursuit of knowledge, and he thought that attaining knowledge was limited only by one’s efforts.”
“Admirable,” said Jack. “So what happened to him?”
“God sank his ship outside of Mount Purgatory,” Bert answered, “and he ended up in the Pit.”
Charles raised his hand. “Anyone else thinking this is all a bad idea, and we should just focus on repairing the boat? No?” He lowered his hand. “Don’t say I didn’t bring it up when we get to the running about and screaming part.”
“We already did that,” said Jack, “when we escaped from the tower and I rescued Aven.”
“Not that I’m not grateful,” said Aven, “but I wish you’d stop bringing that up. I was perfectly willing to sacrifice myself so the rest of you could carry on.”
“And what good would that have done?” Jack said indignantly.
“For starters,” Aven told him, “the Indigo Dragon wouldn’t have been wrecked. And you’d already have been halfway to Paralon to bring more help.”
“And you’d be dead,” said Jack. “I just couldn’t let that happen.”
“And I’m appreciative,” said Aven. “But if our positions had been reversed, I’d have done the same.”
Jack smirked and shook his head. “There wasn’t time.”
Aven stared at him. “What’s that supposed to mean? You had time to save me.”
“Of course I did,” said Jack matter-of-factly. “I’m a man. We’re made to think more quickly.”
Bert had just enough time to exclaim, “Oh, dear,” before Aven swung her fist and clocked Jack square on the chin, knocking him backward into the balloon, which was still under repair.
“Wow!” said Laura Glue. “You sent him ass-over-teakettle.”
“Language,” warned Bert.
“Sorry,” she said.
Aven rubbed her knuckles and looked at the others. “Sorry about that. I might have stopped myself from hitting him, but I didn’t think of it quickly enough.”
“Not a problem,” said Charles.
“If you’re finished with the fisticuffs,” John said, “can we please see this through?”
“Sorry,” said Aven.
“Ulysses wasn’t the only Greek hero mentioned in The Divine Comedy,” said John. “In what Dante described as the eighth circle of Hell, he and his guide, Virgil, met Jason, the leader of the Argonauts, who had commissioned the building of the ship the Argo—”
“Which Ordo Maas rebuilt into the Red Dragon!” Charles exclaimed. “Brilliant, John! Well done!”
“That’s another piece of the riddle, but it’s not the whole picture yet,” said John. “Let’s assume that every reference Dante makes here that involves Jason or Ulysses is literal when applied to Autunno. It says that when Dante entered the ends of the Earth—referring to Ulysses’ last voyage—it opened at his command with words that appeared in the Red Dragon’s breath.”
“Oh no,” groaned Jack, who had rejoined his friends but was also keeping a respectable distance from Aven. “Does that mean we can only solve the riddle if the Red Dragon is present?”
“I don’t think that’s it,” said John, peering more closely at the Geographica. “The handwriting is complicating the translation somewhat. But try this—what if Dante didn’t mean the actual Red Dragon, but was simply referring to a red dragon? Say, Samaranth, or one of his companions?”
“Same pickle, different barrel,” said Bert. “We don’t have a way to contact any of the dragons from our present position.”
“That’s a dumb riddle,” said Laura Glue.
“Not now, Laura,” Charles said. “This is very important.”
The girl stomped her foot. “I told you, my name is Laura Glue. And I said it’s a stupid riddle because everyone knows what dragon’s breath is.”
“They do?” Jack said, crouching to look the girl in the eye. “What is it?”
She shrugged. “It won’t do us any good anyway,” she said glumly. “There aren’t any volcanoes around here.”
John and Bert looked at each other in surprise.
“The Red Dragon’s breath,” said Charles. “Red, as in hot vapors?”
“It’s worth trying,” said John.
Aven called to several of the fauns to bring over some of the cord from the balloon rigging. They fashioned a makeshift harness for John, then lowered him gently over the side of the ship that seemed closest to the sulfur that was venting from below the Chamenos Liber.
Carefully, John held open the Geographica to the pages that depicted Autunno and Dante’s notations. The thick fumes made him cough, and his eyes watered, but sure enough—in seconds, something began to appear across the pages.
“Pull me up!” he yelled. “I have it! I have the answer!”
They hoisted John back to the deck, and he opened the Geographica.
“That’s why Jamie couldn’t just tell us the words,” he said excitedly. “I think it’s only possible to see the necessary words here, or wherever else there might be volcanic fumes.”
“Lucky us,” Charles said drolly. “What does it say?”
“It’s an Opening,” said Bert. “The third kind of spoken spell. Go ahead and read it, John—after all, you figured it out.”
John traced the near-transparent letters with his fingers, then began to recite the words:

By knowledge paid
For riddles wrought

I open thee
I open thee

By bones bound
By honor taken
I open thee
I open thee

For life eternal and liberty gain’d
To sleep and dream, as kings we reign’d
I open thee
I open thee

John closed his eyes, then opened one and looked around quizzically. “Ah, Bert? What happens now?”
Bert raised his eyebrows. “Don’t have a clue. I haven’t done this before either.”
For one minute, then two, the companions simply looked at one another, and at the water around the Indigo Dragon.
“All right,” Jack began.
“Wait,” said Charles. “Can you see that? Something’s turning the ship around.”
“That’s not the ship,” said Aven. “It’s the water.”
The sea within the Chamenos Liber was beginning to rotate. Slowly, but the motion was unmistakable now.
As they watched, the clockwise motion started to move faster, and then faster still.
“I think we’d better hold on to something,” suggested Bert. “I have a bad feeling about this.”
“Let’s get you into the cabin,” Jack said to Laura Glue.
“No!” said Aven. “If we capsize, it’ll be safer on top.”
“Good enough,” said Jack, who wrapped one arm around the girl and the other around a stout section of railing.
The sea was making a noise like breakers crashing on the shore, but it was constant, and growing louder with the speed of the rotating water, which was forming a gigantic whirlpool. It opened in the center of the islands, and then spread rapidly outward until it caught up the Indigo Dragon against the crest. The current pulled the little craft over the edge just as the sound crescendoed to a roar, and the sides of the whirlpool dropped away to darkness.
“Dear Christ,” said Charles. “It did mean ‘Fall.’”
And the Indigo Dragon fell.




PART FOUR
Into the Underneath





“Hello, boy,” she said.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Croatoan
The old man waited until he could no longer hear the clicking noises that indicated his captor’s presence, and was certain that the beast-children who served him were also gone, before speaking. “It’s all right,” he said into the darkness of the cave. “They’ve all gone now.”
A pearlescent glow began to emanate from the large mirror opposite the frame where he was tied, and images that extended far deeper than the mirror should have allowed began to swirl into clarity.
Whether it depicted fog, or flame, or simply chaos swimming beneath the silvered glass, he could not tell—but eventually a single image sharpened and came into focus.
The mirror showed the head and shoulders of a woman. She was neither young nor old, but seemed to be an ideal combination of youthful beauty and mature experience. She wore a loose-fitting tunic draped low across her collarbone, and a single silver necklace. Her dark hair was pulled up in the back and fastened with silver pins.
Her eyes were deep-set and weary, and showed her to be much older than her appearance indicated. She looked at the old man and smiled.
“Hello, boy,” she said. “How do you fare?”
“I’ve had better days,” the old man admitted, “but I’ve had worse, too, so I suppose it all evens out eventually. Time will tell.”
The woman hesitated. “So—there’s been no word?”
“None,” said the old man. “But I have hope.”
“Based on what?” she said sharply. “You sent a child to seek the help of your greatest enemy. Don’t you think that’s an act of desperation?”
He laughed and shook his head. “That’s not what I did at all. I sent my granddaughter, whom I trust fully, to seek the help of a Caretaker of the Imaginarium Geographica.
“That isn’t a desperate act. That’s a plan.”

The passengers of the Indigo Dragon didn’t fall so much as they descended; they were still dropping with great speed, but it didn’t feel as if the descent were unfettered, more as if the drop through the portal were being controlled.
Even so the impact was hard, and no one was conscious enough to hear the splintering of wood as their craft struck something much more massive, flinging them to and fro, and came to a stop.
It may have taken minutes or hours for the companions to awaken in the diffused light of the Underneath. But when they awoke, they might as well have imagined themselves to be near any common seashore in their own world. The shore was sixty or seventy feet below what they’d actually landed on: a great wall of wrecked, rotting, moldering ships. Hundreds of them, of every make and vintage, stretching away far into the distance; ships with names like the USS Cyclops and the HMS Rosalie and the Spray of Boston.
The companions all began to collect their wits, taking stock of the unusual scene they’d landed in. The sails (on the ships that had used them) had mostly rotted in the sea air, leaving a neglected field of masts pointing skyward, awaiting a harvesting that would never come. There were rafts and dinghies; pirate ships and tugboats; gondolas and even a Chinese junk. There were also other ships: great gray metal behemoths that were unrecognizable to them. And there were a number of aircraft as well, although many of these were also of an unfamiliar make.
Below the wall of ships was a narrow, sandy beach that was broken by shallow inlets ringed in a reddish stone. A short distance behind that was the tree line of a thick, old pine forest, and birdcalls could be heard coming from somewhere within.
A few hundred yards above them, where the Indigo Dragon must have fallen through the portal, was a vortex of water that receded upward as they watched. In seconds it dissipated into vapor and mist, as if it had never been there.
There was a yellowish light, but there was no sun.
And there was no sign of the Indigo Dragon.
John was quick to come fully awake and alert, and he did a brief head count. Charles and Jack were only a few feet away, on the foredeck of the large cargo ship they’d landed on, and Bert was wringing water out of his hat near the cabin. Aven was still unconscious but appeared uninjured and breathing, and she had her arms wrapped protectively around Laura Glue, who was nestled up against her chest, still clutching the Compass Rose.
None of them were aware of the eyes that watched them from inside the forest, nor did they notice that the birdcalls had changed.
Jack sat up, groaning. “I think I almost preferred life during wartime,” he said testily. “At least at the Somme, all I had to worry about was not getting shot.”
“Look here,” Charles exclaimed, pointing. “What in heaven’s name do you suppose those to be?”
The others looked to where he was gesturing and saw an extraordinary sight: massive white towers that stood on either horizon and stretched from beneath the surface of the water to beyond the clouds. The towers appeared to be some kind of stone but had an almost organic look to them. At such a tremendous distance, it was impossible to be sure. The sides of the columns were smooth and flowed upward with a graceful line that was practically sculpted.
John shaded his eyes with his hand and peered at the sky. “I can’t see where they end,” he said finally. “But there must be a ceiling to this place. We came through something, didn’t we?”
“It was Deep Magic,” said Bert, “Old Magic, that created that portal above. It was Old Magic that closed it again. For all we know, the sky above us here is the sea of the Archipelago.”
“Can any of you tell where the light is coming from?” Charles asked, turning around. “It’s almost as if we’re, well, inside a light-bulb.”
“I don’t know,” replied John, who had found the Imaginarium Geographica lying a few feet away against cargo boxes stenciled with the name ss timandra, and was busily dusting off the cover with his sleeve. “Maybe we’ve fallen into some sort of bowl-shaped world.”
“Hmm,” said Bert. “Now there’s an interesting thought.”
“That we’ve ended up in a bowl?” said John.
“May I?” Bert asked, indicating the Geographica.
John handed it over. “Be my guest.”
Jack went over to Aven and Laura Glue to make sure they were uninjured, then joined Charles near the promenade, where he was making an impromptu catalogue of the vessels that comprised the great wall.
“Amazing,” said Charles. “There must be hundreds, no, thousands of ships and aircraft here. Could all of these have come through the Chamenos Liber?”
“I doubt it,” said Jack. “For one thing, they’re spread out over an extremely wide area. I don’t think the portal we came through is mobile—it’s fixed in space.”
“Then these must have come through by other means,” Charles reasoned.
“Are there other means?” asked Jack. “We wanted to get here, and look at how much trouble we had.”
“These are all wrecked, abandoned,” stated John, coming up behind them. “I don’t think their arrival was planned or voluntary.”
“There are plenty of tales about the Devil’s Triangle in the western Atlantic,” said Charles. “Maybe the Underneath is what’s, ah, behind those accounts.”
“How they got here might be an interesting story,” said John, “but what worries me is that none of them went back in the other direction.”
At that moment, Bert came scurrying back to them, thumping the book in excitement.
“I think we’ve stumbled upon one of the greater mysteries of the Geographica,” he said. “There are some maps that have excellent descriptions of the lands they depict, but little if any cartographical or navigational information. That’s why we’ve had to make corrections and additions to the Geographica as the centuries passed—to try to make it more complete. And I think we already have maps of this place in the atlas!”
“And there’s a map of an island shaped like a bowl, with no sun?” asked Jack.
“The Cartographer said the Underneath was formed of circles within circles,” said John, “and that goes along with Dante’s descriptions, as well as the map of Autunno.”
“It’s worth a look,” said Charles.
John and Bert opened the Geographica on top of an orange crate and began to carefully page through it. Finally, Bert tapped a map with his knuckles. “Knew it. I just knew it,” he said under his breath. “They are here. Damn your eyes, Jules….”
Jack and Charles moved closer to see which maps Bert was referring to.
“The Underneath does have other names,” explained Bert, “and each of the lands within also has its own name and identity.”
“Like Paralon is an island within the Archipelago of Dreams,” said Charles.
“Precisely,” said Bert. “This place been called Skartaris by some, but most would know it as Pellucidar,” he continued, pointing at an expansive map that bore a strong resemblance to central Europe.
“From Edgar Rice Burroughs’s books?” Charles said contemptuously. “That’s terrible—don’t tell me he was a Caretaker.”
“Close, but no cigar,” replied Bert. “He has the imagination in spades but didn’t care one whit about learning the languages needed—or having much to do at all with the Archipelago, save as a source of story material. Jules spent considerable time with him—apparently—and made every effort to accommodate his eccentricities, but to no avail.”
“It’s for the best, believe me,” snorted Charles. “His prose is atrocious. Of course he couldn’t master other languages. He’s still working on English.”
“Now, Charles,” Jack admonished. “You have to admit, some of his publishers are very respectable. That American magazine that serialized his Ape Man stories, for example—they’re first class.”
“Granted,” said Charles. “But the idea that he might have become a Caretaker is appalling.”
Bert sighed. “What can one say? People do have their own ambitions, and most reasons for pursuing them aren’t benevolent. Some accepted for the wealth, as Edgar did, and some for the fame.”
“Did you do it for the wealth or the fame?” Jack asked Charles.
“I’m still trying to decide,” said Charles, grinning. “If we ever make it back to London, that is.”
Aven and Laura Glue had finally come fully awake and had chosen to leave the discussion of maps to the Caretakers. They had moved a short distance away and were playing some sort of game. Neither one seemed particularly bothered by the happening that had brought them to this place, Jack noted aloud.
“Of course not,” said Bert. “They’ve both been here before—or somewhere like here, at least.”
“Why aren’t there more notes?” John asked as he thumbed through the previous few maps. “There ought to be more of—well, something written about this place.”
“No one makes new annotations if no one visits,” said Bert, “and since the last one here was probably Jamie, I’m not surprised by the lack of information.”
“Skartaris,” Jack mused, rubbing his chin. “That sounds very familiar, come to think of it….”
“It should,” said Bert. “That’s the name of the mountain that cast a shadow across the entrance to the center of the Earth in Jules’s book. Scartaris.”
“So it was based on the Underneath?” John exclaimed. “And he never told you this?”
Bert shrugged. “He is a writer, after all,” he said plaintively. “We do make things up on occasion, you know.”
John was about to make another remark when his brow furrowed, and he leaned closer to the page he’d just turned to. Suddenly he gasped and then swallowed hard.
“I say, John. Are you all right?” asked Jack.
The others looked down at the Caretaker Principia. All the blood had drained from his face, and he was trembling so violently that the atlas was shaking in his hands.
“John?” Jack asked, concerned. “What is it?”
Wordlessly John stood up, then slowly walked away from the tree line back to the clearing where they’d awakened. He stood there, staring at the Geographica, then dropped it to the ground and looked up into the sky.
Aven and Laura Glue had noticed the others’ concern and rejoined them from the fallen trees where they’d been sitting and playing their game.
“Is he all right?” Aven asked Jack in a low voice.
“I can’t say,” he answered. “He looks as if he’s seen a ghost.”
“Not a ghost,” John said without turning around or lowering his gaze. “A Titan.”
The companions crowded around the Geographica and examined the spread John had been looking at. It was one of the first maps, one of the oldest maps, which might have been made in the time of Ptolemy himself. And thus, much of what was written on it was in ancient Greek.
But it wasn’t the writing that had so stunned their friend. It was the illustration.
It depicted a world within a world. And the smaller sphere was held aloft on the back and shoulders of the Titan Atlas. The drawing also showed him holding back the oceans above with his hands, so that the world within would not be flooded.
And together, they suddenly realized what the towers on the horizon were.
“Look,” John said, tipping his head at the sky. “If you squint your eyes, you can just make out his hands.”

John took charge of the group and declared that they’d be better off climbing down from the wall of ships and making their way to the beach to try and assess where they were. It was easier to do than any of them expected: The ships were accumulated in such a way that the wall formed a natural (if exceedingly large) set of steps. Within an hour, they were sitting on the beach just outside the tree line. John and Bert continued to study the Geographica while the others looked around for any other distinguishing landmarks they could use to identify the island.
“Distinguishing landmarks other than the giant skeleton holding up the sky, that is,” said Charles. “If that isn’t a Nether Land kind of sign, I don’t know what is.”
“This isn’t the Nether Land,” Aven declared. “I have no idea where we are.”
Laura Glue’s head bobbed up and down in agreement. “The sky is all right, but we don’t have smelly trees,” she said bluntly. Then suddenly she grew alarmed. “My wings! I’ve lost my wings!”
“They’re probably just aboard the Indigo Dragon, wherever it is,” said Jack. “I’m sure they’ll turn up.”
“Unless it sank,” Charles said. “Do you think it was damaged that badly?”
Aven shook her head. “I doubt it. I think it struck the ship we landed on and may have rolled to the other side of the wall. Even if it ended up in the water, the hull was fine, and if we survived however far we fell, it should have too. I haven’t seen any of the crew, either—so perhaps they’ve just moored her someplace to continue repairs.”
The queen of Paralon sounded very sure—but the worried expression on her face told a different story.
John closed the Geographica. “That’s all I can get,” he said. “There’s nothing else in here that can help identify where we are.”
“Dante wrote about nine circles of Hell,” suggested Charles. “Perhaps he based that on nine lands here in the Underneath.”
“Dante wrote more allegorically than literally,” said Bert. “There’s no way to be sure, short of exploring the place on our own.”
“I say,” declared Charles, “perhaps we could just ask that lot over there at the trees.”
The companions looked in the direction Charles was facing and saw nearly a dozen men standing just outside the tree line, watching them. The men were curiously dressed, wearing common-looking shirts and trousers, but also various belts and outer garments that were adorned with feathers and colored beads.
They were also heavily armed. Several held muskets loosely against their shoulders, and all had either spears or bows and quivers of arrows.
“Oh, no,” cried Laura Glue. “Run! Hide! It’s Grandfather’s enemies! It’s the Indians! We have to run!”
Before the companions could process what the girl was saying, another line of men stepped out of the forest on the opposite end of the beach. They were dressed identically to the first group, and were just as well armed.
The companions were surrounded.
“Very odd Indians,” Charles said to Jack. “They seem to be Europeans.”
“Maybe she meant Eastern Indians,” said Jack.
“Her grandfather’s enemies, she said,” John whispered. “From Barrie’s book, remember? I think they are some kind of American Indian.”
The two groups of men made no move toward the newcomers they’d encircled, but instead watched and waited. And then another man stepped out of the woods behind the first group and began to walk forward. Bert gasped in recognition.
“Oh, dear,” said Bert. “Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear.”
“What is it?” John hissed. “What’s wrong?”
“These aren’t just Indians,” Bert said. “We’ve just delivered ourselves into the hands of someone who is supposed to be long dead.”
“An enemy?” asked Jack.
“We’ll find out in a moment,” replied Bert.
The line of curiously costumed Indians parted, and a tall, broad-shouldered man wearing a feathered headdress walked toward them. He was not much older than the companions were, but there was a gravity about him that bespoke hard-won experience. The experience of decades, not years.
His brow was thick, and his cheeks were deeply scarred. His complexion was European, but his dress was a collision of Asian and American Indian, save for his boots, which were Dutch colonial. His manner was brusque, yet cultured—a definite enigma, thought John.
“As the official representative of the Imperial Cartological Society, I welcome you to Croatoan Island,” the man said, “and even though you were not invited, you shall remain here as our guests.”
“Thank you,” John said evenly. “And whom do I have the pleasure of addressing?”
“My name,” the man replied, “is Sir Richard Burton.”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
The Imperial Cartological Society
The man who called himself Burton made a series of quick gestures with his upraised hand, and suddenly the others rushed forward and held the companions fast. There was no mistaking their intent now.
Burton strode confidently to the group of prisoners and examined them one by one. He stopped at Bert, considering.
“I seem to know you,” Burton said. “How would that be?”
“I have one of those faces,” replied Bert.
“No,” Burton said. “I don’t recognize the face. But you smell like a Caretaker of the Imaginarium Geographica.”
Those words sent a chill through each of the companions. This man was indeed their enemy. And he knew more about them than they did about him.
Close up, John was able to take in the strange appearance of their captors. Most of the men were indeed European, and fair-skinned, but several were also darker-hued, from a light reddish-tan to a deep, rich brown.
“Croatoan Island?” Jack whispered to Charles.
“The missing colony, from Roanoke, Virginia,” Charles whispered back. “Sir Walter Raleigh’s expedition.”

“We are the Croatoans. And we are ourselves.”
“Precisely so,” Burton said, wheeling about to face Charles. The man had the hearing of a fox. “To survive the first winter in the New World, they became a part of the local tribe of Algonquin Indians. Then, when the following year proved to be even harsher, the colonists persuaded the Indians to help them build new ships with which they hoped to return to England. That, as you can plainly see,” he concluded, “didn’t happen.”
“So you’re all Indians now?” asked John.
“There are full-blooded English here,” Burton said, “and Dutch. Most are some combination of each. But we are nonetheless a tribe, and we look after our own.
“We are the Croatoans. And we are ourselves.”

Burton instructed his men to tie the companions’ hands together with thick twine, but he allowed Aven and Laura Glue to remain unbound.
“But,” Burton added as a caution, “if either of them tries to flee, shoot the other one.”
Laura Glue gulped and took Aven’s hand.
Burton and his men marched their captives away from the beach and into the woods. The captors formed a ring around the companions, but Burton walked in front—and John noticed, as did the others, that he both kept and carried the Imaginarium Geographica.
They walked at a brisk but bearable pace for almost an hour before finally arriving at their destination. The eerie, cold light above was beginning to fade, to be replaced by the warm glow of firelight from the settlement ahead.
The village of the Croatoans was set in a small valley deep within the pine forest. It was bracketed by tall bluffs on two sides, and a shallow creek ran through it to the south. There were several dozen buildings of simple construction. Wood-and-wattle lodges, mostly—although there were shingles on the roofs of several buildings, and almost all of them had at least one glass window.
The tribe took little notice of most of the companions—as if marching a group of prisoners through the village were an everyday occurrence—but every villager they passed took special notice of Laura Glue.
This didn’t go unseen by the girl, and she gripped Aven’s hand all the tighter.
In the center of the village was a great circle of stones, like low altars, and adjacent to each stone was a fire that had been stoked to blazing.
As they approached, Bert couldn’t contain the sigh of relief that escaped his lips.
In the center of the firelight was the Indigo Dragon. Not the entire ship—but the living masthead.
“Oh, thank goodness,” said Bert. “At least they rescued her.”
“Rescued?” said Burton. “Hardly. The Indigo Dragon was our first prisoner. We just went back for the rest of you.”
“How did you know she’s called the Indigo Dragon?” asked John.
Burton tipped his head at Bert. “Ask him. I’m sure he knows who I am.”
Bert glared at their adversary, which was a surprise to John—Bert hardly ever glared at anybody.
“You’ve all heard of him, I believe,” Bert told the others, “or at least have a passing familiarity with his writings. What you don’t know is that Charles Dickens chose him as an apprentice caretaker, with Nemo’s blessing. But it didn’t work out, and he was dismissed.”
“Was that before or after Magwich?” asked Charles.
“Does it matter?” said Jack.
“Good point,” said Charles.
“He faked his own death and disappeared,” Bert informed them. “No one expected to hear from him again.”
“A fair enough assessment,” said Burton. “I had made a fortune with my books and decided to create a new future for myself in the Archipelago of Dreams. I had been here again for only a short while when I became caught up in a terrible storm. When it finally passed, I found myself here, and my ship was destroyed. The Croatoans nursed me back to health, and as payment, I let them make me their leader.”
The companions’ heads were spinning with a thousand questions, but as usual, it was Aven who returned them to the matters at hand.
“I’m glad you rescued the Indigo Dragon,” she said, “but what of her crew? There were more than twenty fauns aboard. Were any of them injured?”
“Not to begin with,” Burton replied. “But they put up much more of a fight than you lot did.”
“And so you killed them?” Aven exclaimed. “What a waste of life.”
“Oh, they weren’t wasted,” Burton said. “In fact, they were delicious.”
The companions were speechless with shock—except for Aven.
“Barbarian!” she exclaimed. “You’re no better than a Wendigo!”
“Rightly so,” said Burton. “We men of the West have always been more barbaric than our counterparts in the East. How much more so might we be, now that we’re in the westernmost lands that exist?”

Near the ring of stone and fire was a large structure that appeared to be the central meetinghouse for the Croatoans. The companions were allowed to sit on mats that were laid along the center of the building, and they took in their strange surroundings.
The walls were lined with great carved chairs like the British Parliament, and the room was brightly lit with torches that were Norse, according to John. The mats on which they sat were Persian, as were the tapestries adorning the walls and draped over the chairs.
Burton took his place on a pedestal at the far end, and other officious-looking members of the Croatoans filed in and took the rest of the seats.
With pomp and flourish, Burton introduced the members of the Indian council as they entered. It was slightly disconcerting to the companions to see men dressed so strangely, and speaking in unusual tongues, introduced as Murthwaite and Kelso and Jiggs and Barnaby. There were more traditional Indian names as well, often attached to European ones, in an unusual but nearly seamless marriage of cultures.
“This is almost a textbook model of cultural democracy,” whispered Jack. “I’d love to do an actual case study on how they came to implement it.”
“It probably helped things along that they were trapped in the Underneath,” Charles whispered back.
“Not necessarily,” noted Jack. “They probably just ate anyone who disagreed with them.”
Most of the Indian Elders sat cross-legged in the broad chairs along the walls, while two of them (whom Burton had indicated as his aides-de-camp) sat on the pedestal with him—though on noticeably lower seats nearer the back. The first, the man called Murthwaite, wore a broad mustache and thick glasses and was scrupulously taking notes on everything said and done.
“Secretary-general,” whispered Charles.
“Indeed,” said Bert.
The other aide was a dusky-skinned, full-blooded Indian Burton called Hairy Billy. He was naked from the waist up, save for several strings of beads and elaborate necklaces that lay on his chest, and had taken a curious interest in Aven. Aven, for her part, regarded him coolly but gave no indication that she noticed the unusual attentions.
“But he’s bald,” said Laura Glue. “Why do you call him ‘Hairy Billy’?”
Burton smiled and crouched down in front of the girl. “Once, when he was much younger, he crossed the waters here to a forbidden island, where the children all choose their own names. And although he was rescued later, he insisted we call him by his new name—so we let him keep it. But we took something else.”
He gestured at the Indian, who gave a wide, openmouthed smile in return, revealing the fact that he had no tongue. It had been cut out.
Laura Glue shuddered and shrank back from Burton, who grinned more broadly and stood up.
“Discipline,” he said to no one in particular. “It’s a harsh lesson to learn, but necessary. And lessons we learn through pain are seldom forgotten.” This last he said while fingering the deep scars on his cheeks, before he snapped out of his reverie and turned to Bert.
“I suppose these are your apprentices, eh, Caretaker?” said Burton.
“Full Caretakers,” Bert replied. “The very ones who defeated the Winter King.”
At the mention of their old adversary, Burton’s eyes glittered, and he took a renewed interest in the three young men.
“I have heard of you,” he said slowly. “The three scholars who changed the course of the world’s destiny. I suppose the prophecy would have been fulfilled sooner or later, else what’s a prophecy for?”
“Prophecy?” said John.
“For another time,” Bert said hurriedly. “What do you want of us, Sir Richard?”
Burton laughed. “The honorific is not necessary. At any rate, it doesn’t apply here. The hierarchy is determined first by age, then by strength and ability. And I’m first among equals in both categories. You may address me as ‘Elder,’ or if you prefer, simply ‘Burton.’”
“When we, ah, met, Burton,” said Charles, “you introduced yourself as a representative of the Imperial Cartological Society. Is that an organization of the Empire? I’m afraid I never heard of it.”
Burton swiveled around. “Indeed. It is of the Empire, and it was sanctioned by Victoria herself.
“After my enlightening but brief apprenticeship as a Caretaker with Dickens, I continued researching the history of the Geographica and the Archipelago on my own, and I made a surprising discovery: There had been many apprentice Caretakers throughout history who, like myself, were trained, then abandoned.”
“For cause,” Bert said mildly.
“An opinion,” Burton shot back, “of one viewing the situation from a privileged position.”
“Well, why were you set aside?” Charles asked.
“Because,” replied Burton, “I disagreed with one of the fundamental rules of looking after the Imaginarium Geographica—that it, and everything having to do with the Archipelago of Dreams, must be kept secret from the world. Nemo and I had many violent arguments about it, but in the end, he left the decision to Dickens, and I was shut out.”
“You don’t think knowledge of the Archipelago would be too great a burden for the common man?” asked Jack.
“Knowledge is a responsibility,” John said, nodding, “but most people don’t know they aren’t ready for it until they already have it—and by then, it’s too late.”
“Really?” said Burton. “John, isn’t it? Isn’t that how you came by the job? By having it thrust upon you?”
“He was being trained,” countered Bert. “He has the temperament. Surely even you can see this. That’s much different.”
“Is it?” said Burton. “The only difference I see is that I have more faith in mankind’s ability to bear the burden. I think they will be able to take it. More, I think it is their right.
“The world and the Archipelago were once one. It was only because of their separation that someone decided the Archipelago should be kept secret—and because of that one foolish choice, the world has been starved of treasures and resources we should have claimed long ago.
“So I took my argument to the queen, who sanctioned a private organization—the Imperial Cartological Society—to begin keeping records, making maps, and funding exploratory ventures that would not be hostage to the Caretakers.”
“Private, eh?” said John. “Now who’s keeping secrets?”
“A necessary function at the onset,” retorted Burton, “else we’d have risked being discovered by those like yourself, and possibly losing our greatest resources.”
“What resources?” Bert asked.
“We have our own apprentices in the society,” said Burton. “And we wanted them as untainted as possible—or converted to our cause before you could reach them.”
“I don’t know,” said Jack. “I was pretty young when I was recruited into all this.”
“We get them younger still,” said Burton, “so that if they’re approached by one of you, they already believe in a different agenda.”
Bert’s eyes widened in horror as he realized whom Burton was referring to. “Harry. You mean Harry, and Conan Doyle, don’t you?”
Burton laughed again, and it was at once mocking and triumphant. “How do you think the Winter King and his minions were able to track you so quickly?” he said. “They nearly caught you that night in London, didn’t they?”
John felt the blood drain from his face. “How could you know about our meeting at the club in London, when you’ve been trapped down here?”
“I get reports from those who sometimes fall into the Underneath,” said Burton, “as well as from books, newspapers, and diaries that come with the occasional ship. I read about the break-in at 221B Baker Street in a copy of the Illustrated London News that came down with a dory. And your adventures in the Archipelago became the stuff of legend fast enough, so I put the pieces together.
“And as to the Winter King—how do you think he was able to operate so easily in your world, if not for the help of those who shared his goals?”
“World domination?” John said wryly.
“No,” said Burton. “World reunification.”
Charles was still processing Burton’s revelation. “So Harry Houdini and Arthur Conan Doyle were…”
“My apprentices,” Burton confirmed. “I recruited them before you and that idiot Verne had the chance to.” He gestured brusquely at Bert. “They were barely more than boys, but they had the minds for it—and the will to defy those who would keep this knowledge for themselves.”
“So for decades now,” said Jack, “there has been, what? A counter-Caretaker organization, run by the British Crown?”
“Victoria may have sanctioned the society, but the seeds of its founding were Elizabethan,” Burton said, turning again to Bert. “Surely you know to whom I’m referring?”
Bert’s face darkened. “That’s apocryphal. There’s no evidence of John Dee’s betrayal—not that it has any bearing on us now.”
Burton crossed his arms and began to pace, as if giving a lecture. “No? Then think on this: How many Caretakers have been formally enlisted throughout history?”
“Formally?” said John. “That’s easy enough to guess—most of their signatures are inside the Geographica.”
“Right,” said Burton. “Three every generation or so, for several hundred years. But consider—how many more, like myself, were initiated into the mysteries of the Geographica and the Archipelago, only to be cast aside when they were deemed unworthy?”
“If Magwich is any example of one who was cast out,” put in Charles, “then I’d say it was pretty justified.”
“I can’t argue with you there,” Burton said. “But not all of those chosen were top-notch either. Cervantes is a good example of that. Can you imagine anything worse than a Caretaker who actually loses the Geographica?”
“I’m sure he had other good qualities,” Jack said, trying not to look at John, who swallowed hard and blushed. “But setting aside Magwich, isn’t it possible there were valid reasons the other, ah, apprentice Caretakers were rejected?”
“No!” Burton shouted. “It wasn’t that they were unqualified, but rather because of the same inconsequential difference of opinion that cost me the opportunity! They each disagreed with the first fundamental rule of being a Caretaker of the Imaginarium Geographica!”
“Secrecy,” said Bert.
“Yes!” Burton roared, eyes ablaze. “The damned secrecy! Keeping the wonders and marvels of the Archipelago of Dreams confined to the libraries and offices of a few secular scholars. Even the selection process itself is offensive. The Caretakers are supposed to be among the greatest, most creative thinkers of the world. But for centuries, the position has been reserved mostly for light-skinned Europeans, and even among them, mostly scholars from Oxford. That’s part of what I founded the society to change.”
He circled his captives, feral, hefting the Geographica in his hands. “It was my mandate from Queen Victoria herself,” Burton said, “to acquire the Imaginarium Geographica and replicate it. To make copies of it, so that any man, woman, or child, whatever race, religion, or creed, could have a copy for themselves!”
Burton lifted the book over his head, and his voice rang throughout the small valley. “I intend to make this, the rarest of books, so common that it can be purchased on any street corner!”
The sound of Burton’s proclamation rang and echoed throughout the structure, and to his surprise, the companions merely blinked and smiled.
“Uh,” Charles began, “I really don’t know how to tell you this, old fellow, because I don’t want to dampen your spirits about something that obviously means a great deal to you—but it’s been done.”
Burton paused for a moment, then lowered the book and squinted menacingly at Charles. “What do you mean?”
“I mean,” Charles continued, “you’re a bit behind the times. An enterprising badger named Tummeler has been publishing copies of the Geographica for almost a decade now. There were several copies on the Indigo Dragon. It’s in its fourth printing now.”
“Fifth,” said Bert.
“Pardon,” said Charles. “Fifth.”
The expressions on the faces of the other companions told Burton that Charles spoke the truth.
He looked closely at Bert. “And you agreed with this? You allowed it to be duplicated, for anyone to own?”
“Anyone in the Archipelago, yes,” said Bert. “I still stand by my oath as a Caretaker—open knowledge of the Archipelago is too dangerous to be released into the world. Or,” he added, “watched over by those who cannot be trusted to guard its secrets.”
Burton’s response was a look of fury and a brutal, openhanded slap across Bert’s jaw.
Aven cried out in anger, and the council of Indian Elders rose to their feet with a clamor of shouts and harsh language. Murthwaite began blowing into a conch shell and calling for order, and Laura Glue crawled underneath one of the unoccupied chairs to hide.
With a gesture, Burton quieted the room, then turned back to the companions. The fury was not gone, but merely subdued.
“I’ve allowed my own desires to direct the tenor of our discussion,” he said in a low, even voice. “We have brought you before the Council of Elders for something more important. And while it’s likely that you will be put to death, I give you my word as a gentleman that it will be swift and painless if you answer my question, and answer it honestly.
“What have you done with our children?”

John visibly relaxed. Perhaps the fear and concern behind that question was the reason for their brusque treatment—and this might even give them an opportunity for a nonlethal resolution after all.
“Whatever our differences regarding the Geographica and our role as Caretakers,” he said, “I think we are more alike than you know. The reason we are here in the Underneath is that we are seeking our own children. The children of the Archipelago—including her son”—he nodded at Aven—“have gone missing. Our mission is the same, Burton.”
“Is that so?” Burton sneered. “Then how do you explain her?”
He was pointing at Laura Glue, still hiding under the chair. “If your children are missing too, how was she spared?”
“It was Grandfather,” Laura Glue said defensively. “He knew how to keep me from the men.”
“Which men?” Burton asked, still suspicious.
“The men with the clocks in their bellies,” said Laura Glue. “They came to get us, and he sent me away. He put plugs of beeswax in my ears and said they would keep me safe.”
“Beeswax?” Burton snorted. “Of what good is beeswax?”
“I suspect that the children were lured away somehow,” offered Bert. “The beeswax may have been meant to block out the sound.”
“Impossible,” Burton said. “We Croatoans keep sentries, and they are well-trained. None of them heard any Clockwork Men—not a toot, whistle, plunk, or boom. We didn’t see or hear the children being taken,” he continued, “until it was too late—and I heard a single child, my own daughter, Lillith, cry out. When we got to the shore, we saw them running about in the darkness. They were all children, being directed by one they called Stephen.
“We rushed toward them, but it was too late. The children were being taken away in ships—living ships,” he added with a snarl and a dark look at Bert, “and in moments they had vanished completely. And there is only one enemy we have had these many years whose army consists of children.”
“The Lost Boys aren’t an army!” Laura Glue said hotly, forgetting her fear and clambering from under the chair. “We’re just children, and that’s it and that’s all!”
The surprise in Burton’s face was surpassed only by the expressions of the Indian Elders. They were genuinely shocked, appalled, and even fearful at the child’s mention of the Lost Boys.
Burton gestured to Hairy Billy, who moved with a swiftness that belied his bulk and in a flash had Laura Glue locked in his arms, immobile.
Burton stepped closer and sniffed at her like an animal, appraising.
“I thought you smelled familiar,” he murmured. “You have the stink of the Pan, unless I miss my guess.”
“Grandfather doesn’t stink!” cried Laura Glue. “Except after dinner sometimes, but he pretends he’s asleep.”
“Grandfather, eh?” Burton said with a sideways glance at the Elders. “I think we now have something with which to barter our children’s release.”
“But we just explained to you,” said Charles. “We didn’t have anything to do with your missing children.”
“And yet,” said Burton, drawing a finger along the girl’s cheek, “we found you on our shores, in possession of a living ship, accompanied by the progeny of our great adversary.
“I think someone is lying to me. And that is a very dangerous thing to do.”
He barked a few curt words in a language none of them understood, and with that, the council was ended. Ignoring their protests and exclamations of anger, Burton took Laura Glue by the hand and Aven by the shoulder and led them both out of the lodge.
At Murthwaite’s direction, several other burly men joined Hairy Billy in pulling the companions to their feet and marching them briskly out of the building and down a small path that led away from the main settlement.

As they marched, the companions realized that the guards were far enough away that they wouldn’t be overheard, and so they immediately began to formulate a whispered plan of action. The first order of business was rescuing Aven and Laura Glue.
“Not to be a wet blanket,” said Charles, “but we need the Geographica, too. There’s too much in it we may yet need if we’re to rescue all the children.”
“I’m not leaving them to Burton,” whispered Jack. “Especially Laura Glue. You saw how he looked at her when he realized her lineage.”
“Of course,” said John, “we won’t leave her, or Aven, either. And we do need the Geographica. But we’re outmatched, outnumbered, and have no real idea where we are or where we’re to go if we can escape.”
“Technicalities,” muttered Charles, eyeing the silent guards around them.
“I don’t think we can leave,” Bert said suddenly. “The clues we’ve been looking for might be right here.”
“Can’t leave?” John exclaimed. “Good heavens, Bert, why in blazes not?”
“Two reasons,” said Bert, his face darkening. “One—Burton referred to the ships that took their children as ‘living’ ships. So I think I know what’s happened to our missing Dragonships, and to what use they’re being put.”
“Agreed,” said Charles. “They’re being used by this ‘Stephen’ rogue to kidnap children.”
“That’s what makes the second reason even worse,” said Bert in a choked voice. “Much worse.”
“Why?” asked John.
“Because,” Bert said, turning to look at Jack. “The name of Aven’s son, the kidnapped prince, my grandson…
“…is Stephen.”




CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Haven
The Croatoans put their captives in a small lodge made of wicker and animal skins, but that nonetheless also had leaded glass windows. It might have seen other uses, but it was obvious to them all that this was now their prison.
The fires outside were allowed to burn down to embers, and eventually the settlement grew quiet as deep night descended on the Underneath.
In the lodge, the companions slept. And sleeping, they dreamed. Not dreams of their recent adventures (and ordeals), but dreams that seemed to be searching for the meaning that lay beneath all that had transpired.

John had no fear.
He had often wondered what it meant to be afraid of something, but in the years since the war, he had gradually come to realize that nothing made him afraid. He had witnessed the deaths of many friends and had seen himself placed in mortal danger. And he had emerged from those experiences changed—for the better, he hoped. But unlike the physical changes borne by those who had been wounded in some way, John’s change was invisible; he was no longer afraid of death.

…a regal, thin-framed man…spread his arms in greeting.
His new attribute showed itself, not through an irrational recklessness, but rather in a disregard for any personal price he might pay for a course of action. The best word he could use to describe this awareness was from India: satyagraha. It meant to do anything, give anything, sacrifice anything, to pursue what was right without harming another. And to do it without regard to self.
The only fear John had was for his children.
He had often dreamed of them falling from a great height, and just out of his reach. Falling, like Icarus flown too close to the sun, too far away for a father to save. Sometimes he dreamed that he could almost reach them, and once, when the dream was of his eldest son, he dreamed that he extended his hand and grazed the boy’s fingers before he fell.
Thereafter, he determined that if the boy was close enough to touch, he was close enough to hold—and save. And that played constantly in John’s thoughts afterward. Chopping firewood for the household stove, he sometimes imagined that a large split log was a child’s hand, and he carried it from the woodpile to the hearth using only the tips of his fingers, holding on by the least, most tenuous grasp. He often lost the wood, as the splinters it left reminded him. But he grew stronger; and eventually he could carry a huge log between his fingers as far as he chose to walk, without risk of dropping it.
After that, he still dreamed of children falling—but he never again failed to save them.

Jack dreamed about desire. Not so much about the desire for things, or desire to be something, but about the meaning of desire. And in that way, he also dreamed of fear.
As a child, he once dreamed that he could leave behind the dreary life he saw ahead of him, and go to a place where he could be a child forever; and he knew that he desired it. But awake or asleep, he chose to smother his desire.
As he grew older, his dreams manifested themselves in action, and he followed his desire to be a hero and have a life of grand adventure—but his fears were also realized, and those close to him paid a dear price. And again, he put away his desire.
Now he was torn between what he wanted to do and what he knew he must do. And it seemed that the two were often the same; but he could never be sure. And, unable to decide, Jack ceased dreaming and slept fitfully the rest of the night.

Charles also dreamed. And in his dream, he could fly. And it was glorious.

Dawn, or whatever it was that passed for dawn in the Underneath, was still to come when the companions were awakened by someone poking at them in the darkness.
It was Laura Glue.
“C’mon,” the girl whispered anxiously. “We’ve got to leave, now! It’s almost morning!”
“What happens in the morning?” said Charles, still groggy from sleep. “And, uh, weren’t you a prisoner, like us? How did you get free?”
The girl shook her head, almost frantic. “No time, no time! We have to go now!”
She untied Charles, who then helped her to free the others, and carefully they opened the door of the lodge. Outside, the two stocky men appointed as guards were lying on the ground in poses that suggested unconsciousness rather than sleep.
“We bonked them on the noggins,” Laura Glue whispered. “Took ’em right out.”
“‘We’?” said Jack.
In response Laura Glue pointed to two shadows standing at the base of one of the bluffs that bracketed the settlement.
It was Aven, who was waving and looking around to make certain they were unobserved, and one other.
“Hairy Billy?” John said suspiciously as they approached. “Isn’t he Burton’s toady?”
“Perhaps,” said Aven, who was hugging her father. “But once he was a boy called Joe Clements, who ran away from home to become a Lost Boy. He was one of the last full-blood Algonquin among the Croatoans, and they mocked him, calling him ‘Injun Joe.’ So he went someplace where he could choose a new name—his own name. With us.”
“How do you know we can trust him?” asked Charles.
In answer, Hairy Billy pushed aside his ornate necklaces and showed them a plain leather cord, looped through a silver thimble identical to Laura Glue’s.
The massive barrel-chested Indian turned and pulled something from a bramble bush that he handed to John. It was the Imaginarium Geographica.
John started to stammer a thank-you, but Hairy Billy merely smiled his openmouthed, grotesquely tongueless smile, then turned and motioned for them all to follow.
Jack grinned. “Burton thought he was so clever with his secret society and covert agents,” he said. “He didn’t realize it works both ways.”
In silence they followed the Indian through the underbrush of the pine forest for almost a quarter of an hour before finally emerging into a broad clearing. There ahead of them was the unmistakable rise of another island, and in between, nothing but a mile or so of moist sand. In the distance was a sound of thunder, which grew louder with each passing second.
“That’s not thunder,” Laura Glue said when she realized they were scanning the sky for storm clouds. “We have to hurry, please!”
Hairy Billy made several motions with his hands, indicating that he could go no farther with them, then squeezed Aven’s shoulder briefly and disappeared into the trees.
Back in the direction from which they’d come, there arose a great hue and cry, and a roaring of fury that could only have come from Burton.
“Our absence has been noted,” said Bert. “We’d best hurry along.”
“To what end?” said John, scanning the expanse ahead of them. “They’ll be on us in a few minutes, and then we’ll be back where we started—only this time, there’ll be no pacifying Burton.”
“Listen to her!” cried Aven, grabbing Laura with one hand and Bert with the other. “Just follow us and try to keep up!”
With that the three took off at a dead run across the sand. John, Jack, and Charles had little choice but to follow.
It was when the companions were almost halfway across the expanse of sand that their pursuers burst out of the forest and onto the sand. Turning to gauge their pursuit, the Caretakers suddenly realized what the increasingly loud sound was.
It was not thunder. It was the incoming tide. And it was rushing across the sand with terrifying speed.
“Step in time, gentlemen,” John yelled as he picked up his pace. Up ahead, Aven, Laura Glue, and Bert had nearly reached the nearby high ground, which, in just a few moments, would be an island.
The sound of the water was so deafening now that they could no longer hear the cries of their pursuers, but a stolen glance back told them that a number of Croatoans had indeed followed them out onto the sand.
The force of the water was pushing a wall of air before it that nearly knocked them off of their feet, and the spray from the foam had already soaked them to the skin before they reached the cluster of rocks where the other three were waiting anxiously.
John reached the rocks first, then Jack, and finally, the water crashing down at his heels, Charles. Just inches away, a flood of biblical proportions filled the expanse between them and Croatoan Island and as far as the eye could see.
The noise it brought was a sound of ragged beauty. The harmonies of a wall of water falling into a narrow space speak of chaos, and strength, and inevitability, and they are beautiful in their terrible splendor.
The Croatoans foolish enough to pursue them didn’t even have time to scream before being swept away, while on the opposite shore, Burton and the rest of their pursuers had been completely cut off by the thundering waves.
“Mustn’t we keep running?” Charles said to the others, who were watching the roiling waters rush by. “It’s going to settle in a few minutes, and they’ll just be after us again.”
Laura Glue giggled, shook her head, and pointed.
Out in the water was one of the Croatoans, who’d been identified at the council as Jinty. He was nearly seven feet tall, and his great stride had allowed him to far outpace the others, trapping him in the onrushing tide. But instead of pushing forward, he seemed to be frantically trying to get back to the dry shore where Burton and the rest had stopped.
He was mere yards from safety when a great beast, which resembled a porpoise the size of a London bus, snatched him between jaws filled with needlelike teeth.
“That’s jus’ one of the little ones,” said Laura Glue. “Until the tide goes out again tonight, no one’s going to be chasing us.”
In a flash the girl’s expression shifted from triumph to one of misery. “Oh, no!” she exclaimed. “I’ve lost my flower!”
Jack placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “It’s all right, Laura Glue. We don’t need it anymore—not while we have you. You saved us again, didn’t you?”
He bent down and kissed her lightly on the cheek. “That, my dear girl, was a kiss,” he said.
Laura Glue blushed. “Jamie’s kisses are prettier to look at,” she said, smiling, “but that was okay too, f’r a Longbeard.”

The companions moved farther along the shoreline and began to explore the island the girl had led them to. It was not dissimilar to Croatoan Island, but it seemed…older. More ancient. The trees were more deciduous than evergreen, and they radiated a scent of antiquity, as if they’d always been there. As if they’d always be there.
But of all their reactions to this new topography, Aven’s was the most profound. In direct contrast to their surroundings, she actually seemed…younger.
And it was then that her father realized where they were.
“This is it,” Bert said, “isn’t it? This is Jamie and Peter’s Nether Land.”
“I think so,” said Aven, looking at Laura Glue, who was happily bobbing her head in agreement. “It feels right. I can’t say for certain until we’ve gone farther inland.”
“This way!” Laura Glue exclaimed, grabbing Aven and Jack by the hands. “Follow me! I know the way!”
With one last look across to the island where shortly before they’d been held as prisoners, the companions stepped into the broadleaf forest and disappeared into the Nether Land.

Laura Glue marched them through increasingly dense foliage, often taking pathways that seemed to the others to be illogically convoluted. But she insisted that the twists and turns and switchbacks were necessary, and Aven generally agreed.
“The Lost Boys have been at war with the Indians for a long time,” Aven told the others. “Booby-trapping the forest is one way to fend off any attacks—or at least, slow them down long enough to warn us that enemies are coming.”
“What kind of booby traps?” Charles said, craning his head around nervously. “And are they effective?”
“Effective enough,” replied Aven. “Peter gave the job to two brothers, the Skelton boys, and just the initial tests were enough to keep the rest of us from tromping around out here without checking on where they put the traps.”
“What happened during the tests?” asked Jack.
“That’s when we gived the Skelton boys their nicknames,” Laura Glue put in. “Stumpy and One-Eye.”
“Sorry I asked,” said Jack.

It took most of the day, or the day’s equivalent in the Underneath, for the companions to make their way through the forest. Occasionally they heard the sounds of birds, but they neither saw nor heard any other creatures. But every so often, they could feel something watching. Bert, John, and Charles exchanged concerned glances, but Aven, Jack, and Laura Glue seemed not to notice. Aven in particular grew more and more animated as the trees began to thin and the terrain grew more hillpocked.
“Look!” she exclaimed, jumping across a large boulder at the base of a huge oak. “It’s my house! Father, look!”
There amidst the tangle of roots was a child-size set of furniture made of sticks woven together with reeds and sapling strips. There were remnants of what might have been a tea set scattered among the leaves and forest debris, and underneath the table she found a tarnished, twisted silver spoon.
“This is where I used to play, when I came here with Jamie!” she said excitedly. “He helped me build the furniture, and we had a set of spoons he’d brought with him from London. We were the envy of all the Lost Boys, having real spoons for tea.”
“Fascinating,” said Charles.
“There are imaginary houses and tearooms like this one set up all throughout the hills,” Aven went on. “We’re close now. We’re very close.”
With that, she carefully placed the spoon on the woodland table and turned to the others. “Follow us,” she said, taking Laura Glue’s hand once more. “We know the way from here—and there aren’t any more traps.
“I’ve come home.”
Laura Glue and Aven took off at a quick clip, and the men had to lengthen their strides just to keep them in sight. The forest continued to thin, with the mighty oaks giving way to slighter, paler aspens and stout, bushy cedars.
Eventually the trees stopped altogether, and there was nothing ahead but a high rise of colored sand. Aven and Laura Glue were atop it and waving at the companions to join them.
“There,” said Laura Glue, pointing to the near horizon. “That’s our city.”
From a distance, what Laura Glue called a “city” looked like a fortress that fragmented into a cluster of volcanic flumes, rising high above multicolored but otherwise unimpressive dunes of sand and stone.
“Uh, is it behind the sand?” asked Charles.
“It’s no use just looking for our houses,” said Laura Glue. “You won’t see them. Not yet, anyways.”
“Why not?” asked John.
“Well,” Laura Glue replied, “it’s because here, in the Nether Land, our houses are the exact opposite of your houses in Angle Land. There you can see the houses in the day, but not when it gets dark. But here it’s exactly the opposite. Our houses are the color of night, so you can’t see them in the daytime, only at night.”
“You mean your houses are black?” Charles asked.
Laura Glue scowled. “Of course not! Night isn’t black, it’s just dark. There’s a difference, you know.”
“Sorry,” said Charles.
“The things that seem dull in the daytime are magic at night,” said Laura Glue. “And that’s where we live—in the magic houses.”
“It is getting toward nightfall again,” Bert observed, scanning the sky. “Will we see them soon?”
“Yes,” said Aven, who was practically glowing with joy. “Just wait. And watch.”
The light of the Underneath began to fade into slumbering pastels; and as it did, the city of the Lost Boys began to awaken.
It was indistinct at first: small pinpoints of light here and there. But as the sky darkened, the lights became brighter and more colorful. The warmth of lanterns sprang up in cultivated rows, and sparkling lights that moved with life spun in circular angles, as if someone had electrified giant spiderwebs and draped them over the stone towers.
As the lights appeared, the companions could see that it wasn’t a desert at all, but an oasis filled with magic. There were pools of water reflecting the glittering homes above, and bridges connecting the towers that moments before had seemed only a mirage, a trick of the light.
It was everything a magic city was supposed to be. And it could only have been created by children, for there was no board or brick of it that would have been imagined by an adult—and when adults saw it, it was not with grown-up eyes, but with the eyes of the children they had once been.
“Well of course you can see it!” Laura Glue said indignantly in response to the exclamations of the others. “I told you it was here!
“We call it Haven.”

At the edges of the city, set within broad stone walls, was a series of grates that were nearly covered over with warning and keep out! signs. Laura Glue ignored them all and marched straight to a grate with a sign that read speake the passwords or be kilt.
Charles leaned toward the grate. “Alakazam!” he said loudly, to no effect.
“Nice try,” offered John.
“Do you know the passwords?” Jack asked Laura Glue.
“Of course I do!” she exclaimed. “You all just got me discombobulated, is all.”
The girl tapped her forehead for a moment and pursed her lips. Then she leaned in close to the grate and began to call out the secret words—and was answered in turn by the voice of a gatekeeper somewhere within.
“Apple core!”
“Baltimore!”
“Who’s your friend?”
“Me!”
There was a gasp and a giggle, then the sound of a creaking, rusty mechanism being turned. Slowly the grate swung inward, and a light appeared in the tunnel below. A puckish face appeared, framed by an explosion of ribboned, light brown pigtails that stuck out in every direction.
“Laura Glue?” the girl with the lamp said, hesitant. “Is that be you, Laura my Glue?”
“Sadie!” Laura Glue exclaimed joyfully, running forward. “Sadie Pepperpot, it is be me! I be coming home, neh?”
“Neh,” replied the girl, giving the evil eye to the rest of the group. “What you bring with you? You bring Longbeards to the city?”
Laura Glue shook her head. “Not Longbeards. Caretakers, like Jamie. We got to take them in, now!”
Still skeptical, the girl turned and trotted off down the tunnel. Laura Glue followed, and Aven went right behind her. The companions brought up the rear, and in a few moments the tunnel gave way to an opening of brick, which came up underneath a large stone fountain of Pegasus.
The fountain was in the center of a courtyard, and there, amidst a dozen children running about, a regal, thin-framed man with curly brown hair and a hawkish nose stood and spread his arms in greeting.
Laura Glue let out a shriek of joy and ran to the man, leaping into his arms.
“Uncle Daedalus!” she cried out. “I did it! I flew! I flew all the way to the Summer Country, and then I flew all the way back!
“And I brung the Caretakers,” she added, “even though they’re not Jamie.”
“You did wonderfully, my little Laura Glue,” said the man, hugging her tightly, then lowering her to the ground. “Why don’t you see if there’s room for a few guests at dinner, neh?”
Still cheshiring from ear to ear, Laura Glue ran off and joined another group of children. Additional shrieks indicated that her greetings were continuing. The man she called Daedalus shook hands with the companions as Bert introduced all of them one by one. When Daedalus got to Aven, he smiled and then kissed her on the forehead.
“My word,” said Charles. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen her blush before.”
“You have been missed,” Daedalus said to her. “It brings me joy to see you again, even though the circumstances be grim.”
Before he could elaborate, Laura Glue came rushing back, trailing a group of children the likes of which none of them had ever seen. There was a flurry of introductions as Laura Glue rattled off the names of her friends for John, Jack, Charles, and Bert. But again, it was Aven they were focused on, and they looked at her with something akin to awe.
“Is it true?” asked a lanky, towheaded boy called Fred the Goat, who had been caught midmeal and talked with his mouth full. “Are you really a Mother?”
“I am,” said Aven. “That’s why I’ve come back. We’re searching for my son.”
“Back?” asked the girl Laura Glue called Meggie Tree-and-Leaf, who in fact resembled a bramble bush. “When were you here before?”
“Don’t you remember her?” exclaimed Laura Glue. “This is Poppy! She’s come back to us at last!”
Fred the Goat’s mouth dropped open and a half-chewed carrot fell out. “Poppy Longbottom? F’r reals?”
“Poppy Longbottom?” said John. “Hah! Did you really choose that yourself?”
“Oh, shut up,” Aven said over her shoulder. She turned back to Fred the Goat. “Yes, I’m Poppy. At least I used to be. But you can call me Aven now.”
“Hmm,” mused the girl named Sadie Pepperpot, who had opened the grate to admit them. “Aven. That’s a good Mother name.”
“I don’t believe her,” said a small boy with a shock of black hair that stuck straight up from his head. “I think she’s just another Longbeard, except, you know, without the beard.”
“I’ll have you know, Pelvis Parsley,” Aven said, bending low to look at him an inch from his nose, “I am indeed Poppy Longbottom, and I can prove it.”
She reached inside her blouse and pulled something out of a pocket hidden in the lining. She held her hand in front of Pelvis Parsley’s face, then slowly opened it.
Resting on her palm was a small silver thimble.
Pelvis Parsley’s eyes saucered. “Holy socks!” he exclaimed. “You have a kiss from Jamie? Then you really must be Poppy!”
With that the boy let out a war whoop and began dancing around the room, pulling Aven along by the hand. The other children picked up the yell, and soon the din was overwhelming.
“You know,” Jack said to Daedalus over the clamor, “Laura Glue was quite put out if we called her by less than her full name—but it doesn’t seem to bother anyone else if she just calls them ‘Poppy’ or ‘Sadie.’”
Daedalus grinned. “At one point in time, there were no less than five Lauras among the Lost Boys. And, as Laura Glue was the smallest of them, she clung very tightly to anything that would make her distinctive. In particular, her name.”
“Hah.” Jack laughed. “There’s plenty more than just her name that sets that girl apart from the crowd.”
“Indeed,” said Daedalus.
The noise continued as everyone took their places along several long tables laden with dishes and plates—all of which were empty.
“Ah, is the food still being prepared?” asked Charles. “Or have you already finished eating?”
“Finished?” said Fred the Goat. “We barely got started. I’m only two courses in.”
“How many courses are there?” asked John.
“Eleventy-seven,” replied Fred. “Unless you count dessert. Then there’s more.”
“Good heavens!” Jack exclaimed. “That’s a lot of courses. Who prepares it all?”
Laura Glue laughed. “We all do, gravy-head.”
“You uses your ’magination, Longbeard,” said Sadie Pepperpot. “That’s what makes the world interesting, you know.”
“I suppose you’d have to,” noted Jack, “to have eleventy-seven courses.”
“It all sounds grand to me,” said John, “as long as I don’t have to clean up afterward.”
“That’s the best part about an imaginary feast,” explained Laura Glue. “You can simply imagine that all the mess that’s left over gets cleaned up by an imaginary Feast Beast, and as soon as you do, it’s done.”
“Aw, they’re just Longbeards,” Pelvis scoffed. “I bet they don’t even know how to use their ’maginations.”
Bert leaned close to the shock-headed boy and wiggled his nose. “That’s where you’d be mistaken, my boy,” he said. “If imagination is your cook, then these three fellows will make the greatest feast the Lost Boys have ever seen.”
And with that cue, John, Jack, and Charles smiled and began to think of the most extraordinary foods they could dream of.
And even Pelvis Parsley’s usual sour expression could not hold back the shrieks of delight he uttered when the first incredible dishes began to appear on the tables.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Echo’s Well
Even if it had not been the most exceptional dinner they had ever attended, which it was, the companions would have stayed through to the end just to watch the children use their own imaginations to conjure up the Feast Beasts to clean up the leftovers. The creatures looked like large, furry rats, with great dark orbs for eyes and massive claws that were both threatening and delicate.
The Feast Beasts devoured all the leftover food, then gathered up all the dirty plates and utensils—and ate those as well before scampering away into one of the buildings.
Fred the Goat let out a huge belch and smacked his lips. “Mmm,” he said contentedly. “Tasted almost as good coming out as it did going in.”
John frowned in distaste, but Charles merely laughed, and Jack let out a belch of his own.
Sadie Pepperpot and Laura Glue implored Aven to go with them to see their garden, and the rest of the Lost Boys began playing a taglike game they called Monster and the Frogs while Bert and the three Caretakers retired to Daedalus’s workshop to discuss the recent events that had brought them together.

“Hello, Jacks. It’s good to see you.”
The workshop was what might have been created if Thomas Edison had been allowed to run loose in the British Museum with unlimited resources and a penchant for modernizing old artifacts. There were electrical generators and motors and steam engines wound in and around marble statues, stacks of parchment, and pieces of Roman chariots. Bronze Age armor lay in piles next to archaic telescopes and what appeared to be projection equipment, and in each corner of the expansive room was a brick oven over which hung bubbling cauldrons.
The inventor indicated that the companions should sit in several Greek chairs set near the center of the workshop, while he moved from cauldron to cauldron, inspecting the experiments that were evidently still in progress.
“Laura Glue told us you were Icarus’s brother,” said John. “Pardon my asking, but how is that possible?”
“The man you know as Daedalus had two sons,” the inventor replied. “Icarus and Iapyx. As Caretakers, you are evidently well educated enough to know what befell Icarus, and if any of you are fathers, you can imagine the impact that Icarus’s death had upon him.
“My father was one of the great inventors of history. He developed the art of carpentry, and with it invented the saw, ax, plumb line, drill, and even glue. Although,” he added ruefully, “the methods of using wax as a fixative turned out to be less successful than he’d hoped.”
“He was also a very talented artist, wasn’t he?” asked Jack. “Many sculpted wooden figures that have been found throughout Europe have been attributed to Daedalus—it’s even said that his works have a touch of the divine.”
Daedalus the Younger nodded. “It’s true, they did. And to some degree, he absorbed that from one of his teachers—a legendary builder named Deucalion.”
“Our shipbuilder friend,” Charles whispered to John.
“My father’s problem,” the inventor continued, “was pride. Daedalus was so proud of his achievements that he could not bear the idea of a rival—any rival.
“His own nephew had been placed under his charge to be taught the mechanical arts, and he promptly developed inventions of his own that humiliated my father.
“Daedalus was so envious of his nephew’s accomplishments that when an opportunity arose, he murdered my cousin. And for this crime, my father was tried and punished.”
“How was the boy killed?” asked Jack.
“Father pushed him from the top of a high tower,” said Daedalus. “And as punishment, he was imprisoned there forever, never again to leave.”
Imprisoned? In a tower? At this, John and Charles exchanged a startled glance, but Bert gave no indication that it was significant, and Jack was too involved in Daedalus’s story to notice.
“And your name?” said Jack.
“I’d been the Healer for the Argonauts, then followed them to the Trojan conflict,” said Daedalus. “I took the name as a way of honoring my father’s memory, and then chose to continue his work as well.”
“And improved upon his designs,” Jack said, “if Laura Glue’s wings are any indication.”
“Thank you,” said Daedalus, smiling. “I’ve had time to get them just so.”
“How did you end up here in the Underneath?” asked John. “Or in the Archipelago at all, for that matter? We’re a long way from Troy.”
“A long way now,” replied Daedalus, stirring one of the cauldrons. “But not then.
“In those days, the world was more unified. It was easier to travel to all the lands that exist. Many of the places that might be considered mythological by your world’s modern standards actually exist—they just take longer to get to than they once did.”

Daedalus finished tending to his experiments and took a seat alongside the companions, who proceeded to relate to him all that had happened to them since Laura Glue’s arrival in Oxford. The inventor listened attentively, stopping them only briefly now and again to ask a question or clarify a point. And when they had finished, he steepled his fingers under his nose and leaned back heavily.
“I was not here when the children were taken,” he said slowly, “so I cannot speak to the exact circumstances of their abduction. When I returned, Peter was also gone, and those few dozen children who had not been taken filled in bits and pieces, but, as children are wont to do, they did so imprecisely. So I can only speculate.
“As to the message Peter sent, I believe it was meant to tell Jamie—yourselves—who it was who was taking the children.”
“You know?” exclaimed John.
“I can guess,” said Daedalus. “In your world, ‘The Crusade has begun’ might refer to any number of events. But here in the Archipelago, particularly in the older parts, such as the Drowned Lands or the Underneath, the word ‘Crusade’ has only ever referred to one great journey—the original voyage of Jason and the Argonauts.”
“How does that help us?” asked Jack. “Peter wasn’t referring to that same Crusade, was he?”
Daedalus shook his head. “Doubtful, especially after what you found in the Library of Alexandria. No, I think he was referring to something entirely new.”
The inventor thought for a minute more, then jumped from his chair and strode to one of the bookshelves set against the walls. He scanned the titles, then chose a large volume whose covers were of carved slate. The front was engraved with the Greek letter alpha.
Daedalus turned several of the pages, then looked up at the companions.
“Do any of you know the origin of the name ‘Lost Boys’?” he asked.
Bert frowned. “It—it’s never come up. I always assumed it was simply a term of convenience, used for all the children in Barrie’s stories, based on the orphans Peter had taken in.”
John shook his head. “It has to be far older than that. Chamenos Liber, remember? Lost Boys. Perhaps the name came from the islands?”
“No,” said Daedalus. “The islands that guard the Underneath were named because of who came here in the beginning, not the other way around.
“Jason was a great hero, in many ways the archetype for all who followed after. He had a remarkable charisma and a fierce intelligence, and he managed to draw together heroes with more power, authority, and experience than himself. He traversed the world on extraordinary quests and saw his legend raised to immortality within his own lifetime. And that was his downfall.
“He let it go to his head. He saw himself as invulnerable, invincible. There was nothing that Jason could not do, especially with the support of his Argonauts—the demigod Heracles, the musician Orpheus, even the great Theseus himself among them. And when Jason had achieved his greatest victory and captured the Golden Fleece of Colchis, he destroyed it all by betraying his own wife, Medea, without whom he would have failed.”
“Yes,” said Jack, “after which, according to legend, she slew his sons in revenge.”
“According to legend,” said Daedalus, tapping the book, “but not according to history. True history, which spun out here, in the Underneath.”
Daedalus handed the book to John. “Can you read Ancient Greek?” he asked.
“Well enough,” answered John, taking the book, “as long as it isn’t mixed up with Latin.”
He scanned the page the inventor had indicated, then the next, and the next. “Amazing,” he muttered under his breath. He looked up at Daedalus. “I think I see what you mean.”
“What is it, John?” said Jack.
“According to this book,” explained John, “Medea never killed Jason’s sons, but brought them to these islands in exile. They were left to fend for themselves and became very bitter—they blamed their father for being abandoned here—so they discarded their Greek names and chose new names for themselves.”
“What did they choose?” asked Charles.
“You’ll never believe it,” said John. “They called themselves Hugh the Iron and William the Pig.”
“Those are the men in Bacon’s History!” Jack exclaimed. “The ones who stole the Red Dragon!”
“To them, they weren’t stealing,” said Bert, “but reclaiming their birthright.”
“Just so,” said Daedalus. “The sons of Jason and Medea are the original Lost Boys.”

“That must be the right deduction,” Bert said sadly. “William and Hugh must be the ones who have taken the children and caused all the destruction.”
“They would have known the Red Dragon was once the Argo,” reasoned Charles, “and they did tell Bacon they were claiming their inheritance.”
“They also said to give a message to Peter and Jamie,” said John. “At least William did. So perhaps he believed that only they would be able to understand the clue and help. What can they possibly have been thinking? How could they be on a crusade of vengeance while at the same time be sabotaging their own efforts by trying to do the right thing?”
“That’s adolescents for you,” said Charles.
“Satyagraha,” John murmured.
“It’s the basic conflict between the two halves of men’s souls,” said Jack, “but Charles is right. There’s no way to determine what they were planning.”
“You’d have to put yourselves in their sandals,” said Daedalus. “Imagine yourself to be them. Imagine you have been abandoned, and you will never grow old—but you will never have anything more, because you are trapped, and all paths to the future are seemingly closed to you. What would you choose? How would you act, if the means for retribution were placed within your grasp?”
“How can I make a determination like that, when I’ll never be faced with the same circumstance?” said John. “I have grown old. I have begun a family. I can guess what they have endured, but the recollections of my youth will be imperfect. So there’s no way for me to know how I might have chosen, when I’m already on a path I can’t retrace.”
“Ah,” said Daedalus. “But what if you can?”

Daedalus led the companions out of his workshop and down a cobbled path between the gabled towers to a brightly lit clearing where Sadie Pepperpot and Laura Glue had their garden.
There were rows of carrots and lettuce, clumsily arranged between clusters of beets, corn, and some leafy vegetables that none of them could readily identify. Laura Glue was excitedly leading Aven around from cluster to cluster and waved happily when she saw the companions approaching.
“Jack! Charles! John!” she called. “You must see my snozzberries! They’re almost ready to harvest!”
“Snozzberries?” Charles said behind his hand.
“Third dessert course,” Daedalus replied.
“Ah. Lovely,” said Charles. “Show us the snozzberries, my dear girl.”
“I’m sorry I left,” said Aven. “I got caught up in a lot of old feelings. It’s a very comforting place for me.”
“No need to apologize,” said Daedalus, “but you should come with us now. We’re going to the Well.”
The inventor didn’t explain, but walked past the gardens and into a small orchard that stood on a grassy knoll. The children followed, circling the grown-ups like a whirlwind of paper cranes, and took turns interrupting one another in their haste to explain that the orchard was the reason Haven was built.
“This is Raleigh’s Orchard,” said Laura Glue. “It was planted when the Indian colony first came here to the Underneath….”
“But there was an argument with the people on some of the other islands,” added Sadie Pepperpot.
“And so the Indians moved to the other island,” said Fred the Goat, “and we been at war with them ever since.”
“The apples look very robust,” Charles noted, tracing one of the heavy fruits with a finger. “Do you mind if we have a few?”
“The apples are for everyone,” replied Laura Glue. “Friend and enemy alike. But you must never, ever, eat the seeds.”
“What happens if you eat the seeds?” asked Jack.
Pelvis Parsley pointed up at the tree directly adjacent to them, and the companions realized that the apple tree…
…had a face.
Looking more closely, they could make out the shape of a human torso, and arms that had grown into branches. And it seemed as if the tree was observing them back.
“He’s called Johnny Appletree,” said Laura Glue. “A long time ago, he traveled across distant lands planting seeds, and apple orchards sprang up wherever he went. Then he got on a ship going to Angle Land, but it never arrived. Instead it came here—and he found out that apples are apples everywhere, but in the Nether Land, you mustn’t ever eat the seeds.”
“If it’s all the same,” said Charles, “I think I’d like apples from a different tree. It feels a little too much like taking someone’s ear to eat fruit from a tree with a name.”
“Why was there war with the Indians over the orchard?” John asked. “Couldn’t they plant trees of their own on Croatoan Island?”
“They didn’t go to war over the apples,” said Daedalus. “They went to war over Echo’s Well.”
The children led the companions down the hill from Johnny Appletree to a pile of stones that sat in a circle of grass.
They gathered around the stones, which were stacked several feet above their heads, and John realized that the stones forming the base were not actually stacked, but rose up out of the earth itself.
On one side was a broad opening, which dropped away into a deep hole.
“A well,” John observed.
“Echo’s Well,” said Daedalus. “Look into it, but do not speak.”
Hesitantly, John leaned over the opening and peered down. There in the darkness about a dozen feet below, a perfect reflection looked back at him. He leaned back and stepped aside so Jack and Charles could do the same—and he noted that Bert made no move toward the well at all, even for a peek.
“It is an old magic, from a time when magic was new, science was old, and vanity was all,” Daedalus said, in a manner that was exceedingly reverent. “When the proper words are spoken into the well, it may allow you to become what you truly desire to be.
“If it is your wish to never age, you need merely speak into the well, and youth is restored. If it is your wish to become something other than what you believe yourself to be, then you may still get your wish—but may be no happier for it.
“So,” Daedalus concluded, “this is your choice. To achieve your objectives at this critical time, to save those you have come here to save, you have to understand those who have come before. And to do that, you must become those whom you have been before. You must become boys who never grew up.”
“Does it really work?” Jack asked.
“Yes,” said Aven, “it does. I’ve done it myself.”
“Yes, you have, Poppy,” Daedalus confirmed. “Are you asking to do so once more?”
Aven paused, then reluctantly shook her head. “I…can’t. I must admit, I’m tempted, but I think when we find my son, it needs to be his mother he sees, not another child.”
“And you, Far Traveler?” Daedalus said to Bert.
Surprisingly, Bert not only declined, but took a step backward, away from the Well’s opening.
“I don’t know,” John replied, noting Bert’s reaction. “This has gone far afield of what I was willing to do.”
“But think, John,” said Jack. “Understanding William and Hugh’s choices, and how Peter interpreted their actions, may be the key to everything going on. How can we decline, if this is the only way?”
“I’ll do it,” Charles declared, to the others’ surprise. “I don’t think I’d mind spending a little time as a child again. Just for the energy, mind you.”
Bert shifted his eyes to look at Daedalus, but the latter took no notice. His attention was completely focused on the three young Caretakers.
Charles began to move closer, then halted. He took another step forward—and then two steps back.
“I—I don’t think I can do this, after all,” he said. “To be completely forthright about it, I’m a bit worried that what I’ll become isn’t what any of us expect.”
“That’s the talk of a lunatic,” Jack exclaimed. “You are who you are. What else could you be?”
“I…I’m not really an Oxford man,” Charles confessed. His level of distress at admitting this was evident by the nervous tapping of his fingers against his belt. “Not by any legitimate reckoning, that is.”
Jack laughed. “That’s nonsense, Charles. Of course you’re an Oxford man. What are you playing at?”
Charles let out a sigh and sat down on a stump a few paces away from the Well. “I’m afraid all the playacting was done before…and when I thought better of it, it was too late.”
“But when we met in London those years ago, you said you were from Oxford,” protested John.
“No,” Charles replied. “I said I was employed at the Oxford University Press, and that fool inspector Clowes made the mistake of thinking that meant I was at Oxford University. And considering we were being questioned about a murder, I wasn’t of a mind to correct him.
“Actually,” Charles continued ruefully, “I attended University College in London for a few years, and that’s it and that’s all. I’ve been to Oxford a number of times, certainly, enough to know the schools and the city. But a lot of common people—like the inspector—are oblivious to the difference between the press and the university. So I don’t often clarify it for them.”
“But then why not tell us afterward?” asked Jack.
“Because the both of you were Oxford men,” admitted Charles. “And face it, Jack—I’m older than both of you. More so now than then, it seems. I’m a good writer, I think…but my true skills lie in editing and publishing. And I could tell very quickly the caliber of men you both promised to be. And…and I wanted you to respect me, Jack.”
“Charles,” said John. “I think you’ve already earned our respect, a long time ago. Really—don’t give it another thought.”
“There’s just one thing,” Charles added. “Please don’t tell Tummeler.”
Jack and John both grinned and clapped their friend on the back. “Don’t worry,” said Jack. “I don’t believe Tummeler will ever think any less of you, as long as you don’t take up a post at Cambridge, that is.”
“So,” said Daedalus. “You have made your choice.”
“I’m afraid so,” said Charles. “It’s just not for me.”
The inventor turned to John. “And you, Caveo Principia? Will you speak into Echo’s Well?”
John shook his head. “One day, perhaps, I might feel the need to recapture my childhood. But today is not that day. Thank you, no.”
Daedalus laughed. “The Well does not steal the years from you. Can you ever recall a time where your faculties were not fully engaged, where every experience of your life did not form a chain with all of the rest? This is merely another link in the chain—but it is a link forged long ago, and it will shape your current perceptions accordingly.
“You will remain yourself, however you appear to us.”
“I’ll do it.”
It was Jack who had spoken.
“It makes sense. I’m the least encumbered of any of us. I have neither a spouse nor children. If something goes awry, at worst I’ll have to wait out a few years to retake the exams at Oxford. I can do this.”
Daedalus bowed and stepped back from the Well.
Jack stepped forward, then leaned in and looked down.
There was no source of light in Echo’s Well, but like the sky of the Underneath, it glowed faintly with warmth. There was water not far below the rim, and Jack could see a reflection on the surface. It was his face—but it wasn’t his reflection.
It was an image he hadn’t seen in decades. It was himself, when he was a child. And so he said the only thing that made sense.
“Hello, Jacks. It’s good to see you.”
John and Charles gasped in surprise as their friend began to shift and change while they watched.
Jack was still there; he hadn’t moved. But there was less of him. It was as if the winds of childhood had swirled around him and drawn off some of his substance.
His face was Jack’s face, but the north wind took away the leanness and sharp angles, leaving new, softer geometries in its wake.
His body was still Jack’s body, but the south wind had taken length, and breadth.
His hands were still Jack’s hands, but the east wind made them smaller and more eager, as they once had been.
His voice was still Jack’s voice, but the west wind took his words and transformed them into memories, and when he spoke, John and Charles felt a shiver pass through them and felt younger themselves for having heard him:
“Olly Olly Oxen-Free!”




PART FIVE
The King of Tears and the Queen of Sorrows

They cared about running…they cared about climbing apple trees…




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
The Tunesmiths
The old man’s face was ashen. His captor had not returned to the cave, nor had the children who were dressed in the animal skins. He hadn’t been tortured or beaten—again, anyway—but nevertheless, he was dying.
To live, a man must have food, water, air, and shelter. Everyone knew that. But not everyone knew—or if they knew, believed—that it was also necessary to have spirit.
One’s spirit can be gone for a time, to no ill effect. And it was possible for a man to reject his own spirit, although the ties are never completely broken. But if a spirit leaves of its own accord, then the man it belongs to is weakened. And the old man’s spirit had already been gone for too long.
“It’s no use,” the woman in the mirror said. “No one is coming.”
“Have faith, Medea,” the old man pleaded. “It isn’t over till it’s over.”
The woman in the mirror rolled her eyes. “Child’s logic, Peter.”
“That’s the best kind,” he replied weakly. “It allows you to believe what you need to believe despite all evidence to the contrary. Children do that all the time, and it works more often than you’d think.”
“Not often enough, or else you wouldn’t be here.”
He chuckled. “Thus speaks the cynicism of adulthood. And you wonder why I gave it all up.”
“Oh yes,” she said, mocking. “That explains your gray hair.”
“No,” the old man replied. “I just finally found my balance. I have the advantages of being a Longbeard, but I didn’t have to give up my child’s point of view. That’s what allows me to have hope.”
The reflection in the mirror scoffed. “Your child’s logic sounds a lot like faith to me.”
At that he smiled. “Sure. What’s the difference?”
“A belief in things not seen makes no sense, Peter.”
“And yet,” he replied, “a man with no shadow and a woman who exists only as a reflection in a mirror are being held captive by a creature who exists mostly as a disembodied voice. I wouldn’t have believed in any of that, either. But it’s happened.”
“If you’d behaved more like an adult instead of living as a child, perhaps it wouldn’t have, Peter. If you’d acted more like a father—”
“That’s the only father I knew,” said the old man, indicating the head in the back of the cave, “and while his example was imperfect, he was here when I needed him to be, and he gave me the knowledge I needed to survive. And he never left me alone, Medea. Can you say the same about your own children?”
But there was no reply. The mirror had already gone dark, and the cave lapsed into silence once more.

The only problem, John surmised, with depending on the judgment of a child to decide a course of action that would determine the fate of two worlds was that children, as a general rule, didn’t care about the fate of the world.
They cared about running, as fast as they could run; they cared about climbing apple trees; they cared about telling terrible jokes, and laughing anyway. They cared about being children. Which was as it should be—except when, as John kept trying to point out, the fate of two worlds actually did depend on the judgment of a child. All of which he would have explained to Jack, if he could just manage to talk the professor-turned-boy down from Johnny Appletree.
“You are a teacher, aren’t you, John?” said Charles. “Don’t you have experience talking to children?”
“I teach college, not finishing school,” said John. “Anyway, we’ve both got children, haven’t we? This shouldn’t be quite so hard.”
Daedalus laughed. “I never said it would be easy.”
John turned to Aven. “You have a son. Can’t you get Jack to focus for five minutes so we can sort this out?”
“It’s been some time since I could talk to my son as a mother talks to a child,” said Aven.
“Why is that?” asked John.
“It happened very early on,” Aven explained. “My boy decided he was a man who would one day be king, and therefore should do away with foolishness like a mother’s coddling. He was five, I believe. He wouldn’t let me kiss him anymore either. He didn’t think it was appropriate to display affection in front of ‘his people.’ Of course, ‘his people’ usually just consisted of his playmates at Paralon, his tutors, and Tummeler. But he’d made his point.”
Jack dropped out of the tree and landed clumsily next to Charles, who jumped in surprise.
“This will take some getting used to,” said Charles.
“Why?” asked Jack. “I’m still your Jack, Jacksie, Jack-Jack. I’m still myself. I can still think, and reason, and remember—dear God, how I can remember!”
John grinned wryly. His friend had the energy of a ten-year-old, that was certain. Less certain was whether that viewpoint, both new and familiar at once, could give them the knowledge they sought.
“Tell us, Jacks,” said Daedalus, “if you were Hugh and William, and you had been left here in the Underneath by your parents, what would you do?”
Jack pondered the question a moment. “I think I would build a tree fort.” He leaned over to Aven and whispered behind his hand, “There are Indians about, you know.”
“After the tree fort,” prompted Daedalus.
“I’d look for food and potable water…,” said Jack.
“An adult’s answer,” said John.
“Then I’d probably have a pee,” finished Jack.
“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” said Charles.
“Then what?” asked Daedalus.
“I’d have a good think,” said Jack, “and I’d probably wonder why it is that adults make children do things they don’t want to do.”
“Maybe it’s because adults know what’s best for them,” Charles suggested.
“That’s good for the boilerplate,” said Jack, “but too often adults do whatever they want to do, regardless of what the children want or need, and the adults never pay attention anyway, so why bother?”
Aven scowled at this but remained quiet. John and Charles looked at each other, unsure of what to ask next. Jack pretended to put an apple seed in his mouth—much to Daedalus’s dismay—then, grinning, dropped it.
“What are you all so worried about?” said young Jack. “We should play a game. Do you know any games? I bet you do.”
“Jack, really,” Charles said, exasperated. “There are very important matters to discuss.”
“I thought so too,” said Jack, “but I now realize I was wrong. There’s nothing as important as having fun.”
“There are many things more important than having fun!” retorted John. “We have to rescue the missing children! We have to find out what’s become of the Dragonships! There are many, many things that need to be put right!”
“Well,” said Jack, who had climbed back into Johnny Appletree and was hanging from his knees, upside down, “isn’t that what adults are supposed to do?”
“He has a good point,” Bert put in mildly. “Are you starting to see the pattern?”
“Adults don’t pay attention to what children say,” John said, crestfallen. “And here we are, underscoring the point.”
“Jack…I say, Jack,” Charles began, walking around the tree. “Will you come down from there, so we can discuss this properly?”
Jack stuck his fingers in his ears. “Lalalalala!” he cried. “I can’t hear you! I can’t hear you!”
Charles scratched his head. “We’re never going to get through to him if he can’t even hear what we’re saying.”
John snapped his fingers. “That’s it, Charles! That’s the ticket!”
The Caretaker Principia turned to Daedalus. “When Laura Glue came to us in Oxford, she told us Peter had sealed her ears with beeswax. Why would he have done that?”
“It’s an old trick of Peter’s,” Daedalus said, “that goes back to the origins of Haven itself. It’s to prevent…”
He paused and put his hand to his chin, thinking. “It’s to prevent one from being swayed by the persuasion of the panpipes,” Daedalus said finally. “But why would Peter have put beeswax in his own granddaughter’s ears? She wasn’t at risk from him.”
“What do you mean by ‘persuasion’?” asked John.
Daedalus folded his hands behind his back and bowed his head. “It is something inexorably intertwined with the history of the Argo, the Lost Boys, and finally, with Peter himself,” he said. “The pipes of Pan have always had the ability to influence, to persuade, and to enchant. But of all who have heard its charms, the only ones who cannot resist…
“…are the children.”

“It began with the old gods,” Daedalus continued. “The Romantics civilized the stories and retroactively remodeled our images of what they were meant to symbolize. They were not toga-draped Caesars and Cleopatras; they were raw. Primal. And the one who most embodied that, who arose from Mother Earth herself, wrapped in root and loam, and who never truly scraped off the soil of his birth, was Pan.
“His exploits and mischief are literally the stuff of legends, but the most famous story of Pan involves the origin of his trademark panpipes,” said Daedalus. “There was a beautiful nymph named Syrinx who was beloved by all the other dwellers in the wood, but she scorned them all. She believed they were lesser creatures than she, and as such were beneath her notice.
“One day, as she was returning from the hunt, Pan saw her through the trees of his wildwood, and he became enamored of her. She rejected his advances and ran away. He shouted words praising her grace and beauty, but she didn’t stop to hear his compliments, and quickened her pace. He followed, continuing to pursue her until she came to the bank of a river. There he overtook her, and she had only enough time to call out to her kin, the water nymphs, for help.
“Just as the Pan laid his hands upon her, the nymphs turned her into river reeds, which infuriated the god. He stormed to and fro across the banks of the river, shouting his fury, when a slight, plaintive melody caught his attention.
“It was the reeds that had once been Syrinx. When the air blew through them, it produced music, and the sound was very pleasing to him. So the god took some of the reeds to make an instrument that he called a syrinx—the panpipes—in honor of the nymph he had pursued and lost.
“But Pan was not yet finished with the nymphs. One of those who had protected Syrinx was a graceful dancer who had a sweet, trilling voice. Her name was Echo.”
“Like the Well,” said Charles.
“Not like the Well,” corrected Daedalus. “Echo is the Well—or at least, she is the water within.
“Like her cousin, Echo scorned the love of any man. This angered Pan even more, to have been turned away twice by those who were not respectful of his birthright as a god. In revenge, he instructed his followers to kill her.
“Echo was torn to pieces and spread all over the Earth, and all that was left was her voice. As punishment for what he had done, the gods, led by the goddess of the earth, Gaia, remade the nymph as an elemental and allowed her to exist as a pool of living waters. They also granted Echo the ability to reflect back the words spoken to her, and to give the speaker his heart’s desire.
“The gods then took from Pan the one object he treasured most—the pipes he had made from the nymph Syrinx. And they gave them to a mortal who had been called on a great quest by the hero Jason.
“They gave the pipes to Orpheus.”

“How did the pipes make their way from Orpheus to Peter?” Bert asked. “That implies that there are more connections to the time of Jason’s Crusade than just the name of the islands.”
“Correct,” said Daedalus. “Under Orpheus, ‘the Pan’ became a title in and of itself. A designation of office, of a sort. Orpheus was the first ‘Pan’ to use the panpipes, and although he was skilled with the lyre, it was possession of a divine instrument that time and again saved the Argonauts.
“After Jason’s betrayal of Medea, the Argonauts scattered to the corners of the Earth. Heracles was already gone, as was Theseus. Argos, the builder of the ship, was dead. And the others went on to lead their lives free of Jason’s corrupted legacy. But of them all, only Orpheus maintained a relationship with Medea. He was a kind of uncle to her sons, and secretly helped her when she told him of her plan to hide them away from their father.
“What he didn’t realize was that she intended to abandon them here. She never left them wholly ungoverned—she built a home for herself on a nearby island—but she seldom visited them, for fear that Jason might discover they still lived.”
“What a wench,” said Charles.
“More like a witch,” said John.
“Well spoken, John,” said Bert.
“She was a witch,” Daedalus agreed, “in action as well as name. She enchanted the dragons that had guarded the Golden Fleece, and defeated the bronze giant Talos when he attacked the Argo. If she had not been a witch, the Argonauts would have perished many times over. She knew this, and it was at the root of her hatred for Jason’s betrayal.”
“Those poor boys,” said Aven, who had been quietly absorbing all that was said. “To revenge herself against their father, she condemned them to a fate worse than death. A lifetime of loneliness.”
“That’s what Orpheus thought too,” said Daedalus. “He pleaded with Medea to take them elsewhere, but she would not be swayed, and she was far too powerful for him to go against her will. And so, Orpheus chose a different route. He began seeking out playmates for the boys who could be brought here, to the Underneath.”
It slowly dawned on John where the inventor was going with his story. “He used the panpipes, didn’t he?”
“Yes,” said Daedalus. “He went out into the world—to your world—and lured away children to become the playmates of Jason’s sons. To become Lost Boys themselves. This is the origin of the legends of children being lured from their beds in the middle of the night by soft strains of music that no adult seemed to hear. It wasn’t that they couldn’t hear it—but it was not meant for them. And so the children simply disappeared, and no one knew to where.”
“Orpheus concealed himself well,” Bert huffed. “I know a great deal about the myths and legends of the world, and I’ve never before heard his name connected with the disappearing children.”
“Not as such,” said Daedalus. “But that was not the name by which the children knew him either. They had their own name for him, and fashioned their own mythology. And in the whispers under the covers, and in the dark corners of the room, the children knew that if you heard music in the night, it meant that the King of Crickets was coming for you.”
Bert paled, then sat heavily on the grass. “The King of Crickets,” he said, his voice trembling. “He…he’s a Pan?”
“Originally he was Orpheus,” Daedalus explained, “but after him, others assumed the office of the Pan, and the mythology about the King of Crickets followed them, too.
“Ulysses had two sons with the enchantress Circe, and one of them became the Pan for a time before leaving the Underneath. A few poets from your world, and at least one painter, have held the office. And there came a time when the Lost Boys took it on themselves to find their own playmates, and thereafter the Pan was not an adult, but a child.”
“And because of Echo’s Well, he never needed to age,” Charles concluded. “Ideal.”
“So children were enchanted and brought against their will?” said John. “I like that not at all.”
“Peter didn’t believe in it,” said Aven. “He believed that children should choose to come here if they wished, and not be forced to become Lost. Orpheus trained him to use the pipes, as he had trained Peter’s predecessor, Puck, but Peter never used the pipes as the others had. He would find children and whisper to them in the night—and if they so chose, he would bring them here. But never against their will.
“Having seen the power of the panpipes, others among the Lost Boys—particularly Hugh and William—became uncomfortable with the idea that they could be compelled against their will to do anything. And so Peter came up with the idea of putting beeswax in their ears as a means of protection against the music. Because they were children, he even made a game of it.”
Aven lowered her head and swore softly as memories began to flood back to her. John and Charles exchanged knowing glances with Bert, and almost involuntarily they all looked at Jack, who was running gleefully through the apple orchard with the other children.
“It’s the first thing they learn here,” said Daedalus. “The children imagine that the King of Crickets is coming for them, and they all pack beeswax in their ears and hide among the trees and the rocks. Peter would designate a ‘safe’ base, and one by one, the children would make their way ‘home.’ The first one there would then take the wax from his ears and shout at the top of his lungs…”
“Olly Olly Oxen-Free,” John and Aven said together.
On hearing the words, all the children immediately stopped their games and crowed into the air.
“Hey!” Jack called out to John. “You win! Good show, John!”
“Peter saw being the Pan as a noble calling that would allow him to protect children,” Daedalus said, “so that what had happened to Hugh and William would not happen to other children.”
“That’s quite an undertaking for a child,” Bert pointed out, “and a very mature point of view.”
“It is,” Daedalus agreed, “but then, Peter is an exceptional being. In all these centuries, he was the first to come here of his own free will, and the only child ever to discover the Underneath of his own accord.”
“I didn’t know that,” said Aven, “but I’m not surprised.”
Daedalus grinned with the memory. “It was he whom I first made wings for, to help him fly,” he said with no small pride. “His lame leg, remember? He had the spirit for it, and had done such a great thing in coming here, that I felt compelled to help him move as freely as the other children.”
“And after that, you just kept making wings for the Lost Boys,” said Bert.
“Well,” said Daedalus, “you know how children are. Once they saw what one of them had, they all wanted them.”
“Hey!” said Jack, running up to the companions. “Do I get to have a pair of wings too?”
Daedalus knelt down to look him in the eye. “That depends,” the inventor said. “Are you Lost?”
In answer, Jack merely laughed and ran back to the other children.
John folded his arms and turned to Charles. “I think someone has the panpipes,” he said. “That explains everything that’s happened: Peter’s caution with Laura Glue; the warning in Bacon’s History; and especially, the missing children. If someone were using the panpipes against the children, they’d be unable to resist. And none of the adults would even know it was happening until it was too late.”
“Peter was the last to have them, and the only one now living who knew how to use them,” said Daedalus. “I can only assume he was taken when the children were, because we never found him—and he would not have gone willingly.”
“Could he have been entranced as well?” asked Charles. “Since the pipes affect children?”
“Not all children,” put in Charles. “Not if they had beeswax in their ears.”
John snapped his fingers. “That’s why the King of Crickets needed the Clockwork Men—to catch the children who couldn’t be compelled to follow the piping.”
“The children who couldn’t be compelled,” Bert said darkly. “And their leader.”
“Peter hasn’t been a child in years,” Daedalus said, looking askance at Aven. “He decided, finally, that it was time to grow up. And he’s never regretted that choice. He adores his daughter, called Alice Blue Bonnet, and even more so her daughter, Laura Glue.”
“Then he was taken by force,” stated Aven. “And his last act was to send Laura Glue for help.”
“Then we’ve got to help him,” said John, pounding a fist into his hand. “We must. And we have to start by finding the tunesmith who’s causing the trouble.”
“What are you thinking, John?” said Bert.
“I think if he can live for thousands of years,” John replied, motioning to Daedalus, “and also Hugh and William, then others from that time may have survived as well. And we know of one trained to use the pipes, who had no issue with compelling children against their will.
“Orpheus. I think our adversary is Orpheus.”




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Shadows of History
At Daedalus’s su estion, the companions and the Lost Boys left the orchard and returned to the more secure confines of Haven proper. The crenellated towers extended all around the orchard and gardens as well, but all of them felt an easing of tension at the idea of being within more closely built walls.
Jack had continued to evince further changes as a result of his transformation. It was as if he had forgotten being an adult, except when a point in the conversation required some arcane bit of knowledge that only he possessed. Then he rattled off details that made him seem exactly what he was: an Oxford professor in a ten-year-old boy’s body.
On the walk up the path, they again passed by Echo’s Well, where Daedalus asked John and Charles if they wouldn’t like to reconsider, now that they’d seen that no harm had come to Jack.
“Thank you, no,” said John. “I think one of us having the perspective of a child is enough.”
“But as you can clearly see,” Daedalus persisted, “he’s lost none of his ability to reason, and none of his education. It’s simply being filtered through a more youthful point of view.”

The crenellated towers extended all around the orchard and gardens…
“Sorry,” John said again, exchanging a puzzled glance with a slightly concerned Bert. “I think I can keep my focus better as an, ah, Longbeard.”
“Same here,” Charles answered when the inventor posed the question to him. “I might like to return sometime, once the crisis has passed, and give it a go—but not this time around, I’m afraid.”
“As you wish,” Daedalus said, with the faintest of tension in his jaw. “I only thought it might help. There are still many questions to be answered.”
“Agreed,” said John. “Foremost among them is this: Why weren’t all the children taken?”
Daedalus stopped and turned to him. “What do you mean?”
John indicated the children skipping around them in odd, loopy circles. “Pelvis Parsley. Meggie Tree-and-Leaf. Fred the Goat. All the children here. Why weren’t they taken with the others?”
“Perhaps they had beeswax in their ears, like Laura Glue,” Charles suggested.
“No,” said Bert. “She told us the Clockwork Men came for them, remember? The beeswax would have protected them from the panpipes, but not from Clockworks.”
“Oh,” said Charles, crestfallen.
“Is there anything special about the children who were left here?” John asked Daedalus. “In the Archipelago, none were left. They were all taken. So for these children to have been left behind, there had to be something setting them apart.”
Daedalus considered that a moment. “I cannot say. Perhaps the enemy had what they came for—Peter.”
“That doesn’t fit,” argued Aven. “It isn’t consistent with everything else we’ve seen.”
“I agree,” John said. “We…” He stopped and turned around. “Charles?” John asked. “What is it?”
The lanky editor had stopped walking and was standing about twenty feet back on the path. He was staring at the playing children with an odd look on his face.
“Charles?” said Bert. “What’s wrong?”
“Oh, I don’t think anything’s wrong,” said Charles, not taking his eyes from the children. “But has anyone noticed,” he continued in a trembling voice, “that Jack is sporting an extra shadow?”

The others stared. Charles was right. When Jack darted around a large stone bench, playing Monster and the Frogs with the other children, his shadow followed as a shadow should—and a second shadow followed an instant later.
John craned his head around to look for another light source. “There’s probably a very simple explanation, Charles,” he said with the beginnings of a smile. “In our last outing together, Jack was the one who gave up his shadow. I hardly think he’d overcompensate by adding a new one this time.”
“It’s not a second light casting it,” noted Bert, “or else all the children would have two shadows.”
He was right. The other Lost Boys were playing in the same area, but only Jack had twin shadows.
Aven summoned him over, and he ran to the companions, panting.
“That was quick,” said Charles.
“I was tagged out anyway,” said Jack. “Do you want to play with me, Poppy?”
At the mention of her old Nether Land name, Aven blushed. “No thank you, Jack. When did you get the extra shadow?”
Jack looked at her and blinked, then looked behind him, turning around like a dog trying to catch its tail. “Oh, that?” he said, as if she’d asked him why he had two ears or a nose. “It began to follow me after I spoke into the Well.”
“What do you think it wants?” asked John.
“Easy-peasy,” said Jack. “It wants me to follow it.”
“Follow it?” Daedalus said, surprised. “Why didn’t you mention it sooner, Jack?”
“Because,” Jack said, rolling his eyes in exasperation, “I wasn’t out yet.”

The companions retired back to Daedalus’s workshop, bringing Jack with them. Of all the Lost Boys, only Laura Glue chose to come as well, rather than go to sleep.
“I don’t need to sleep too often, ’cept after long flights,” she said. “And my grandfather always said, ‘He can sleep when he’s dead.’ I’m not sure what that means, but if it’s all the same, I’d rather stay with you.”
“Of course, dear girl,” Charles said, taking her hand. “We wouldn’t feel safe without our good-luck charm.”
Jack’s extra shadow continued to dart about at odd moments, as if it wasn’t quite comfortable being attached to someone with a shadow already in residence. It didn’t react when Bert or John tried to touch it, but it swiveled around completely when Daedalus tried to touch it as well.
“Hmm,” the inventor sniffed. “I don’t know if I should be insulted or not, that I repulse a shadow.”
“Where does it want you to go?” John asked when they’d gotten settled into the chairs at the workshop.
“West,” said Jack. “I’m pretty sure it’s west. It’s very curious,” he added, stroking his arms in wonder. “It’s a bit like the chill you might get when a ghost enters a room, except it isn’t cold—it’s warm. Very warm.”
“What do you think?” Bert asked Daedalus, who had busied himself checking his cauldrons. “Is it a good omen or bad?”
“I don’t think it’s an omen at all,” the inventor replied. “I think it’s another message. And it’s one that should not be ignored. To sever one’s shadow is not a task for the faint of heart. If it is gone too long from the body, one could weaken, even die. So for someone to send it, here, now, to Jack—they must want to guide you somewhere very, very badly.”
“What lies west of Haven?” John asked.
Daedalus turned, face lit by the vapors from his cauldron fires. “The rest of the Underneath. The path of Ulysses, and Dante, and Jason. And maybe…just maybe, the answers you are seeking, Caveo Principia.”
The inventor handed John the book he’d read from earlier, there in the workshop.
“This is a History written by one of your predecessors,” said Daedalus. “One of the oldest. It was written by Homer’s son-in-law, the poet Stasinus, thousands of years ago, and it contains what you will need to know about traversing the districts of the Underneath.
“The primary name of these lands is Autunno, which refers to everything found here, but each of the individual islands has its own obstacles and oppositions to overcome.
“The tidal forces here can be immense, as you saw crossing from Croatoan Island,” Daedalus went on. “The inhabited outer lands of the first district are not themselves a true archipelago of islands, but the high ground that exists during the tide. When it’s out, we can go anywhere we like—but when it comes in, as you’ve seen, it becomes impassable.”
“Impossible?” asked John.
“Impassable,” repeated Daedalus. “Others who have traveled here saw the tides as a river. Some called it the Styx, others, the river Lethe. Names have come and gone, but the tides remain.”
“We say Atlas is shrugging,” said Laura Glue.
“I wouldn’t blame him a bit if he did,” Charles said.
“At any rate,” Daedalus continued, “the tides here do not shift with the moon, as they do in your world. They move by the calendar, each day. So when morning comes, they will go out again….”
“And Burton and the Croatoans will be able to cross,” said Bert. “Understood. We must leave before then.”
“Croatoan Island and the land Haven stands upon comprise the first district,” said Daedalus. “The second consists of the isle of Centrum Terrae, which is a kingdom of lakes and black forests. It has been the province of witches and sorceresses, now abandoned, but great beasts still roam there. Be cautious, and heed the History’s warnings.
“Also in the second district is the pirates’ island of Hooloomooloo,” said Daedalus. “It must be traversed to reach the next district, but skirt the perimeter and avoid meeting any of the inhabitants if you can.
“In the third district you will find but a single isle—Lixus, the island of automatons. If you move through it quickly, there should be nothing to fear on Lixus.”
At this, John and Charles exchanged curious glances, both of them thinking the same thing: automatons? As in Clockwork Men?
Charles began to say something but was silenced by a slight shake of John’s head. Something was not quite right here. John just couldn’t yet put his finger on what it was.
“The fourth district,” Daedalus continued, “is also comprised of a single land—Falun, the Great Pit. In truth, it is less an island than a great rending in the earth, where ores are mined to provide the raw materials for the inhabitants of Lixus. You must go straight through the center. But be wary, for the way is filled with more perils than those physical.
“The fifth district contains the seventh and eighth lands. First is Aiaia…”
“Circe’s island,” stated Charles. “From the Odyssey.”
“The same,” Daedalus said with a hint of surprise. “If you know that much, you should already know of the dangers you may face there.
“Just apart from Aiaia are the Wandering Isles, which are the only other islands past the second district that are fully inhabited. The original settlers were Greek refugees, but centuries later a company of travelers seeking refuge from the Black Plague also came there during your Middle Ages.
“They greet wanderers as fellow travelers, and those with the ability to tell stories are accorded great benefits, much as if they were visiting royalty.”
“So,” John concluded, “if we can get through witches, pirates, mechanical men, the Great Pit, and Circe, we’ll end up at a place where we will be honored for our storytelling. Grand, that.”
“Look at it this way,” said Bert. “After all that, we’ll have no shortage of tales to tell.”
“You’ve told us there were eight lands,” said Charles. “But there was another indicated on our map of Autunno. What of the ninth land?”
Daedalus closed the book and shook his head. “I don’t think you’ll be going that far. What you search for is most likely found within the closer lands. To go farther is not something many before you have done, and I would not advise it now.”
“I suppose you can make that decision later on,” said Charles, “if circumstances warrant.”
“I won’t be going with you,” Daedalus said with a curious halting in his voice. “At present, I cannot leave my experiments.”
“Hah,” Aven snorted. “That’s a crock. Most of the children of Haven are missing too, or hadn’t you noticed?”
“I…have other responsibilities, which require that I stay here on Haven,” said Daedalus. “I am truly sorry.”
Bert frowned, and Aven drew in a sharp breath, but John and Charles merely thanked the inventor for the book and the wise counsel.
Daedalus and Laura Glue went to a large storeroom and assembled some of the supplies the companions would need for the journey, while Jack remained with the others.
“I’m not sure I trust him entirely,” John murmured. “Something’s afoot.”
“Nonsense,” Aven said. “He’s Daedalus—he’s been a friend and protector to the Lost Boys for as long as I can remember. I trust him completely.”
“I’m not certain either, daughter,” said Bert.
“Why?”
“Because,” Jack chimed in, “he’s a Longbeard.”
“So are we,” Charles said, gesturing at the others. “Do you trust us?”
“That’s different,” said Jack. “You’re only adults on the outside—but on the inside, you’re just like me.”
“Okay!” Laura Glue exclaimed as she and Daedalus returned to the workshop, laden with bundles. “We’re ready to go save the world!”

It was decided that they wouldn’t wake the other children, but would let them slumber as the companions left. John made the suggestion in part to hasten their departure, but also because he realized that leaving would be more difficult for Aven if she had to say good-bye to all her friends.
There had been some discussion as to whether Jack and Laura Glue should remain behind, in the safer confines of Haven, but Laura Glue insisted that she could be an invaluable guide, since she had been born in the Underneath. And Jack refused to stay on more practical grounds: The missing Lost Boys had been taken from Haven to begin with, and even Peter Pan couldn’t protect them. The safest place for him to be was with the others whom Peter was depending on to save them all.
Daedalus hugged Aven and Laura Glue and walked with the group of travelers to the westernmost gate of Haven. He opened the gate but did not step through.
“Go ahead,” John said to the others. “I want to speak with Daedalus a moment.”
When the rest of the companions were safely out of earshot, Daedalus folded his hands behind his back and looked questioningly at John. “Yes, Caveo Principia?”
“You can’t leave, can you?” John said in a low voice.
Daedalus looked at him as if to say something defiant, then deflated slightly and shook his head, looking down at the edges of the stonework that marked the limits of Haven’s foundation.
“You didn’t take your father’s name, did you?” John continued. “You are Daedalus.”
The inventor didn’t answer right away, but instead looked out across Haven and sighed deeply.
“After Icarus’s death, Iapyx wouldn’t speak to me,” he said at last. “He believed it was my arrogance that had caused the death of his brother, and I cannot disagree. But I could not see it until it was too late.
“Daedalus, the self-obsessed instrument of his own son’s death, could never atone for that sin. But another son of Daedalus, who takes the name of his father and continues his work out of respect for the values he once had, might restore honor to the family, if not to its patriarch. Do you understand?”
“I think so,” John said after a long pause, “but I’m not sure what purpose is served by keeping your identity secret from Aven or the Caretakers.”
Daedalus sighed again. “It’s not so much that it’s a secret,” he explained, watching the others in the near distance. “Every child who comes to Haven takes a new name. To them it’s a new beginning, an opportunity to start over, without being judged for who they may have been before. I simply wanted to afford myself the same chance.”
“By masquerading as yourself?” asked John.
“By portraying myself as someone who chose to honor, rather than blame,” Daedalus replied. “But even after all these years, after all the good I have done, my name is still remembered because I murdered my nephew and caused the death of my son.”
John shook his head. “It isn’t what I would have chosen,” he said. “The fact that you pretend to be your younger son means that all of the good you have done isn’t credited to you, it’s credited to him. What good is atonement if it isn’t yourself doing the atoning?”
Daedalus didn’t answer but stared hard at John, then turned to walk back into Haven.
“Be well, Caveo Principia,” he called out without looking back.
John watched as Daedalus disappeared into the spires of Haven, then turned and ran to catch up with his friends.

The light of the Underneath was beginning to change the sky from deep umber darkness to the colors of bruised fruit. In front, Laura Glue led the companions with a bronze lamp that cast a bright glow all about them. Jack, to his friends’ slight dismay, skirted the edges of the light, jumping in and out of its gleam, delighting in the interplay of his two shadows. The companions moved in a straight line, due west, and as they walked, they discussed the events of the night.
“When Daedalus mentioned the King of Crickets,” Charles said to Bert, “I thought you were going to be felled in a faint. What was it about the name that bothered you so?”
Bert suppressed a shudder. “It’s another old story, one that proved too dark even for the Brothers Grimm,” he said, “although it was Jacob who originally retold the tale in one of the Histories.

The other wolves had already begun to growl…
“The King of Crickets is the quintessential boogeyman,” Bert explained. “The movement in the dark. The creature under the bed. The monster in the closet. He is Nightmare personified, and he is very, very real.
“There are many such monsters in the world. They have always existed, and probably always will. But what frightened me was the idea that the King of Crickets was also a Pan. That would explain how his legend grew among the children, more so than grown-ups.”
“Do you think the King of Crickets and Orpheus are one and the same,” asked John, “since the myth originated with him?”
“I hope not, lad,” Bert said, shuddering again. “From what Daedalus said, Orpheus’s only motivation in taking the children was to bring them here, to be playmates to Hugh and William. But according to Jacob Grimm’s History, the children taken by the King of Crickets were never heard from again.”
“Why is it that all fables and fairy tales involve children in peril?” wondered Charles. “Was there some great assembly of storytellers that decided the best tales to tell children should also frighten them to death?”
“It’s the Longbeards who do it,” said Jack, playing hopscotch with his own shadows. “They tell us those stories to frighten us into behaving, so that we’ll value their protection. But we don’t listen, because we know the one thing that grown-ups forget….
“All stories are true. But some of them never happened.”




CHAPTER NINETEEN
The Gilded Army
Unlike the crossing between Croatoan Island and Haven, which could be forded at low tide, the gulf between Haven and Centrum Terrae could only be traversed by bridge.
The west side of Haven ended in a high bluff, to which the bridge was anchored. It was constructed of thick cables and ancient wood, which, although weathered and faded, had once been painted in the colors of the rainbow. John recognized the architecture as being Scandinavian and was nearly too fascinated by it to cross.
“There are descriptions of a ‘Rainbow Bridge’ in some of the writings related to the Eddas,” he said excitedly. “I wonder if this has any relation to those?”
“It’s entirely possible,” Bert said. “Stellan’s specialty was Norse mythology, and there are several islands in the Archipelago that have deep roots in the Eddaic stories.”
“I say,” Charles commented, “wasn’t the original compiler of the Norse stories, Snorri Sturluson, one of our predecessors?”
A quick check in the endpapers of the Imaginarium Geographica showed that Charles was correct: the thirteenth-century scholar had indeed been a Caretaker.
“Amazing,” said John. “I wonder if Sturluson ever came to the Underneath, then? There were tales about the great serpent—a dragon, basically—that stood guard at the roots of the world-tree, Yggdrasil. That bears a great similarity to the story about the Golden Fleece and the dragon that guarded it.”
“Maybe there were clues in the Eddas that can help resolve this,” suggested Charles. “What happened to the dragon and the tree?”
“According to the myth, the dragon was slain, the tree felled, and the world died in fire and ice,” Bert replied.
“Oh, well,” said Charles. “Never mind, then.”
The bridge, while old, was sturdy and stable, and they were able to traverse it in a matter of minutes. What they found on the other side John immediately named an “ur-forest.” A first-growth, dawn-of-man forest, with trees of such immense stature that every other forest in the world might have been only an image reflected in a child’s looking glass.
It was dark, foreboding. And there was only one apparent path to take, directly through the center of the island.
“Oh!” Laura Glue exclaimed. “I almost f’rgot!”
She hastily unpacked her bundle and instructed the others to do the same. Inside were red cloaks with hoods, which she explained must be worn before they could enter the forest.
“It’s part of the Law of the Forest,” she said, fumbling with the tie strings.
“She’s right,” John said, flipping through pages in the History. “There’s a caution here in ancient Greek, and it mentions the red hoods. It relates to some Spartan legends, apparently, and refers to the red hoods as ‘shields.’”
“Humph,” said Charles, who had wrapped the thin red cloth around his shoulders and was now helping Laura Glue with her own hood. “It doesn’t seem sturdy enough to protect us from a drizzle of rain, much less shield us from anything.”
Jack was scowling and examining his hood with a look of distaste. “This is a girl’s color,” he complained. “Don’t we have one in green? Green would be best, but I’d even settle for blue.”
Laura Glue shook her head. “Red is the Law color,” she insisted. “No other color will work.”
John, again consulting the History, concurred. Jack muttered a few more words of protest, but nevertheless did as he was asked. He draped the cloak halfheartedly over one shoulder and fastened the ties with a slipknot.
“All set?” Bert said, examining the others. “Then into the woods we go.”

The children, that is, Jack and Laura Glue, wanted to take the lead, but Aven wouldn’t hear of it. She scouted the path about twenty paces ahead of the rest of them, followed by Jack, Laura Glue, and Charles, with John and Bert bringing up the rear.
As they walked, none of them noticed that they were being watched from high within the canopy above, and by more than one set of eyes. They were focused on the path, which for all practical purposes neatly bisected the island. The path was uncluttered and had once been neatly lined with golden cobblestones, but most had been worn down with use and age, and only traces remained of the yellowish pigment they once bore.
Every little while they would find a spot that had been clear-cut, all the lumber having been taken out long before. There was no obvious evidence of the woodsmen who had cut the timber, save for something Charles glanced out of the corner of his eye. It was what seemed to be a figure of human proportions, some distance into the wood, away from the path. Statuelike, the figure’s arms were upraised as if it had been frozen midswing and then had the ax taken from its hands.
Charles thought he caught a flash of metal underneath the vines that had grown up around the figure, strangling it from view, leaving little exposed except for the rictus of terror frozen permanently on its face.
None of the others had seen it, and Charles saw no benefit in pointing it out, so they moved on.
“The principal use of the History,” John was explaining to Bert, “seems to have been to equip travelers against whatever dangers there were on the islands. And it always uses stories as examples, like parables.”
He thumbed through several pages, and then stopped. Near the back was a section that seemed to have been ripped out.
“Maybe that’s why Daedalus dismissed any talk of the ninth island,” said Bert. “He had no reference materials addressing it—or the dangers that we might encounter.”
“Or maybe he knew they were ripped out,” suggested John, “and chose not to tell us.”
“Quiet!” Aven whispered, holding her hands out to her sides. “Don’t speak. Don’t move.
“We’re being tracked.”
Slowly, carefully, Aven indicated with a slight nod of her head the dark masses up ahead that the companions realized were living creatures. Up ahead, coming closer, and, they realized with mounting horror, also coming up the trail behind them.
They were wolves.
Massive, shaggy behemoths that stood as tall as racehorses, and carried the bulk of bulls.
The wolves moved out of the trees, silent as a child’s prayer. They did not look at the companions directly but slowly moved in widening circles until they had surrounded the small party completely.
There was nowhere to run. And there was no possibility of combat. The companions were clearly outmatched.
“You wear the Hoods,” growled the graying wolf they all assumed to be the leader. “The Hoods of Law.”
“Yes,” Laura Glue said, emboldened by the creature’s ability to speak and, seemingly, reason. “They are the right color, so you have to leave us be, growly wolf.”
The wolf stared at her for a moment, then made a raspy chuffing noise and swayed its head from side to side.
The great creature, they realized, was laughing.
“Little Daughter of Eve,” said the wolf, “I am Carthos Mors, and I obey the Law of Centrum Terrae, set down lo these many years between my great-great-grandsire and thine own ancestor, the Queen of Sorrows. You wear the Hoods. You bear the color. And we are sworn to protect thee.”
As he spoke, Jack was hastily repositioning his cloak to cover himself as much as possible. Charles placed a steadying hand on his friend’s shoulder, and John and Bert drew up more closely behind Laura Glue.
“Protect us?” said Aven. “Protect us from what?”
The other wolves had already begun to growl, raised their hackles, and looked skyward. The answer to Aven’s question was above, in the trees.
The silence of the forest canopy was suddenly broken by a fierce chittering sound, as the huge winged monkeys dropped from the treetops where they had been tracking the companions’ progress.
Snarling, Carthos Mors and the other wolves leaped to the attack, and the companions fled for cover.
Shouting, Aven directed the others to the remnants of a structure that was thirty or forty yards off the path. It had once been a house but had long ago been burned, and all that remained were the foundations and a few charred trusses. There was also a great stone fireplace and chimney, which Aven herded Jack and Laura Glue into, drawing her long knife as she did so.
John and Charles handed Bert the Geographica and the History, picked up stout branches, and took up defensive stances alongside Aven.
Laura Glue was more awed than frightened by the spectacle taking place before them. Jack, for his part, was thrilled, and only slightly distracted by the fact that their hiding place smelled strongly of burnt gingerbread.
From their vantage point, the companions were able to see the fierce battle. The monkeys were roughly the same size as the children, with wings that were broader than the men were tall. Their teeth gleamed, and their claws slashed out wickedly at the defending wolves. And most fearsome of all was the fact that the monkeys’ eyes glittered with a fierce, feral, almost evil intelligence.
Carthos Mors and the other wolves took up a V-shaped formation that kept rotating fresh wolves to the front of the battle—which meant that only the thick ruffs of their backs were exposed to the cutting, slashing claws of the monkeys.
The monkeys’ ability to fly gave them a huge advantage—in a surprise dropping attack. But for sustained combat, against an organized opponent, it was soon clear they were outmatched. After a few minutes of fighting, the monkeys shrieked their dismay and abandoned the effort. In moments they had disappeared into the tops of the trees.
After assuring themselves that it was safe to break formation, the wolves dispersed into the shadows, except for Carthos Mors, who approached the companions. To their surprise, he again addressed Laura Glue, as if she were their natural leader.
“Daughter of Eve,” the great wolf began, “thou should have no further fear from thine enemies. We have honored the Law. What else might we do for thee?”
“We got to cross your island and go to the next one,” Laura Glue said. “We’re supposed t’ follow the path.”
“Then we shall guide and protect thee,” said Carthos Mors, bowing. Without another word, the wolf turned and began to walk down the path. Laura Glue followed him first, then the others, albeit a bit more reluctantly.
In the undergrowth, the companions could see the shapes of the other wolves, pacing them, protecting them.
Charles and Bert could not resist casting fearful glances at the sky now and again, but the monkeys did not reappear.
Inside of an hour, they exited the forest and found a well-crafted dock with a broad raft, and a cable strung overhead to guide the raft across the water to the neighboring island.
Carthos Mors bowed again, this time to each of them in turn before facing Laura Glue. She laughed and scratched the scruff of his neck. The wolf hesitated, then licked her, once, with a great pink sandpaper tongue.
“Fare thee well, Daughter of Eve,” he said before disappearing into the trees.
Moving onto the raft, the companions unfastened the moorings and quickly moved away from Centrum Terrae.

Crossing to the next island was much less stressful than the crossing from Haven had been, or even the crossing from Croatoan Island to Haven. As Daedalus had said, the tides had indeed receded, leaving only a shallow track of water to guide the raft through. It beached some distance out from the approaching dock, and the companions were easily able to cross the rough, pebbled ground to the Hooloomooloo.
The pirate island existed in the same geographic space as the other islands they’d seen, but instead of being illuminated by the wan, omnipresent light from above, Hooloomooloo seemed mired in perpetual twilight.
There were wisps of fog drifting about, grazing at the edges of buildings before moving on to other pastures.
The entire island was built up in a shantytown of shacks and taverns. Every inch of arable ground was covered in hastily constructed buildings that looked as if they might collapse in a stiff wind. There were rings of docks lining the visible shoreline, and surprisingly, they were filled with ships.
Whatever or whoever had torched the ships of the Archipelago had obviously not done so here.
“Remember Daedalus’s warning,” Bert cautioned. “He said to skirt the island and avoid any contact with the inhabitants, if we can.”
Moving under cover of the fog and mist, the companions kept close to the docks, with the expectation of using the bulk of the ships for hiding places if they encountered anyone. But they never did.
There were a number of cats mewling about the docks, fighting over scraps of fish and offal and proclaiming their love for one another in screechy sonnets sung from fence tops, but those were the only living creatures they saw until they reached the far side of the island.
There, at a waypost, they found a single, solitary sentry. They would have taken pains to avoid him altogether, but the mists obscured their sight, and they were upon him before they had a chance to hide.
He was a pirate, grizzled, old, and garbed as they expected a pirate to be, with broad pantaloons, thick boots, a weathered captain’s coat, and a tricornered hat. He also wore a patch over one eye and waved at them as they approached.
“Be ye friend or be ye foe?” the sentry called out. “Old Pew, he would rather you were friend, for I’m afeared that my fighting days be numbered, they be.”
Unlike with the wolves, Laura Glue was frightened, and she kept hidden behind Bert and Aven. Jack eyed the pirate with a curious expression, though, and Charles and John both realized that a direct answer would be best.
“We are, ah, we be friends, yes,” Charles stammered. “Aren’t we, John?”
John stepped forward and handed the pirate a folded piece of parchment Daedalus had placed in his bag. “Yes, friends,” he said.
Pew unfolded the parchment and gasped, then switched the patch to the other eye and looked at it more closely.
“You have Hook’s Mark,” he said with awe. “Ye may not be friends, I thinks, but ye be not enemy, either.”
On the parchment was a black spot. But it was apparently enough of a passport to allow them to move through unhindered.
Pew took off his hat, exposing a nearly bald pate covered in the thinnest of gray hair, and bowed deeply, pointing.
Just past the end of the dock was a large, flat stone, rising almost a foot above the water. Through the fog, they could see that it was only the first of a line of stones, arranged as if to facilitate crossing, and heading west.
“Cross if ye be inclined,” said Pew, “but best be a’hurried, afore the tide return and cover the Devil’s Spine.”
The companions murmured their thanks and quickly moved down the dock. Charles stepped over first, and, finding the footing to be solid, helped the children, Aven, and Bert to the stone.
Only John paused on the dock.
“Might I ask a question?” he said to Pew, who shrugged.
John took that as assent. “How many of you are there on Hooloomooloo?”
“What, pirates?” Pew said, a note of surprise in his voice. “Why, not long ago, we be thousands. But now, only old Pew watches the ships. Old Pew, and his cats.”
“Where did the others go?” asked John.
“Take’d,” Pew replied. “Take’d, and used up, and kilt. The Crusade, men say. The Crusade of the King of Tears, takes a man and uses him up. They left on the ships with the eyes of fire, they did. Left old Pew, and none returned, nor will they.”
“Why not?”
“Because plunder and pillage, that’s what men do. And God permits. But a Crusade be like Babel, and an offense to God. And they be struck down, and lost.
“Seek those whom ye may, but do not pursue a Crusade—only death will follow after.”

The stones were evenly spaced, and they led the companions to the next district and the next island in little more than an hour.
The mist was thinning and the sky was brightening as they moved farther from Hooloomooloo. Not far from landfall, Bert noticed that the water level was rising against the stones—the tide was returning.
“It’s too early,” Charles said. “It shouldn’t be coming in again until tomorrow.”
“Different district, different rules,” said Bert. “I don’t think we can count on anything being as we expect it to be from here on in.”
They stepped off the last stone onto a granite shore just as the incoming waters covered it over with a rush of sea and foam.
“Just so,” said Aven. “Heaven is with us.”
“We can hope, daughter,” Bert called over his shoulder, as he followed Jack and Laura Glue, who began playing a game along the shore. They were skipping stones across the surface of the water, and in a moment Aven had joined them. John and Charles sat on the ground and took stock of their bundles.
“You’re so worried about something that I think your eyes are going to cross,” Charles said to John, squeezing his shoulder supportively. “What’s got you in such a bother, old friend?”
John rubbed at his temples and grinned wryly at Charles. “I’m not certain it’s anything at all. But some of the things Daedalus told us don’t ring true.”
“Really?” Charles exclaimed, surprised. “I thought he was very forthcoming.”
“That’s part of what worries me,” said John. “He was very prepared for us. He wasn’t surprised when we arrived, and he even knew which History we would need to take to traverse the different districts of the Underneath.”
“If I may interject,” said Bert, who had moved closer to the two men, “I’d thought the same thing. But wouldn’t he have been expecting, or at least hoping, that Laura Glue would return with Jamie? Or a Caretaker, as she did?”
“How would he have known to expect that?” said John. “He claimed he wasn’t nearby when the children were taken, and Laura Glue told us Peter sent her on the mission as the Clockwork Men were attacking. How would Daedalus have known?”
“This makes no sense,” Charles said flatly. “I think you’re worried about a dilemma that doesn’t exist.”
“Don’t be so sure,” said Bert, who had grown more and more worried as John talked. “I think he’s right.”
“So do I,” said John. And with that, he explained what he and the inventor had discussed in private before the companions had left Haven.
“So Daedalus isn’t Daedalus the younger after all?” said Charles.
“No,” said John. “Daedalus is the original Daedalus, not his son pretending to be Daedalus.”
“If he can’t leave Haven,” Bert pointed out, “then he had to have been present when the Clockworks attacked.”
“Which means he did know about Peter sending Laura Glue to find us,” said John. “So then when we came, why did he lie to us about not being there when it happened?”
The question, more an accusation, hung in the air. But no one had an answer.

John began reading through the History and what it said about the island, which Daedalus had called Lixus. It was the color of cobalt, and nearly barren. In contrast to the heavily wooded islands they had come from, there was no visible foliage, and only great towers of stone ahead.
“Occupied by automatons, Daedalus claimed,” said Charles. “Do you think it’s possible this is where the children were taken?”
Bert scanned the island and shook his head. “I can’t see why. The Clockworks must have been under Orpheus’s direction, and so I’m clueless as to what could have brought them here, of all places. John?”
John frowned and bit his lip in frustration. “It has a great deal here about Lixus, and some notations made by Pliny the Elder around the first century, but it isn’t making sense.”
“Did you feel that?” said Jack. “My stomach jumped.”
“Not now, Jack,” Charles told him. “We’re trying to decide how to move forward.”
“Isn’t that my decision too?” said Jack. “There,” he added. “There it was again.” He crouched and placed his hands flat to the ground. “Don’t tell me you can’t feel that.”
But this time they had. There was a tremor. Then another, and another.
A worried look came over Aven’s face, and Bert and Charles each took a step backward toward the water. John was too absorbed in the History to notice that anything was amiss.
“Yes,” he murmured, pacing. “It’s starting to become clearer. There’s only one tree left on this island, and it’s in the center of those towers of stone. It may even have been the tree where the Golden Fleece once hung.”
“The one guarded by the dragon?” Charles asked as another tremor, stronger now, shook the ground. “Fine by me. I’d love to see Samaranth right about now. Or even a little dragon. Really, any dragon would do.”
Another tremor struck, this time strong enough that Laura Glue was nearly knocked off her feet.
“Hmm,” said John. “The automatons are Clockworks. It’s they who guard the tree, but there’s still an inconsistency here….”
Another tremor struck, and this time there was thunder with it.
“I think I have it!” John cried. “The problem isn’t in the translation…”
The ground shook, and the island echoed with the boom that followed almost instantly.
“It’s a misunderstanding of scale,” John finished.
Laura Glue’s scream interrupted any reply that was forthcoming from the others, as a towering figure moved into view.
A great bronze statue, nearly a hundred feet high, stepped over the companions and bestrode them like the colossus it was.
“Talos, the Bronze automaton of Crete!” Bert said breathlessly. “I’d never believed he really existed.”
“In the stories, Medea helped the Argonauts defeat him,” John exclaimed, “but it looks like he’s recovered.”
“I hate to tell you this, old boy,” Charles stammered, his voice shaking with sudden terror, “but he’s not alone.”
In the distance, several more gleaming giants moved into view. It was an army—an army of golden mechanical giants. The shaking of the ground was constant now, as was the thunderous din of their footfalls.
“Run!” Aven yelled, pointing at an opening between the towers. “We can’t stay here in the open! We need cover!”
A great bronze sandal crashed down in front of them, throwing the companions to the ground, and one of the giants seized their bundles before the companions could reach them. There was no offense they could mount, but the giants were slow. Escape was possible.
John, Charles, and the others dashed between the giant’s legs and headed for the stone towers. The other giants had closed in and encircled them, but they were too ponderous to move with any speed, and their stature was so great that there were huge gaps between their feet.
The first giant, which Bert had called Talos, reached down with a massive hand, fingers grasping, and nearly had Laura Glue—but she was nimble and slipped through.
The towers of stone were close enough to delay the pursuit of the giants, and the companions ran between them, not pausing for a breath, or for more than a passing glance at the great, solitary tree that stood in their center.
The island was small, and they ran until they reached the far side. By then the tremors had stopped, and there was no sign of pursuit.
Laura Glue, however, was frantic and sobbing.
“It’s all right,” John said, reassuring her. “We’ve escaped. They don’t seem to be following us now.”
“They don’t need to follow us now!” Laura Glue cried.
“What do you mean?” John asked. “They got our bundles, but we managed to keep the History and the Geographica.”
“John, you don’t understand,” said Aven. “It’s Jack. They took Jack.”




CHAPTER TWENTY
The City of Lost Children
In his dreams there had been giants. But they were not golden, and they had not taken notice of him, as had Talos and his fellows. The fingers of the giant automaton had formed a cage from which he could not escape, and the crashing footfalls had made it impossible for Jack’s friends to hear his cries.
He was a prisoner. He was alone. And he was only a child. But he still had his mind. He was still himself, still Jack. And he still had his scholarly training. Passive observation, not panicked action, was what was called for here. And so he waited, and kept quiet.
Once Talos realized that his small captive was not going to struggle or try to flee, he relaxed his grasp enough for light and air. Jack looked between the giant’s fingers at the ground below—which was a mistake. His stomach twisted and turned, and finally he retched, spilling his last meal from Haven across the broad golden palm. The giant never noticed.
Jack decided that whatever else he was in for, he ought to at least not make himself ill on top of being terrified. So he closed his eyes, sat back, and tried to think of more pleasant things.
Thus calmed, it was only minutes before the boy professor fell asleep.

“I’m sorry,” the six-armed creature said plaintively. “There have to be forms…”

Despair.
That was all the companions could feel. A dull, throbbing ache of despair.
Despite all they had come through, all they had endured, they seemed no closer to discovering what had happened to the children of the Archipelago, or the missing Dragonships, or Aven’s own son. And now they had lost their friend to an incomprehensible foe.
“I can’t bear this anymore,” John said miserably. “Every time we’ve come to the Archipelago, it’s to fail. To come up short. Every time, we run as fast as our legs may carry us, and fight with every last breath in our lungs, and it’s never enough.”
“But it is enough,” countered Bert. “Don’t you see, John? It is enough. Remember what Stellan told you, in the tower?”
As if in answer, an enormous granite block fell from the sky and crashed into the water, close enough to drench them all with the spray. A moment later it was followed by an oaken door, which slapped the surface like a stone, skipping once, twice, then stopping.
It was one of the doors from the Keep of Time.
“You mean that tower?” Charles said gloomily. “The one I wrecked, that’s literally falling down around our ears?”
A closer examination of the shallows near the beach revealed that a number of the large blocks had fallen there, and lazily spinning in the water were several of the doors.
“Look,” Charles said, pointing to one of the doors. “A rising sun is carved into that one. I think it’s Hittite.”
“That means the tower is still crumbling,” said Bert. “The effects of scattered Time may be worse here. We must be on our guard.”
“You mean on our guard enough so we don’t lose any more children?” John asked bitterly.
“Quiet, all of you!” Aven said, her tone making it clear that she wasn’t asking for debate. “Don’t you see you’re scaring her to death?”
Sitting nearby, huddled into a ball on the sand, was Laura Glue. She hadn’t said a word, but tears were welling in her eyes, and it was obvious she was very, very frightened.
John and Charles felt like idiots.
Both men knelt and consoled the small girl. “We’re sorry, Laura Glue,” said John. “Sometimes adults get scared too. And we say things we don’t really mean.”
Laura Glue looked up and sniffed. “So…so you’re not ascared after all?”
“Scared out of our wits,” Charles admitted, “but that doesn’t mean we can’t keep our wits about us. And it doesn’t mean we’re going to leave Jack to the mercy of those awful machines.”
“It doesn’t?” she exclaimed, eyes shining. She reached up and took each of their hands. “Are we going to rescue Jacks?”
“We are indeed,” stated Charles, with a furtive look at Bert and Aven. “How can we fail, with our good-luck girl Laura Glue guiding us?”

John examined the History to discover the next steps they needed to take, while the others scouted the beach. It was decided that building a fire would be too risky, since it might draw attention to them, and at the moment they had no idea where the army of golden giants was.
Laura Glue told them that the giants were not the same as the Clockworks her grandfather had warned her about, the ones they believed had taken the Lost Boys. This was both reassuring and troubling at once. It meant that there was an additional mystery to be solved, but also that there might be another adversary to be dealt with.
Bert calculated that a stone from the keep was falling about every hour, which meant that every three days or so another intersection crumbled, and another door fell too. So every three days, another entry point into the past became unfocused, uncontrolled, and loosed upon the world.
“Stay close,” Bert cautioned. “Jules and I have had no small experience with Time, and if there are any ‘soft places’ about, I don’t want any of us to step into them by accident.”
“Look for a horn,” John said suddenly. “Somewhere here on the shore should be a horn to summon a ferryman.”
In short order, Aven called out to them from an outcropping just to the north. There, on a tripod of ash, bound with a silver cord, was a conch shell.
“I think this is it,” said John. “Do any of you know how to use it?”
Without replying, Aven lifted the conch to her lips and sounded a long, clear note that echoed across the water.
In moments, as if from nowhere, a long, flat boat appeared, propelled by a ferryman using a tall black pole.
He was dressed in a black leather coat and wore his hair cropped short. His skin was pale and his hair so white it was devoid of color, but he seemed no older than John, and his face was expressionless. He wore round black glasses that hid his eyes, but as the boat approached he raised a hand in greeting.
Charles gulped. “Are…are you Charon?” he said hesitantly.
The man nodded once. “I was called as such, long ago. Charon, Methos, Morpheus…These were all my names, once upon a time. But now I am simply called Kilroy. Have you a coin for the passage?”
John looked at Aven in alarm. Talos had taken the bundles, and with them anything else Daedalus had included to aid in their passage between the islands.
“What kind of coin?” Charles asked suddenly.
“A silver talent is traditional,” replied Kilroy, “but any silver coin will do.”
Charles fumbled around in his pockets for a moment, pulling them all inside out until finally he found what he was looking for. “Aha!” he said triumphantly. “Will this do the trick?”
“An Irish punt?” John said in surprise.
“It’s my lucky coin,” said Charles.
“I’m not so sure it works,” John said wryly.
“That’s why I hadn’t mentioned it before,” Charles admitted, “but on the other hand, I’ve got it now, and that’s lucky enough, isn’t it?”
He handed the coin to the ferryman, who didn’t so much as glance at it before putting it inside the black coat. Kilroy moved back and motioned for them to step onto the boat.
The companions took their seats, and with no apparent effort, the ferryman pushed off with the pole and the boat slid smoothly into open water.

Jack woke in darkness.
Feeling his way around, he discovered he was in a small stone room, approximately ten feet wide and twelve feet long. The ceiling was high, and the walls had brackets for candles, but there was no other decoration in the room, which was obviously a cell of some sort.
The door was stout, and near the top, higher than Jack could jump, was a small window inset with iron bars.
There was just enough ambient light out in the corridor for him to see once his eyes had adjusted, but only just. And it was far too little to tell if he still retained his second shadow.
“Hello?” Jack called, hesitant. “Is anyone there?”
An unexpected answer came drifting through the small window.
It was a song. A child’s rhyme, sung by a child’s voice.

Ring a ring o’roses,
A pocket full of posies,
A-tishoo! A-tishoo!
We all fall down.

Jack shuddered. It was the song made up by children during the time of the plague in London. It was an older version than the one he himself had known as a child—the first time he was a child—but authentic. “A-tishoo! A-tishoo!” told him so. Sneezing was a common symptom of plague victims—before they fell down dead by the thousands.
He called out again. “I’m Jack. Who are you? Who’s there?”
The singing stopped abruptly. Then, hesitantly, a girl’s voice answered. “Abby. Abby Tornado. Why be you here, Jack?”
“A giant golden Clockwork captured me,” Jack replied. “And when I woke up, I was in this room.”
“A golden Clockwork?” said another voice, a boy this time. “I should have liked to seen that, I should. I were only taken by a common-variety Clockwork, neh?”
“Are you the Lost Boys?” Jack asked. “Is this where you were taken?”
“Some of us are, and some of us aren’t,” said Abby Tornado. “There be lots an’ lots o’ children here. Some of us be from Haven, and some from elsewheres.”
“I’m from a place called Prydain,” said the boy. “An’ I want to go home.”
Prydain. In the Archipelago of Dreams. Jack had found some of the missing children, at least.
“Why were you brought here?” said Jack. “What is this place?”
“It was supposed to be a great game,” the boy explained. “That’s all it was—just a game.
“A boy like us, but who wore a golden coat and the head and horns of a ram, came to us and told us that if we played a game with him, we would be taken to a place called Pleasure Island, where we’d never have to go to bed, and we could eat cakes and sweets, and no one would tell us what to do, because there are no grown-ups on Pleasure Island, none at all.”
“What was the game he asked you to play?”
“We were to sneak out of our beds after dark,” said the boy, “and were to go to the docks. Then, as the clocks struck midnight, we set the ships on fire.”
“Why would you do that?” Jack exclaimed.
The boy hesitated, then answered in a voice that said he was uncertain himself. “I—I don’t know. The music told us to, so we did. And after we set the fires, we waited for the King of Crickets to pick us up in his Dragonships, and they were supposed to take us to Pleasure Island, but they brung us here instead.”
A chill settled over Jack. The King of Crickets. Orpheus. That explained a great deal.
“Did the ships bring all the children here?”
“No,” said the boy. “Some of us he kept on the ships, and some of us he left here.”
“No one has been back for days,” Abby Tornado said. “We’re all hungry. You didn’t bring any food, did you?” she asked hopefully.
“I’m sorry,” said Jack. “I didn’t.”
“Oh,” said Abby. “Well, do you want to play a game?”
“I don’t know many games,” Jack admitted.
“I want to play Olly Olly Oxen-Free,” said the boy. Then, in a smaller voice, he added, “I want to go home.”
“Be brave,” said Abby Tornado. “Olly Olly Oxen-Free.”
“Olly Olly Oxen-Free,” the boy replied, as did another, and another girl, then another boy, and more, until the sound was a quiet hum of children that echoed throughout the corridors of their dark, dank prison.
It began as a game, Jack said to himself, but it’s become a means of survival for them, hasn’t it? And for me, too, it seems.
Olly Olly Oxen-Free.

Kilroy the ferryman took the companions to the next island, called Falun, which stood in the fourth district.
The ferryman was not verbose, but he answered any questions they asked, simply and without hesitation.
The children, Kilroy said, were most likely being taken to the seventh island in the Underneath. There was a fortress there that had often been used to keep prisoners—sometimes for centuries. And children were not excepted.
On the pebbled shore the boat slid to a halt, and Kilroy bade the companions farewell. Charles thought to ask him something more, but as the ferryman bent to adjust the rudder, Charles got a glimpse behind the dark glasses.
Kilroy had no eyes, and where they were supposed to be were rows of sharp ivory teeth.
Charles stepped quickly away from the boat and did not look back.

Falun, the sixth island, was nothing more than a great rending in the earth; a huge cleft, which glowed with the redness of the mythical Pit it inspired.
“Dante following Beatrice?” said John.
“Just so,” agreed Bert, indicating a series of steps that had been hewn into the walls. “Lead on, Caveo Principia.”
“Thanks a lot,” said John.

As with the crossing from Haven to Centrum Terrae, the opening at the bottom of the rift was connected to the next island by a bridge, although this one was not nearly as trustworthy as the first. It was made of thick, ropy strands of what could have been a spiderweb, and their feet stuck wherever they stepped. As they crossed, it became more and more of an effort to move easily, and they were all relieved when they finally set foot on solid earth once more.
“Remember,” Bert cautioned, “this is also Circe’s island. It could be more dangerous than all the rest combined.”
The island, which the History said was called Aiaia, looked like any island in the Mediterranean. There were olive trees and short, scrubby bushes, and here and there they could see scorpions lying in the warm sand.
And ahead was a great, foreboding building. It was a fortress, in every sense of the word.
The structure was not ostentatious by any means, but the various battlements and towers gave testament to what lay underneath. The towers were capped with steeply pitched roofs, and the outer wall was ringed with archways of sculpted stone. At the wall nearest the companions were three great metal-reinforced oaken doors, each with a small window inset about ten feet off the ground.
“Do we knock?” Charles asked. “What does it say in the History, John?”
“It doesn’t,” John replied. “So I suppose knocking is as good an idea as any other.”
“Then again,” said Charles, “what if it brings out more hostiles? I’d rather avoid a battle, if we can help it.”
Aven rolled her eyes and rapped her knuckles firmly on the door.
“That settles that,” said Charles.
There was no response, so Aven knocked again. Finally a panel in the window slid back and a meek voice spoke.
“What do you want?”
The companions looked at one another, and Aven gave John a nudge.
“Ah,” John began, “we’re looking for a friend of ours. A small fellow, called Jack.”
“Hmm,” the doorman said. “No Jack here, I’m afraid. No, all we’ve got here is children. Sorry I couldn’t help you.” And with that, the panel slid shut.
“Hey!” Aven yelled, pounding on the door. “Jack is a child. Let us in!”
The panel slid back again. “Well, why didn’t you say so? I can’t be expected to know a ‘Jack’ is also a child. I’ve got responsibilities, you know. Can’t keep track of everything.”
There was a clomping noise, followed by the sound of several bolts being thrown back. The door creaked open, and instead of the near giant they expected, they saw that the doorman was only four feet tall.
The curious creature had a hunchback, a carapace like a beetle’s, and six arms. There were two disks on his head, which looked as if they’d been horny growths that had been filed down. One eye was rheumy, the other an empty socket, and his face was sullen.
“Where’s Jack?” said John. “Can you take us to him?”
“I’m sorry,” the six-armed creature said plaintively. “There have to be forms. I can’t release anyone until you’ve filled out the proper forms.”
Charles stepped forward and raised a finger. “I can handle that,” he declared. “I’m an editor. I know how to deal with paperwork.”

The odd little creature led them down a series of corridors, talking all the way. Apparently he didn’t get many visitors, and so was taking full advantage of the opportunity to get acquainted.
“I’m called Asterius,” he said without looking back, “and I assure you, anything you’ve heard about me certainly isn’t true.”
“What would we have heard of you?” Bert asked.
“I can leave whenever I want,” Asterius replied, “I just choose not to. I’m also of noble blood, did you know? Could you tell? Yes,” he continued, answering himself, “noble blood. It’s obvious.”
Charles looked at John and twirled a finger at his temple. John grinned and nodded.
“I don’t usually mix with commoners, not that I have any time to,” Asterius said. “There’s always so much to do here.”
“Where is ‘here,’ exactly?” asked John.
“My house,” Asterius said, surprised. “Didn’t you know? You came to see me, after all.”
“Actually, we came for Jack,” Charles said mildly.
Asterius deflated slightly. “Oh yes, that’s right. Well, paperwork,” he said.
“You have a very large house,” Bert observed.
“As well I should,” the creature replied. “It is as big as Creation, after all.”
“That big?” said Charles.
“Oh yes,” said Asterius. “Maybe bigger.”
“Do you have many visitors?” asked Bert.
“No,” Asterius answered. “Not many. Oh, every nine years or so someone comes along who wants to fight, but that’s about it.”
The corridor opened into a broad room filled with shelves, old bones, and papyrus rolls. The little creature positioned himself on a high stool and began to shuffle through a sheaf of documents.
“Yes,” he continued, somewhat mournfully. “Ever since that brat Theseus put my eye out, I’ve been stuck here at…at…a desk job. I should be out wandering the countryside, spreading fear and terror wherever I roam….”
Asterius sighed. He looked at Charles with a wan eye. “You don’t believe me. You don’t think I’m capable of spreading fear, do you? I never get any respect.”
“Oh, I assure you, you’re considerably fearsome,” Charles said, elbowing John.
“Oh, yes,” agreed John. “Fearful. Terrifying. I wouldn’t sleep for nights if I even got a glimpse of you on the horizon.”
“Really?” the little creature said, eyes brightening. He sat slightly taller (as much taller as the carapace would allow) and seemed to puff out his chest. “Well then, now that’s been established, what can I do for you?”
“Jack,” Aven said, exasperated. “We’re here for Jack.”
“Hmm,” said Asterius. “All I have here is unsuitables. Is Jack unsuitable?”
“Unsuitable for what?” said John.
“To fight,” said Asterius. “To fight in the Great Crusade. Those who were suitable went with the king, and those who were unsuitable came here. You really are rather unlearned, aren’t you?”

Having found whatever documentation it was he needed, Asterius led the companions back into the great labyrinth of halls and corridors, still talking all the way.
“Here we are,” he announced, hefting the lamp to a short pedestal to better light the spacious room they had entered. “The Aedificium.”
It was a great octagon, but, their strange guide explained, it appeared from a distance as a tetragon.
“Why is that significant?” asked John.
“It’s a Christian conceit,” said Charles. “The tetragon is supposed to be the perfect physical expression of the permanence and solidity of the Kingdom of God.”
“The Abbey of the Rose!” Bert exclaimed, snapping his fingers. “Stellan knew of it. He once said that the design of this place was based on the original plans for the library of Babel, although whether he meant before or after the Great Confusion, I’m not sure.”
All the shelves in the Aedificium, or sacred library, were heavily laden with Bibles. There were incunabula from centuries past; leatherbound Bibles from recent decades; and hand-bound, illuminated manuscripts that had been lovingly, carefully illustrated by the monks who had once resided in the abbey.
In his conservative estimate, John calculated that the room contained twelve thousand Bibles.
“The other papers are in order, so if you’ll just choose the Bible that opens the gate,” said Asterius, pointing to an impassably solid wrought-iron door, “then we can go retrieve your ‘Jack.’”
“Which one do we choose?” asked John.
“I’m not doing this for my health, you know,” Asterius complained. “There are covenants, and there are bindings, and I’ve already extended courtesies to you regarding the discrepancies in the paperwork, but if you don’t even know how to get in…” The little creature let the words trail off into silence, as the companions looked around in despair at all the books.
“Here,” said Bert, pointing to letters engraved above the gate. “Perhaps this will give us a clue.”
“Could it be a riddle, like the one outside Samaranth’s lair?” asked Aven. “Or a magic word?”
Bert shook his head. “The monks of the abbey would have eschewed any use of magic words. A riddle is possible, though. Can you read what it says?”
“I can,” said Charles, taking the lamp from Asterius and holding it high to illuminate the lettering. “It’s Hebrew.”
He looked over the letters for a moment, lips moving silently, then turned to the others. “I think it is a riddle,” he told them, “but I don’t know what it means, because the phrase itself is no mystery at all.”
He turned back to the riddle and began to recite: “The wolf also shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with the kid; and the calf and the young lion and the fatling together; and a little child shall lead them.”
John looked startled. “You know it?” Bert asked him.
“Yes,” John said. “It’s from the Old Testament. Isaiah, unless I miss my guess.”
“You didn’t,” said Charles, “but what does it mean?”
“All along,” mused John, “we’ve made mistakes and missteps because we were thinking like adults instead of like children. We haven’t even paid enough attention when we knew it would be important to do so.
“I think this means exactly what it says. We must be led by a little child.”
They all turned to Laura Glue, and Charles knelt in front of her. “Laura Glue,” he said gently, “our good-luck charm. Can you help us?”
“I’ll try,” she replied cautiously.
She looked at the books, then slowly began to circle the room. She passed the illuminated Bibles John would have chosen, and the incunabula that would have been Charles’s preference.
Finally she stopped and withdrew a small, battered Bible from the shelf. It was an old German Bible, and it was small enough to easily fit in her hands. A child’s Bible.
Inside was an aged slip of paper, with the outline of two tiny hands.
“Albert’s hands,” Asterius said, taking it from her and nodding. “The ghost tracings of a child long gone are still totemic and still bear power. You have found what you need.”
Nimbly Asterius folded the paper into a key and inserted it into the lock on the gate, which instantly popped open.
The companions stepped inside a dark hallway lined with doors and lifted the lantern. From the darkness beyond, they could hear children’s voices, and among them a familiar voice calling out “Olly Olly Oxen-Free.”
It was Jack.
When he heard the voices of his friends, Jack called out with joy, and it was only a few twists and turns down the corridors to the cell where he was being held.
There were happy hugs and handshakes all around, and the light of the lantern showed that not only was he unharmed for his experience, but the second shadow was intact as well.
Hurriedly Jack told them what he had learned from Abby Tornado and the others.
“Well,” said Aven, “now we know what happened to the ships in the Archipelago.”
“We aren’t going to leave the children here, are we?” said Jack.
“Of course we aren’t,” John said firmly. “They’ll be coming with us. All of them.”
“No!” Asterius protested, wringing his hands. “There’s been no paperwork to allow it! It simply can’t be permitted!”
The companions’ only answer came from Aven, who drew her long knife and pointed it at the small creature.
Asterius sighed.
“You see?” he said to Charles. “No respect.”
In moments the rest of the cell doors had been opened, and the corridors that had been black and silent were ablaze with torchlight and the joyful laughter of children.




PART SIX
The Ninth Circle

Something else was coming through one of the rifts in Time.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Shadows and Light
The old man had become fevered, and with the fever came delirium. So he began to speak, to tell stories, for it seemed as if no help would be coming after all, and all that remained for him was to tell stories and, finally, to die.
“This is a story,” he began, his voice weak but clear, “about the secret of Perpetual Youth. Not Eternal Life, for there is an ending to all things. But to live one’s span with the energy and vigor for life that one has as a child is a treasure worth seeking. And seek it I did. But when I found it, I realized it was not so much a secret as a terrible, terrible truth—and truths, once learned, can seldom be unlearned.
“The secret is a great lie. For there is no such thing as Perpetual Youth. It is only an illusion.
“Illusions can be kept. Illusions can be cherished. But they can never become real. And to choose to see oneself as a child forever is only that—illusion.
“All things grow. All things change. And eventually, all things must pass. It is the way of life. To stay young is to remove oneself from the motion of the world. But to grow up is to take hold of that motion, and use it, and shape the world for those who come after. It is not a choice. It is a responsibility.”
“You’re ill, Peter,” said the woman in the mirror, “and that’s merely a collection of useless platitudes, not a story. You should be quiet, and rest.”
“A story?” the old man said. “I know a story. Once there were two children, a brother and sister named Phrixus and Helle, whose stepmother was a witch. She was a great beauty and had seduced their father into marriage.
“She hated her husband’s children, and often wished there were some way to rid herself of them. And so on the anniversary of her marriage, she had an idea: She constructed a house deep in an ancient forest. Its walls were made of sugared bread, and sweet wine flowed across its floors. Its roof was made of almond cakes, the windows were framed in boiled licorice root, and inside, cooking over the fire, was a cauldron of a confection she called Turkish delight, which smelled of winter, spring, and summer all at once.
“Children were drawn to the house, as all children would be, and one day, so were Phrixus and Helle. But they saw her for what she was, and saw what she was trying to do to them, and they forced her into the oven she intended for them and burned her to a crisp. Then they escaped by flying away on the back of a magical golden ram, and they lived happily ever after.”
“You have it all wrong,” the woman in the mirror said. “They escaped on the ram long before I ever built the cottage on Centrum Terrae, and it wasn’t for them that I built it. It was for my own children. And I never meant to harm them.”
The old man chuckled, then coughed. “I’m getting my stories confused again, aren’t I? I was confusing that tale with the story of Medea.”
The woman in the mirror seemed to withdraw, then the image clarified again. “They’re the same story,” she said, her voice subdued. “You just have the details wrong, Peter.”
“How could I have forgotten how Jason betrayed Medea?” the old man said. “Or how she followed him to the ends of the Earth, and beyond, and then farther still. And finally she took upon him the revenge she had so long sought.”
“She paid the price for her choices,” the woman said. “A far greater price than she ever expected, and so did her husband. He is but a shade, and she a reflection. So why, after all this time, can they not be forgiven?”
“Because,” replied the old man, “it is her sons who paid an even greater price than that. A price they continue to pay. A price they will always be compelled to pay, until the day they forgive themselves.”
“But they did nothing wrong!” the woman in the mirror exclaimed. “Nothing!”
“And never telling them that, Medea, is the sin you cannot repent of.”

It was difficult to count the number of children the companions freed from Asterius’s labyrinth, because they wouldn’t stand still long enough to be counted.
At Charles’s best estimate, there were between one and two hundred. The majority of them were Lost Boys, and so there were many happy embraces and reunions with Laura Glue and Aven.
The rest of the children, perhaps thirty of them, were from various islands in the Archipelago of Dreams.
Bert, John, and Charles decided that while Asterius was harmless enough, there was still a very real possibility that the stories of Circe were also true, and none of them wanted to meet the enchantress—especially with hundreds of children in tow.
“She also tended to turn her visitors into swine,” added Charles, “so I’m for leaving here, posthaste.”
“Agreed,” said John. He gestured out over the water. “It’s low tide still, and the next islands are close, in the same district as this one. So I think we can actually walk across.”
Charles clapped his hands. “That’s right! These are the Wandering Isles, where they greet travelers like royalty! What are we waiting for? Let’s go!”
Charles and the two-shadowed Jack took off at a trot across the shallow water, splashing other children along the way. Soon all the children were running and splashing their way across the narrows to the eighth group of islands.
“I think if we had any illusions about this being a stealth operation,” Jack said to Bert, “they’ve pretty much been shattered now.”

The Wandering Isles were very similar to Aiaia, and the heritage of the inhabitants was obvious from the architecture of the Grecian houses and temples that dotted the nearby hills.
The shore was open and well cultivated, and there was evidence of fishermen having been there recently. A large number of chickens bustled about pecking at insects and scorpions.
“That’s a sign of civilization,” said Charles. “A society with well-contented chickens is a well-contented society.”
“You’re a very odd man,” said Bert.
“I get that more often than you’d think,” replied Charles.
“What next?” Aven said to John. “Does the History say where else we need to go, or what we need to do?”
John shook his head and showed her the book. “The pages after the ones about Aiaia have been ripped out. We’re on our own, I’m afraid.”
A peal of thunder rumbled through the air, and several of the children squealed in response.
For the first time since the companions had come to the Underneath, storm clouds began to gather overhead. Black, foreboding, they were an ill omen, and Bert pulled his collar tighter and shuddered as he watched the clouds rolling in.
“This is no ordinary storm,” he said to Jack. “Aven and I have witnessed its like before. This is a Time Storm.”
He pointed skyward, just to the east. “Up above us is the Keep of Time, and as it crumbles, more and more portals into the past are being loosed,” he explained. “They are colliding here, intersecting, with no boundaries and no control. And I believe the center of every crisis we have encountered is here, in this very spot.”
As Bert spoke, the air above them began to shimmer, as if they were viewing a mirage. Suddenly an airplane burst into view, engine screaming.
It was a large silver twin-prop plane, of a make that John didn’t recognize. It roared past, just skimming over the surface of the water, and close enough they could see the face of the woman piloting it and that of her navigator sitting behind her.
A stencilled name on the fusilage identified the plane as a LOCKHEED ELECTRA, but that was all they managed to make out before the pilot pulled up, gained altitude, and vanished to the east over the towers of Aiaia.
“That’s not good, if that was who it appeared to be,” Bert said darkly, “although it’s nice to know she wasn’t actually lost in the Pacific.”
“Who was that?” asked John.
“It doesn’t matter,” said Bert. “What does matter is that the plane came from somewhere in the future—around 1937 or so. Time is starting to fracture.”
“Look,” Charles said, pointing to the east. “Here comes another one.”
They looked, but it wasn’t another plane that was dropping rapidly out of the sky toward the beach.
It was the Indigo Dragon.
The decks were manned by the Croatoans, and an all-too-familiar man was at the wheel.
“Greetings,” Burton called out with a wave. “We meet again, Caretakers.”
Before the companions could respond, the Croatoan warriors, all heavily armed with knives and spears, had leaped over the sides of the airship and encircled them on the sand. Once more they were captives.
“You planned to use the airship all along, didn’t you?” John said.
“Of course,” said Burton. “The chance to gain both an airship that could finally take me out of the Underneath, as well as a Dragonship that could cross the Frontier back into the real world, was too good to pass up. Besides, your crew had done most of the repairs, anyway.”
“You mean before you ate them,” Charles spat. “But how did you find us?”
In answer, Burton merely smiled—and held up Laura Glue’s Compass Rose.
Bert groaned. It had still been attuned to seeking the Caretakers. All Burton had to do was follow the glow.
Aven pieced together something else. “We didn’t really escape from you, did we?” she said coldly. “You allowed us to escape, just so you could follow us.”
Burton nodded and grinned more broadly. “That I did,” he replied. “And you are far too trusting, you helpless wench. Just because Billy could show you a shiny trinket, you thought you could trust him. And you were wrong.”
From the foredeck of the Indigo Dragon, Hairy Billy smiled—but it wasn’t the smile he’d shown them before, the smile of a friend and collaborator. This smile was cold and cruel. He took off the silver thimble he wore around his neck and dropped it to the deck as if it were trash. In that moment the companions realized the full extent of how they had been manipulated and betrayed.
“But why, Burton?” said Bert. “What purpose did it serve?”
“You wouldn’t willingly tell me where you’d taken our children,” replied Burton, “so we had to let you think you’d escaped so we could follow you. And from the looks of things,” he added, looking around at the children playing in the sand and surf, “it was the right decision.
“Now,” he said, as he stepped closer and a more threatening tone crept into his voice, “where are our children? And where is my daughter Lillith?”
None of them knew how to answer, or to even say anything that Burton might believe.
At least, John thought to himself, none of the children had yet realized what was taking place there on the beach.
None, save for one—Jack.
Burton didn’t know one of the children was actually a Caretaker.
Quietly Jack was moving among the children, whispering to them, and several had already begun running toward the Indigo Dragon.
Burton realized that they were about to be overwhelmed with children, and he barked a series of harsh commands to the Indians who were still aboard.
The rest of the Croatoans climbed out of the ship and began to herd the children toward the nearby fishing cottages—which was exactly what Jack had intended to happen. He was hiding under one of the small fishing boats, and his expression told John that he needed to keep Burton’s attention, even if only for a few more moments.
“I’ll tell you where your children are,” John said, much to the others’ surprise, “if you’ll answer a single question for me.”
“Fair enough, Caretaker,” agreed Burton, still fingering the spear that he had loosely cradled in his arms. “What is your question?”
“Why are the Pan and the previous Caretaker enemies?”
Charles’s jaw dropped, and he stared at John in amazement. That was not what he had expected him to ask of an avowed enemy of Peter Pan’s.
The reaction of the Croatoans was different. They looked at one another and nodded, as if this were one of the common stories of their people. Even the expression of the one called Murthwaite seemed to shift to one that was more respectful as Burton began to answer.
“Well asked, Caretaker,” the explorer said, a soft burr in his voice. “The Pan and his friend-now-enemy were as brothers once. They met here in the Archipelago, and it was here that the Pan showed his friend the secret of how to never grow old.
“Then,” he continued, “they met a maiden, and she gave them each a kiss. The Pan rejected his, for he thought that keeping it would make him grow old, and he feared this most of all. But the Caretaker kept his kiss and fell in love with the maiden, and together they began to grow up.
“However, the Caretaker had fears of his own, as well as reasons that compelled him to return to his world—and so he gave her a choice. He would leave the Archipelago and abandon his duties, and her as well. Or she could come be with him, grow old with him, raise a family with him—but at the price of never returning to the Archipelago.”
Aven was silent, but the tears streaming down her cheeks told her friends that what Burton said was true.
“I never knew,” Bert whispered. “I never realized that was the choice she had.”
“Ah, Aven…,” Charles said, his voice low.
“The old Caretaker, your predecessor, and the Pan have been enemies ever since,” said Burton. “Now—I’m losing my patience. Where are our children?”
John’s mind raced for some kind of an answer, whatever he could say that wouldn’t make the situation worse—but suddenly Burton was distracted by something more pressing. The other Croatoans’ shouts caused him to turn and gasp in surprise as he watched the Indigo Dragon lift away from the beach and rise swiftly into the air.
At the wheel, a smiling Jack waved, and in moments the airship was out of reach of the Croatoans’ spears and arrows. Without a backward glance, Jack piloted the ship over their heads, pointed it westward, and vanished.
Burton howled in fury and turned to John. “You’ll pay for this, Caretaker. I promise you that.”
He pulled his knife and was about to strike at John when suddenly the sky turned black and the island vibrated with thunder. Over the water, the air had begun to shimmer again. Something else was coming through one of the rifts in Time.
It was not an airplane this time. It was a ship. Large, of a familiar design, it was a graceful, majestic vessel, and it slid smoothly through the air and water until it solidified in the shallows just footsteps from the Croatoans and the companions.
Aven let out a shout, and Bert’s mouth dropped open even as his eyes welled up with tears.
It was the Argo.
The long-missing Red Dragon had appeared at last.

Burton’s eyes blazed with recognition. To him, the appearance of another Dragonship, here, now, only confirmed his suspicions—which meant the two men at the helm, as young as they appeared to be, were his enemies.
The men had the appearance of brothers and were dressed in a manner similar to the Lost Boys. They were speaking in loud voices tinged with Greek accents. They were Hugh the Iron and William the Pig. Jason’s sons. The original Lost Boys.
John’s eyes widened in realization, and he looked at Bert, who nodded frantically. He realized the same thing John had about the two young men who were waving a greeting and coming ashore, not realizing that the Croatoans were preparing to attack.
“Go back!” John yelled. “William! Hugh! Get back on the ship! You must get away!”
“What?” one of the young men called, waggling a finger in his ear. “I can’t hear a thing with this cursed beeswax Peter put in our ears, can you, Will?”
The other shrugged and tapped the side of his head, then, with the other hand outstretched in friendship, walked toward Hairy Billy.
Instead of taking the proffered hand, the Indian lifted his spear and impaled the boy on it.
“No!” Aven and John screamed together.
Hairy Billy merely smiled wickedly and drove the spear deeper into the bewildered boy. The boy called William cried out in horror and leaped to his brother’s defense, but the other Indians were already moving to the attack.
This new spectacle was distracting enough to the Croatoans that Aven caught one of them off guard, throwing him to the ground and snatching away his spear. Quickly she stabbed the Indians holding Charles and Bert, while John coldcocked the one who been behind him and caught Aven’s knife.
The Croatoans were now being pulled in two fronts, but they were still focused on the weaker opponents with the Dragonship. Burton turned to face the companions and was knocked brutally off his feet by Aven.
“Being called a wench I can live with,” she said, “but no one calls me ‘helpless.’”
In a flash, Burton was back up and sparring with her, while Charles and Bert were busy with their own opponents. Only John tried to reach the two young men who had arrived in the Red Dragon. But he was not fast enough.
The Croatoans fell on them, swords ripping and tearing at their flesh with the spears and knives. William made a valiant effort to defend himself and was obviously skilled with weaponry, but he could do little more than fend off the attackers until he and Hugh could stagger back onto the ship.
In seconds the living Dragonship had pulled away from the shore and was gaining speed back toward the rift in Time.
“No!” John shouted. “Don’t let them go! Charles, we have to stop that ship!”
But it was already too late. The Red Dragon—the Argo—was already far away from the shore, carrying the battered bodies of William and Hugh with it.
The air around the islands began to tremble, and again the sound of thunder split the air. And suddenly the ship was gone. It had vanished back into Time.
John dropped to his knees and pounded the sand with his fists. “We could have stopped it,” he exclaimed. “We could have stopped it all. But now it’s too late.”
Even the Croatoans had paused in their attacks on the companions, realizing that something was amiss.
“What are you talking about?” said Charles, still brandishing a spear at one of the Indians. “What’s wrong?”
“Don’t you see?” John said. “William and Hugh were unharmed before Burton fought with them. He’s the one who set this in motion—and now they’ve disappeared back into the ripples of Time itself, where they are wrecking on the shoreline where Bacon found them seven hundred years ago!”
John stood and marched to Burton, grabbing him roughly by his jacket. “If only you had listened!” John shouted. “If only you had trusted us, this would all be over. And now it’s all gone wrong! You fool! You arrogant fool!”
“Look!” Bert shouted, pointing over the water. “It’s coming back!”
The thunder was constant now as Time shuddered, and once more the Red Dragon sailed into view. But this time it wasn’t alone. Behind it, with the sole exception of the Indigo Dragon, all the other Dragonships—White, Orange, Yellow, Green, Blue, and Violet—were falling into a well-ordered formation.
On the foredeck of the Red Dragon stood the two young men they had seen on the beach just minutes before, but they had changed.
These were not boys, but men, who were battle-hardened and cold. And they were not entirely human, not any longer. The exposed metal on their arms, torsos, and faces showed that their bodies were at least partially mechanical. And even at that distance, the companions could hear the ticking emanating from their chests.
These were the Clockworks Laura Glue had warned them about—the abductors of the Lost Boys.
And behind them, filling the decks of the seven Dragonships, were hundreds and hundreds of children. Some were dressed in animal skins, some in armor. But all of them were fitted for battle.
The companions and the Croatoans stood mute as the armada came to rest in the shallows of the island. Then the leader of the army climbed over the Red Dragon’s railing and jumped to the sand. He was a dark-skinned, blue-eyed young man, and on his head and shoulders was his mantle of command—the unmistakable head, horns, and pelt that comprised the Golden Fleece.
“Dear God,” Aven whispered, her eyes locked on the golden warrior at the forefront of the army now leaving the ships. “That’s Stephen.
“That’s my son.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
The Thimble
With only a gesture from their leader, the Children’s Army streamed over the sides of the ships and through the water. In minutes all of the adults, Caretakers and Croatoans alike, were surrounded. A group of the children went to the nearby fishing cottages and captured the Indians there as well, and also the children who had been freed from the labyrinth, and who seemed more confused than anything else.
It was only then that the thunder subsided enough for them to hear the soft melodies being played by the pipes.
A tall, emaciated figure, cloaked and hooded in black, stepped off the Red Dragon. In his hands were the panpipes, and he played a tune that resonated strongly within everyone who heard it.
But with the children, the effect ran more deeply. Every one of the children who had been on the ships wore glazed, entranced expressions. The piper was controlling them all.
“The King of Crickets,” breathed Bert.
The music stopped. “The very same,” purred a voice that trembled with hate. “But you may call me the Piper.”

“The King of Crickets,” breathed Bert.
Aven was still too fixed on her son to notice or care what the tall man was saying. Stephen would hardly look at her. To him, she was simply one of his prisoners.
“He’s only a child! He’s not yet nine years old!” said Aven. “How can he be this…this…”
John suddenly realized what had rattled her so. This Stephen who commanded an army and wore the Golden Fleece was a teenager, fourteen, perhaps older, and already had the manner and bearing of a man. Whatever else he had become, he was no longer a child.
“He was a child, when I claimed him,” said the Piper. “He and many, many others who serve me. They have traveled many places, and the journeys have taken several years to complete.”
“But it’s only been a few days!” Aven cried.
“To you, perhaps,” said the Piper. “But our Crusade has been in progress for a long while, and will go on longer still. We have returned here only to deal with a few loose ends.”
There was a cry of pain and surprise, and the companions were astonished to see Burton lying on the ground, bleeding from his mouth and sobbing.
Standing above him with a clenched fist was a girl, who was dressed like the Croatoans. It was Burton’s missing daughter, Lillith. He had seen her in the throng and rushed to embrace her—and was met with a blow to the face that belied her size.
This wasn’t a girl any longer, but a warrior, as her father had just discovered to his great sorrow.
“I almost feel sorry for the bugger,” Charles whispered. “He does all these awful things just to find his own child, and she’s as entranced as the rest of them.”
“I’m not that sorry,” Bert whispered back. “Much of this is his fault.”
“What is it you want, Orpheus?” John said, feigning boldness. “Why are you doing all this?”
“Orpheus?” the Piper said in surprise. “You think I’m Orpheus?” He tipped back his head and laughed, long and hard. “Oh, my dear Caretakers, you have surprised me, when I thought there were no surprises left in this world. It was worth returning just to hear that.”
“Not Orpheus?” John whispered to Bert. “How could we be so mistaken?”
Bert shook his head. “I don’t know. If the Piper isn’t Orpheus, then I’m at a loss.”
“How did he know?” wondered Charles. “How did the Piper know we were Caretakers?”
Before John could answer, several of the soldiers started to blink and shake their heads. Apparently, without constant reinforcement, the mesmerizing effects of the Piper’s music could not hold sway over them.
The Piper again raised the pipes to his lips and began to play, and instantly Stephen, Lillith, and all the rest of the soldier children straightened, their eyes glazing over once more. Then the tune took a wicked turn, and the Indian girl Lillith drew a long knife from her belt.
She advanced toward the companions, and it became clear that the Piper was compelling her to kill them.
Aven rose to her feet and took a defensive stance. John may have been a soldier, but she was better at hand-to-hand combat. The girl was smaller, but the knife was lethally sharp, and it was obvious she could wield it with skill.
All along the outskirts of the group, the children from the labyrinth huddled together in knots, terrified that something beyond their understanding was happening—and even more terrified that it was beyond the grown-ups’ understanding too.
“John, look,” Charles hissed between clenched teeth. “The Piper is playing, but it isn’t affecting Laura Glue or the children of Haven at all.”
About fifty feet away, their little friend was putting on a brave face, but she was obviously scared to death—and utterly unmoved by the Piper’s music.
“She had beeswax in her ears,” said John. “Didn’t she?”
“It’s not the beeswax,” argued Charles. “It’s got to be something else that’s shielding them from the spell.”
Charles was right. The Indian girl Lillith was completely entranced and was circling Aven, feinting and lunging with the precision of a cold machine—but Laura was still crouching at the base of the rocks, a terrified expression on her face.
“None of the children from any of the Dragonships were able to resist the music,” whispered Charles. “And Lillith succumbed again the minute he began to play. So what is it that makes the others immune?”
“I don’t know,” said John. “It must have something to do with Haven, maybe something peculiar to all the children who were there….”
John’s breath suddenly caught in his throat when he realized the words he’d just spoken.
Something unique, that only they possessed.
Something peculiar to the children in Haven, and the other children in the labyrinth who had been deemed “unsuitable” to enlist in the Crusade.
Something that made them immune to the effects of the Piper’s music.
And suddenly John’s heart began to race, and he realized what it was, what it had to be. But how could he use the knowledge to their advantage without getting everyone killed?
His train of thought was broken by a scream. Lillith had at last found an opening in Aven’s defenses and struck a wicked blow to her side. Aven dropped to her knees in pain, her left arm falling useless as her tunic turned crimson with blood.
Lillith quickly moved forward for a killing strike but was halted by a trilling harmony from the Piper.
“No,” he said. “Not yet, anyway. Defeating her is enough. There is no one who might stop us now.”
Aven struggled to her feet as Lillith moved to take her place at the Piper’s side. “No,” Aven said, her voice a rasp of agony. “It’s not over.”
“Oh, but I think it is,” said the Piper. He again put the pipes to his lips and played a discordant tune, and suddenly Stephen strode forward and, with a kick, forced his mother roughly to the ground. He placed a sandaled foot on the back of her neck and pushed her face into the abrasive sand. All the while, his face was empty—only the music, and the illusion it painted in his mind, mattered.
The notes changed, and Stephen lifted his foot and turned to face the Dragonships.
“Shall I tell you about your son?” the Piper said, his voice cruel and mocking. “Shall I tell you of all the atrocities he will commit, and the death he will bring to the world? Do you want to know all the evil he has already done?
“Do you want to know the best part?” the Piper went on, his voice growing softer, but still dripping with wicked glee. “He knows. Deep inside, somewhere within, he is still the child you remember. And as he goes forth at my command, at the head of my army, bringing destruction to the world beyond, he knows what he is being compelled to do—and there is nothing that can prevent it. He is mine, now and forever.”
Aven did not move, but wept into the sand. “My son is truly lost to me,” she murmured dully. “Lost. My lost son.”
Lost son, thought John. Lost Boys. It had to be. Peter had known. He had been the Piper once—so he had to have known too how to defeat the Piper’s spell. And Jamie had to have known as well, or else why send Laura Glue for him to begin with?
“‘Abandon all hope, ye who enter here,’” quoted the Piper. “It was prophesied, inevitable. And now,” he said, raising the pipes to his lips, “we shall have an ending, and go forth to the Great War that we have been building for seven hundred years.”
“Stop!” John called out in what he hoped was a forceful-sounding voice. “Show mercy. At least let her say her last farewell. Let her say good-bye to her child.”
Aven looked up at John. The fatigue and pain masking her face was not enough to hide her astonishment. What was he playing at?
The Piper tilted his head and smiled cruelly, as if sensing an opportunity for further torment. “Farewell to her child,” he purred. “Let it not be said I am without mercy—to a point.”
He gestured with his hand, and Stephen spun about on his heel and stood above the battered figure of his mother once more.
It was all John could do to keep his expression placid, and his voice steady. “Aven,” he said, “accept the Piper’s mercy. Say goodbye to your son. Say good-bye…and give him one final kiss.”
Please, thought John. Please, Aven. See this. See this connection. For the sake of us all, see this in my eyes, and know what you must do.
Aven saw it.
She looked up at the Piper, showing him a pleading, already grieving mother, needing, wanting this one small thing. “May I?” she asked. “May I give my son a kiss?”
The Piper preened at the plaintive, almost desperate tone in her voice.
“Yes,” he whispered. “For this, the last time you shall ever see your son, I shall permit a kiss.”
Aven tilted her head slightly in acknowledgment of the act of mercy. She stood shakily, weak from loss of blood, and slowly, painfully, walked to her son.
Stephen looked indifferently at his mother, his arms crossed. His gaze was not dead, but it was passionless. There was no spark, only drive. He was a tethered life that lacked his soul, and it showed in the vacancy of his eyes. And in moments his master was going to use him to start a conflagration that would consume the world.
Aven choked back a sob.
She leaned in, as if to kiss Stephen’s cheek—then, masking the motion with her crippled left arm, she swiftly reached up with her right hand and pulled something out of her tunic.
She kissed him, and at the same moment slipped the small silver thimble into his hand.
For an instant it seemed as if nothing happened. Then Stephen’s eyes went wide, and he began to shudder.
The Piper’s eyes narrowed. Something was amiss.
Aven watched a myriad of emotions suddenly flowing across her son’s face, and he made a small noise, as if in pain. And then his eyes cleared. They widened, focused, narrowed.
And Aven’s son smiled at her.
“Mother,” he said softly. “You know I don’t like being kissed in front of my people.”
The Piper snarled and lifted his pipes to his lips.
Before she could react, Stephen thrust Aven behind him and in the same wheeling motion hurled his long knife at the Piper.
It struck him in the throat, before a note could be sounded by the pipes, and he let out a choking scream.
There was a thunderclap, and a shattering across the sky. And the figure of the Piper exploded into shards of darkness.

Guided by the shadow that had sought him out and bound itself to him, Jack steered the Indigo Dragon past the last of the Wandering Isles into the sixth and final district of the Underneath, to the last island.
The Ninth Circle, according to Dante. The center of Hell. Not someplace one might choose to go willingly. But Jack did, not because he was compelled by the shadow, but because he felt its need. It needed help, and it had sought him out. Not one of the adults. Jack. Young Jack. It trusted him, and he could not betray that trust.
Incredibly, the ninth island was small and unremarkable. All that it appeared to hold were a few stunted trees and a tumble of stones that appeared to be a cairn, or perhaps the entrance to a cave.
Jack tilted the guidelines of the Indigo Dragon, spun the wheel, and headed for the island.

The pieces of darkness that had formed the Piper’s body were thousands upon thousands of crickets, which scattered into the crevices and under the rocks, the better to escape the light. But what remained behind had nowhere to go.
It was a shadow. And only a shadow.
When its body was destroyed, the pipes fell to the ground and cracked apart. They would not be easily repaired—and the effect of their breaking was obvious and immediate.
The children began to awaken.
The long enchantment they had been under was over.
As their eyes began to clear, they became themselves again. Those who were armed dropped their weapons. Those with friends recognized them and embraced them in a happy, bittersweet reunion—for to some of the children, it had been only a few days since they’d parted. For the rest, it had been years.
Even Burton was sobbing, as his daughter dropped to her knees and embraced him. “Ah, my Lillith, my Lily-girl,” he said. “I’ve missed you so.”
“I missed you, too, Papa,” said the girl.
The shadow hissed and rose into the air. “You may have destroyed my form,” the former Piper hissed, its words like acrid smoke. “But I have not come here alone.”
Hugh the Iron and William the Pig, the half-Clockwork Lost Boys, were still under some kind of compulsion. The destruction of the panpipes seemed not to deter them at all. They marched briskly to the Red Dragon and removed from its deck several large paving stones, which they laid end to end in a path that led from the ship to the clearing where the shadow of the Piper still hovered.
Then one last passenger calmly climbed over the railing of the Red Dragon and, careful to step only on the stones, walked toward the astonished companions.
It was Daedalus.
“You gave your word the children would not be harmed,” the inventor said to the shadow.
“And none of them have been,” the shadow hissed. “Yet. You said you would deliver all the Caretakers to me as children, yet when I arrived, I find them fully grown.”
“They wouldn’t look into the Well,” replied Daedalus. “Only the one, Jack, and I don’t see him here.”
“One is not three, Daedalus,” the shadow said. “Had they been children, I might have entranced them with the pipes, and we would be done with this.”
Laura Glue cried out in happiness and ran forward to embrace Daedalus, not realizing what was actually taking place. Charles reached out and caught her, then pulled her close.
“What is this?” Aven exclaimed. “What have you done, Daedalus? What have you allied yourself with?”
“He was against us all along,” said John. “That’s why he wanted us to look into Echo’s Well, and that’s why the History is missing the last pages. It was all a trap.”
“Try not to think too badly of me, Aven,” Daedalus said, as Hugh and William continued to remove stones from the ship and lay them around the clearing. “I simply did what I must, as we all do. You were motivated by love of your son. While I…I simply wanted to get out of that damned city of children. That accursed tower where I’ve been trapped for all these centuries.”
“So much for repentance and redemption, eh, Daedalus?” said John.
“Spare me your Christian balms,” said Daedalus. “My nephew had humiliated me, and while it wasn’t my intent to kill him, I couldn’t let his offense simply pass.”
“And what of Icarus?” put in Bert. “What of your own son?”
Daedalus started, then regained his composure. “Regrettable. I never wanted it to happen. My designs were not perfected then, so it really wasn’t my fault. It was an accident, that’s all. An accident.”
“You have to be the worst father I’ve ever heard of,” said Charles.
“You’re forgetting Jason,” said Bert, with a sorrowful look at Hugh and William.
“Peas in a pod,” Charles stated. “Both despicable.”
“Enough talk!” spat the shadow. “Honor your bargain, Daedalus. Destroy them.”
“I hate to deflate your balloon,” said Charles, “but the panpipes are broken. You no longer control your army of children, and those two”—he gestured at Hugh and William—“are no match for all of us.”
“Fortunately for us,” Daedalus replied, “Hugh and William are not the only servants at my command.”
Daedalus raised a hand and made a complicated gesture with his fingers, and an instant later the companions heard a thunderous noise, followed by a tremor.
“Is that thunder?” said Burton, looking up at the dark skies.
“It isn’t thunder,” declared Charles. “It’s the sound of a master chessman making an excellent move.”
The sounds were echoing across the islands with a regular rhythm now, and far to the north, Talos and the other bronze Clockwork giants moved into view. They would be upon them in minutes.
“Check,” said Daedalus. “And mate.”
The shadow laughed, and all John could think was that it sounded nothing at all like crickets.

The entrance to the cave was guarded by a dozen children, all dressed in dirty animal skins. Of the beasts he could identify, there was a fat boy in a bearskin, three girls dressed as foxes, two smaller boys dressed as possums, and one boy who had unsuccessfully clothed himself as a skunk and who stood a distance away from the rest.
As Jack approached, the children jumped to attention, raising crude, handmade stone and wooden weapons, but they relaxed immediately when they saw it was a child like themselves.
“Did you bring us anything to eat?” one of the foxes asked. “The King of Crickets keeps f’rgetting, and he hits us if we ask.”
“I’m sorry, I didn’t,” said Jack.
“Drat and darn,” the girl said. “I’m tired of standing guard. I want to play a different game.”
“You’re playing a game?” Jack said.
“Yes,” one of the other girls said, nodding. “Do you want to play? I’m Boo Radish. Who be you?”
“I be—I mean, I’m Jack,” said Jack. “What kind of game?”
“There’s a monster inside,” said the skunk boy. “He looks like a normal Longbeard, but he’s a monster just the same, and we have to keep him here, in the cave.”
“So you’re the frogs, then?” asked Jack.
The second fox clapped her hands. “You do know the game! Why didn’t you say you were a Lost Boy?”
The fat bear puffed out his chest. “If we guard the monster, we get to be Lost Boys too.”
“I only just found out I was one,” said Jack. “Can I go in?”
The beast-children moved aside deferentially, and Jack and his two shadows stepped to the mouth of the cave. Not far inside was a frame to which the “monster” the children guarded had been tied.
“I think I have something that belongs to you,” said Jack.
“Thank you for bringing it back,” answered Peter. “Did Jamie send you, then?”
“In a manner of speaking,” said Jack. “I’m one of his replacements. I came with Laura Glue.”
“That’s my girl!” the old man said. “So, Caretaker…would you like to play a game?”




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Unraveled
The bronze giants were nearly upon them, and the children had begun to panic. The adults were doing their best to maintain order, but it was impossible—there were too many children, and there was no way to organize any kind of defense against so massive an enemy. All the while, Daedalus and the Piper’s shadow merely watched the chaos taking place around them.
Only John kept his wits about him.
“There are no coincidences,” he shouted to Bert over the din. “Even with the Time Storm, we had to have come here for a reason! There has to be a purpose to all of this!”
“What are you thinking, John?” asked Bert.
“This! Look at this!” John said, pointing to the illustration of Autunno in the Geographica. In the very center was an image of a chariot, drawn by two dragons.
“Medea’s chariot,” said Bert. “What of it?”
“Look at the names inscribed underneath!”
Bert looked, and his eyes widened in shock and surprise. One of the dragons was Samaranth, and the other was a green-gold beast called Azer.

They were chessmen that aspired to be continents…
“And look at the shape!” said John. “Look at the entirety of the Underneath! What does it look like to you?”
“Rings within rings,” Bert gasped, as what John was driving at dawned on him. “It’s a giant Ring of Power!”
“Will it work?”
“Where do you think the kings of the Archipelago got their authority?” said Bert. “It had to begin somewhere! Why not here, where the original legends of heroes began? It’s worth trying!”
But it was nearly too late. With thundering footsteps, the bronze giants began encircling the shore, towering above the companions and the children.
Quickly John grabbed Aven and Stephen and explained what he wanted them to do. Then he showed the prince of the Archipelago the Summoning for the dragons and told him to read it aloud.
The giant Clockworks were nearly upon them, trapping them all. There was no escape, either to the hills or to the ships. Unless they did something then and there, there would be no battle.
“Read it!” John instructed Stephen, thrusting the Imaginarium Geographica at him. “Read it!”
Stephen nodded and knelt, bending protectively over the book.

By right and rule
For need of might
I call on thee
I call on thee

By blood bound
By honor given
I call on thee
I call on thee

For life and light your protection given
From within this ring by the power of Heaven
I call on thee
I call on thee

As he finished, the last of the giant bronze automatons moved into place. They were surrounded.

The bronze giants were all that was necessary to turn the frightened children into obedient, subdued drones once more.
Children know when the threat of violence is real and cannot be defied. And so when William and Hugh began to herd them onto the ships, it was in silence and order.
Daedalus had ordered the adults, both Caretakers and Croatoans, to kneel in the sand.
“It was an excellent effort,” Daedalus said, “but ultimately futile.” He turned to Aven. “Don’t worry. None of the children will be harmed. Whatever you may think of me, I’m not without feeling.”
“What will you do with them?” asked Charles.
“Those who choose to return to our Crusade will come on the ships,” said the Piper’s shadow. “The rest will be returned to the Minotaur’s care on Aiaia.”
“Imprisoned in the labyrinth, you mean!” Charles said.
“It’s better than death,” said Daedalus, “as I’m afraid you’re about to learn.”
“What are you waiting for?” Burton whispered to John. “Don’t bother denying it—you, the wench, and the old man are all watching the skies. What are you expecting to happen?”
“I don’t know,” John replied. “A miracle, perhaps.”
“Well, I’m not going to simply die kneeling in the sand,” said Burton. “And neither will the Croatoans. But…” He hesitated. “If you do have some miracle planned, will you do what you can to save my daughter as well? Please?”
John drew back and looked at the leader of the Indians. His face was open, sincere. He had made a request but had also meant it as an apology.
“Of course,” John finally said. “If it is in my power to do so, I’ll save your girl.”
“Thank you,” said Burton.
“What in Hades is that?” the Piper’s shadow exclaimed.
John and the others looked to the sky. The dark clouds continued to roll and churn, but there, to the west, something else was approaching.
“The dragons?” exclaimed Bert. “Is it, John? Did the summoning work, after all?”
But it wasn’t the dragons moving beyond the clouds. It was something much, much bigger.

Jack had found Peter Pan, the man who had summoned them to the Archipelago, and he carried with him Peter’s shadow, which had guided him to the last island in the Underneath, and all of this had been done under terrible circumstances and against impossible odds. But there was one more obstacle Jack could not seem to overcome.
He could not enter the cave.
A peal of laughter sounded from somewhere behind Peter, and Jack could just make out the image of a beautiful woman in an ornate mirror that hung on the cave wall.
“He doesn’t know, Peter,” she said. “He doesn’t realize what he has to give up to come in.”
“He is a Caretaker of the Imaginarium Geographica,” said Peter. “I’m sure he understands sacrifice.”
“Sacrifice?” Jack said, taking a step back. “What do I have to sacrifice? Why can’t I enter the cave?”
“This is the center of the Underneath,” said Peter. “One of the oldest islands that exist. And nothing can come into the cave that isn’t real.”
“I don’t understand,” said Jack. “What isn’t real?”
“Tell me,” said Peter. “Who are you? Who are you really, Jack?”
“How did you know my name?”
“We’ve met before,” Peter told him, “which is how I know this isn’t really you. Now tell me,” he said again, “who…are…you?”
“I—I’m just Jack.”
“No,” said Peter, “you aren’t. You can’t be, if we’re to save your friends.”
“I know what you’re asking of me,” Jack said dully. “It—it’s just difficult to give it up.”
“I know,” said Peter. “Perhaps better than anyone. But you can’t stay a child forever. To choose to speak into Echo’s Well is to choose illusion. To choose to avoid the responsibilities of being an adult. The real trick—the real choice—is to keep the best of the child you were, without forgetting when you grow up.
“It is the best of both worlds, Jack. Being a child is to believe in magic everywhere….
“…but even Peter Pan had to grow up one day.”

It may have taken minutes or hours for the massive apparitions to come clearly into view in the diffused light of the Underneath, and the clouds of the Time Storm were still floating thickly in the air. But when the clouds finally began to dissipate, and the companions could see clearly once more, they saw giants.
The great creatures were almost incomprehensible: They were chessmen that aspired to be continents, and they moved with the tectonic grace that their smaller mechanical counterparts lacked.
There was no booming tremor with the footsteps of the giants, which towered over the Clockworks as if the automatons were toys; just motion and coiled energy.
“Is that what we summoned?” asked John. “Stephen called giants to us instead of dragons?”
Bert spoke in a hush, awed by the sight. “The giants were the architects of the Rings of Power. I didn’t know they still existed, much less that they could be summoned.”
The giants were almost shapeless, having only a vaguely human form. They had no faces, but only a single circular eye, which glowed in the center of their foreheads.
Daedalus shouted in dismay and gestured for Talos and the automatons to attack, but the machines were more than outmatched.
The giants turned their gaze to the bronze Clockworks, and a great booming horn sounded: the language of Titans.
As the companions watched, the automatons stopped in mid-stride and slowly turned to stone.
The giants turned their gaze to the sea, and John counted seven of them as they moved past the island, stepping over it in a single stride. A few more steps to the east, and they were already over the horizon. In moments they had disappeared completely.

“Decide, Jack,” said Peter. “You cannot return my shadow unless you enter the cave. But you cannot enter the cave without deciding who you really are. And if you cannot, I will die.”
Jack was struggling. He had been a child again for too long, and he was uncertain what to do.
“It’s no use, Peter,” said the woman in the mirror. “He’ll never be able to do it. After all,” she added scornfully, “he is only a child.”
“But that’s just it,” said Jack. “I—I’m not a child.”
The beast-children stood back in mixed wonder and fear. Something was happening to the strange boy who’d flown there in the living ship.
Having not just thought the thoughts but actually spoken the words, Jack grew taller, and his features lengthened, thickened. He was becoming older before their very eyes, adding days, weeks, then faster, months…
And then months became a year—a terrible thing for a Lost Boy to contemplate…
“I do know who I am,” Jack said. “I’m an Oxford scholar.”
One year, two years, five years, ten…
“I’m a Caretaker of the Imaginarium Geographica.”
Ten years, and five more…
“I know,” said Jack, with the surety and confidence of a fully grown man. “I know what needs to be done.”
Peter nodded. “And that, boy, is the difference.”
Jack stepped into the cave. Instantly the second shadow detached itself and flew across the floor, attaching itself to Peter.
As Jack watched, the color rose in the old man’s cheeks, and his eyes, dull a moment ago, glittered with life. He took a deep breath, then another, and another, and then lifted his head and looked at Jack. He was smiling.
Jack motioned to the beast-children. “Come on,” he said to them. “This isn’t a monster. Let’s get him freed, neh?”
And the Lost Boys nodded their heads and did as he asked—not because he was an adult, who must be obeyed, but because they knew the boy called Jack was still somewhere inside the Longbeard, and Jack could be trusted.
“Let’s get you into the light,” said Jack. “And then let’s go rescue your granddaughter.”

The Piper’s shadow screamed in fury. And Daedalus was at a loss. In a single move, all their plans had been turned to dust.
“That’s what you call a checkmate,” said Charles.
“I’m not defenseless,” snarled Daedalus. “I still control Jason’s sons, and they’re more than a match for any of you.”
“No, you don’t,” said Stephen. “Perhaps you did, but you built them to follow my commands, not yours. And they’re not doing anything else you say.”
Daedalus trembled with anger but realized he was beaten. Carefully he began to back toward the Red Dragon.
“Will, Hugh,” called Stephen. “Stop him.”
The two brothers moved swiftly behind the inventor and picked up several of the stone blocks. Daedalus stopped. “What are you doing?” he cried. “Put those back!”
Stephen turned to his mother. “He was condemned to stay forever in the tower where he murdered his nephew,” the prince said calmly, “but he figured out a way around that.”
“That was the deal I struck with the King of Crickets,” said Daedalus. “If I helped him with his Crusade, he promised to have the prince of the archipelago free me from my imprisonment.”
“You were willing to sacrifice all these children merely to get out of a just punishment?” asked Charles. “What kind of monster are you?”
“I gave them wings!” said Daedalus. “I did more for these children than they deserved. And I deserved something in return. If some of them paid the price for that, it wasn’t my fault!”
Stephen walked over to the inventor and looked at him appraisingly.
“I release you from your bondage,” he said, and he reached out a hand…
…and pushed.
Daedalus screamed as he fell away from the stones and burst into flame. In seconds, there was nothing left of him but ash.
Aven looked horrified. Her son had changed in the years he’d been gone. He was no longer under the Piper’s control, but the experience had changed him nonetheless.
With Daedalus’s death, both Hugh and William finally seemed to come to themselves and, realizing they were no longer entirely human, began to weep.
The Piper’s shadow flitted back and forth above their heads, hissing.
“What do we do about him?” asked Charles.
“If you don’t mind,” a voice called from above, “I’d like a word with him myself.”
It was Peter. He and Jack were flying above in the Indigo Dragon.
“Now,” Peter said to the shadow, “let’s finish this, shall we?”

The shadow vibrated with hate as the airship landed and Peter climbed out. “You’re an old man now,” it growled. “What harm can you do to me?”
“Why don’t you come down here and we’ll find out?” said Peter. But the shadow stayed where it was, hovering just out of reach.
Aven looked both nervous and relieved to see Peter, who caught her eye and winked.
“We thought it was Orpheus,” John explained, “but it only laughed at us.”
“Of course it isn’t Orpheus,” said Peter. “This Longbeard killed Orpheus and left his head in the cave to taunt me.
“No, this fellow and I have a long history as enemies,” Peter continued, circling the shadow warily. “He may be only a shadow now, but I’d know him anywhere.
“Oh, we’ve had great battles, he and I. We are old adversaries. He’s the original specter of the Archipelago. He’s the Sinner King. He’s the Hook. But of all his names, you may know him best…
“…as Mordred.”
“Mordred!” John exclaimed.
The shadow circled them. It seemed to know it had been named—and in the naming, it had lost most of its power over them.
“You have nothing that can harm me,” Mordred said to Peter. “I cannot be defeated!”
“I have what you lack,” said Peter. “I still have my body.”
The shadow growled and suddenly lunged at the old man. But Peter was prepared for the attack and reached into his tunic. He flung a handful of glittering dust at the apparition, and with a scream that rent the air, the shadow spread out, then vanished, leaving only the ringing echo of its cry.
“Is it gone?” said Jack. “Did you kill him, Peter?”
“I doubt it,” Peter replied. “That was powdered silver—fairy dust. It’s enough to dissipate him, for a time. But I don’t think it can destroy him. After all,” he added, winking at Jack, “a shadow is a pretty sturdy thing, if you treat it right. But is is still just that—a shadow.
“That’s why he could never enter the cave. In Plato’s cave, all shadows are cast by real things. But a shadow cannot cast itself. He couldn’t enter the cave without revealing who he really was.”
“Oh no!” John exclaimed. “Look!”
While Peter and the companions had been occupied with Mordred’s shadow, Burton and the Croatoans had quietly commandeered and lifted off in the Indigo Dragon.
“Farewell, Caretakers,” Burton called out from the aft deck. “And—thank you.”
“Well, I’ll be damned,” said Bert. “That’s almost as surprising as Mordred.”
“I’m sorry,” said Charles. “One of us should have been watching her.”
“It’s all right,” Bert reassured him. “Burton won’t damage her. He knows her value. And besides, we have all the other Dragonships now.
“For the first time since they were created, all of them are together. And all the children have been saved. All in all, I don’t think we could have asked for a better ending to this adventure.”
“Maybe you spoke too soon,” said John, pointing over the beach. The Time Storm had continued to boil, and one more patch of air was shimmering. Something was coming through.
“Father!” cried William the Pig. “It’s father!”
“Christ above,” said John. “I think that’s Jason.”
From the portal of Time, a group of weary-looking wanderers dressed in ancient Greek attire walked slowly across the sand.
The leader wore a haggard expression, and his face was deeply creased, more with living than with age.
They approached the companions, ignoring the throngs of children who were watching their passage.
“We seek two boys,” Jason said to John. “My sons. Have you seen them?”
“Father, please,” said William the Pig. “We are here! We are right here in front of you!”
Hugh the Iron began to sob. “Will…it’s no use. I—I don’t think he knows we’re here.”
The shade of Jason made no indication that he heard or saw his sons, but merely turned away from John and stared out across the waters, his face racked with sadness and loss.
“He can’t see them!” John said softly. “He can’t see them at all!”
The ghostly procession passed around them, even through them; a parade of spirit that hardly acknowledged them, if indeed they even knew anyone was there.
William and Hugh fell to the sand in sorrow and grief. And after a few more moments, Jason and the others who followed him walked past the companions and vanished back into Time, still searching for Jason’s lost sons.
“This is what Dante was warning mankind of in his writings,” mused Bert. “He said that the hottest places in Hell are reserved for those who in time of great moral crises maintain their neutrality. I think what we just witnessed happening with Jason is precisely that.”
“Remember Milton’s caution also,” Charles whispered. “‘The mind is its own place, and in itself, can make a heaven of Hell, and a hell of Heaven.’”




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Second Star to the Right
It was an organizational nightmare, but within a day, the companions were able to get all the children aboard the seven Dragonships for the journey home. They had planned to go directly to Haven, but William and Hugh made a curious request, which Peter and the Caretakers chose to grant. And so their first stop was Aiaia.
They moored all the ships and accompanied William and Hugh to the labyrinth, where John explained to Asterius that the brothers had requested to live there with him in the Abbey of the Rose.
For his part, the odd creature protested mightily, but the broad smile on his face told them that he was very pleased to accommodate their request.
“They didn’t want to come back to Haven,” Peter explained to the companions. “They felt they were deformed. I tried to convince them otherwise, but they wished for this—and actually, they may find their calling here.”

“Find a good place for it, won’t you?”

“Interesting children you’ve chosen to succeed you, Herb,” Peter said when they returned to the ships. “Especially that one, John.”
“He has the talent to make connections where none are evident, Peter,” said Bert. “He has the rarest of abilities—to retain a practical head about him without losing the ability to imagine. He’s really quite extraordinary. Do you know that as a child, he invented his own languages? And more, he invented etymologies, and histories, and even mythologies to accompany them?”
“Impressive,” Peter commented, scratching himself. “His Histories will make for interesting reading.”
“Oh, I don’t think that’s John’s path,” said Bert. “He’s not built to write straight accounts, as Bacon did, or even to really fictionalize his adventures the way Jamie and I have. No, John’s an inventor, pure and simple. It’s what first attracted Stellan’s attention. John has within himself entire realities that he’s going to create and share with the world. And to be honest, I think his legacy is going to eclipse us all.”
“See?” said Peter. “That’s the advantage of having never learned to write. I don’t have to worry about things like legacies.”
“Hah!” Bert said. “This from the great Pan? Your legacy is already carved in stone.” He paused. “Actually,” he added, reconsidering, “it’s in bronze. In Kensington Gardens.”
“Yes,” said Peter. “I’ve seen it. It’s awful. Makes me look like a prat. I told Jamie that if they were going to put up a statue, it should at least be one of the ones that pees on people.”
Bert chuckled. “Like the one in Bruxelles?”
“Who, Christoph?” said Peter. “He isn’t a statue. At least he didn’t start out as one. He was one of the first Lost Boys, who learned a valuable lesson from Medea.
“Don’t piss on a witch’s front door.”

On Haven, with a sense of responsibility and no small regret, the Caretakers claimed the Histories that had for so long been part of Daedalus’s collection in his workshop.
“He did do a lot of good things over the centuries,” said Peter as he passed through to check on their progress. “If nothing else, try to think well of him for that.”
“He’s a very forgiving sort, isn’t he?” said Charles. “I don’t know that I could have felt the same way about someone who’d betrayed me so greatly, if I were in his position.”
“I think I understand why,” John said. “I’ve been reading in the other Histories, and I’ve come across a story that explains a great deal about the Pan. You both know the story, and quite well. We just never knew the full extent of it until now.
“There was an old tale, about a European village that was overrun with rats. The village elders held a meeting to decide what to do, and a stranger stood up and declared that he could lead the rats away to the river to be drowned by playing a tune on his magic pipes. The town agreed to pay whatever price he named if he could indeed do this thing, and so that very night, he did.
“He told the villagers to shut their doors and windows tightly, and to stuff rags in the cracks and crevices so that they could not hear the tune he played. And sometime in the night he performed his task, for when they awoke the next morning, all the rats were gone.”
“I know this tale,” said Charles. “The Pied Piper of Hamelin. Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm wrote the story in one of their books. As it went, Hamelin refused to pay the Piper’s fee, and so the next night he played a tune that entranced the children in the same way he did the rats. But instead of leading them to the river to drown, he led them to the sheer face of a mountain, which split open to receive them, and they were never seen again.”
“Jacob learned of it from travelers in the Archipelago of Dreams,” said Bert, “although I’m certain he never came here to the Underneath, or else he’d have learned the truth of it.”
“The children were seen again,” John continued, “just not in Europe. They were brought here, to the Underneath, where they were sorted out by Mordred posing as the Piper.”
“The Time Storm,” said Bert. “He was using the openings in time caused by the crumbling Keep to cross back and forth in history and recruit his ‘soldiers.’”
“Wasn’t there one child who was unable to follow?” put in Jack. “One who was lame, and couldn’t reach the opening in the mountain quickly enough?”
“Exactly so,” said John. “That boy, who had a crippled leg, was tormented by the enchanted melody that in all of Hamelin town only he remembered. And he mourned the loss of his friends, and saw the anguish of their parents, and he determined to do something. He decided that he would find them and bring them home.”
“And did he succeed?” Charles asked.
“In part,” said John. “After many years of searching, he finally found the lost children. But he never returned home. Instead, he became lost himself.”

The Caretakers went to look for Peter, to say good-bye before leaving for the Archipelago. They found him with Laura Glue in Raleigh’s Orchard, near Echo’s Well.
“You’ll be able to cross back into the Archipelago with the Dragonships,” said Peter. “It’s part of their nature—to cross magical barriers. They needn’t be able to fly, although we won’t tell Burton that,” he added with a wink at Laura Glue.
“And what of you, Peter?” asked John. “What do you plan to do?”
“Why, what I’m already doing,” he answered. Peter walked past them and looked into the Well. It reflected back the aged lines of his face, the white shock of hair. But it didn’t change.
“Olly Olly Oxen-Free,” he called, grinning. Nothing about his appearance changed.
“See?” he said to John. “I didn’t change, because I found who I really was, who I really am. Who I want to remain. I’m Laura Glue’s grandfather.”
“I suppose if you ever wanted to retire as the Pan, you could just choose a successor,” said Charles. “Not that you need to, of course,” he added hastily.
“But I did choose a successor,” said Peter. “A child of the right temperament and age, who, if he had chosen differently, might have come to the Nether Land and remained a child.”
“How can you decide if a child has the right kind of temperament?” asked John.
Peter grinned puckishly. “Because if he didn’t, he wouldn’t have been able to become one here,” he said, looking at Jack.
“Me?” Jack said in surprise. “When did you ever choose me?”
“Long ago,” said Peter. “I came to you in the night and listened to your dreams. And then I whispered stories to you about the Nether Land, where you could become whoever you wanted, and even take a new name, Jack, Jacksie, Jack-in-the-Green…. Why do you think you were the one who was able to share my shadow, if not because we are the same, you and I?”
Jack went pale. “It was you,” he whispered. “You’re the one who called me Jack.”
But Peter only winked, and spryly moved away to play with the children, his limp barely noticeable.
“It’s never fully healed,” John observed. “It was Peter who inspired Daedalus to resume his old experiments in flight. He wanted Peter to be able to move about freely in the air, since he could not do so on land. It may have been the single most redeeming thing the inventor ever did.”
“The child in Hamelin,” Charles exclaimed. “The one who went searching for his friends—it was Peter, wasn’t it?”
“Yes.” John nodded. “I believe it was. I don’t know who he truly was before he came here, but once here, he became Peter Pan. And he always will be, forevermore.”

As they said their good-byes to Peter, a tearful Laura Glue, and the rest of the Lost Boys, Peter had one parting gift for them—if it could truly be called a gift.
It was the padlocked wardrobe, the only thing he’d chosen to remove from Plato’s cave, where it had been kept ever since his falling-out with Jamie.
“We know how to make and repair Daedalus’s wings,” Peter said, “and we have plenty of dragon feathers with which to make more. So we don’t really have to have this.
“And besides,” he added, “I don’t really feel the need to go to London that much anymore.”
He embraced his granddaughter and thumped the wardrobe.
“Find a good place for it, won’t you?”

“Well, gosh,” Artus exclaimed. “What a handsome wardrobe.”
They placed it in the Great Whatsit. There wasn’t a better place for it in the entire Archipelago, John decided.
The reunion with Stephen and Aven made Artus happier than they’d ever seen him, and he declared that there should be a celebration across the entire Archipelago. Aven and Stephen left to make preparations, and the king was left with the Caretakers, who told him everything that had happened.
When they were finished, Artus sat back and looked pointedly at each of them. “I know you want to ask it, so ask.”
“All right,” said John, rising. “Where are the dragons?”
Artus nodded. “I knew it would come up sooner or later, but I was rather hoping for later. I sent them away, back to where they’d come from, past the Edge of the World, beyond Terminus.”
“Why?” asked John. “They have always been the strength of the Silver Throne.”
“Yes,” said Artus, “and that’s what troubled me. We—I—did not want to depend on brute force in order to rule. And I’d already decided that a monarchy may not be the best way to run an entire Archipelago. But if there were no king who was able to manage the dragons, it would be even more unwieldy to expect a Parliament to do it.
“So I decided. And as of today, my work is clear.
“Before another year has passed in the Archipelago, I will have begun the dissolution of the monarchy.”

When the others had left, Jack hung back to speak with the king in private.
“Artus, I have something to ask,” said Jack. “Something very personal, I’m afraid.”
Artus nodded as if he’d been expecting the question. “You’ve been wondering about Aven, and our son.”
“Yes.”
“He’s a good boy,” Artus said. “I couldn’t be prouder if he were my own flesh and blood.”
“Then he isn’t…isn’t yours and Aven’s?”
“I know you have eyes,” Artus replied. “I have hair like straw, and I’m so fair-skinned when I’m out in the sun too long the freckles on my arms turn green. He has his mother’s eyes and cheekbones—but he gets his handsome complexion from his father.”
The pieces fell into place. “That’s how your son can be nearly nine years old, even though it’s only just been nine years since you met his mother,” Jack guessed.
“Yes,” said Artus. “Aven and Nemo had been closer than she admitted to anyone. And even he wasn’t really able to convince her to settle down. She was—is—happiest on the seas, piloting a ship. So when I asked her to marry me, she said yes—and then I backed down after I saw how unhappy she’d become. She’d agreed at first in order to help me become accustomed to running a kingdom, and I thought she wanted it because of the pending birth of her son. But as it turned out, neither one of us needed a marriage for the reasons we thought we did, so we didn’t.”
“And yet,” Jack went on, “you call Stephen your son and have raised him as such.”
At this, Artus looked taken aback. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I? There’s a lot more to being a father than whether or not I’m the one who started the process. It’s seeing it through that counts.”
“That’s very admirable,” said Jack. “I don’t know if I’d be capable of that—raising another man’s child as if he were my own. I don’t know if I have the strength of character for it.”
“Stephen is Aven’s son,” said Artus. “That was enough for me. She knows I love her, and our arrangement, while it might be a bit strange to some people, works for us. And isn’t that what matters?”
“It isn’t for me to judge,” Jack replied. “I’ve sometimes wondered if I’ll ever get married at all. I watch John and Charles, and at times I envy them. But I can still relate. How you’ve done what you’re doing is just beyond my understanding.”
Artus clapped him on the back. “I’m sure if the situation arises,” he said, “you’ll be able to find the joy in it, as I have. And if you ever need advice, you know where to come to.”
Aven and Stephen looked up from the table in the hall and waved. Jack and Artus waved back.
“Kids,” said Artus. “They grow up so fast. It seems like just yesterday he was only nine.”
“It was last week, actually.”
“That’s just as bad,” said Artus.

The celebrations in the Archipelago lasted for a full day and a full night, as the peoples of all the lands came to Paralon to reclaim their lost children. Still, all the happiness over the successful return of the children couldn’t mitigate the frustration the Caretakers felt over the dilemmas that would still have to be dealt with in the near future.
The Indigo Dragon was still in the possession of Burton and the Croatoan Indians. The Keep of Time was still crumbling and would continue to do so. And there could be rogue Caretakers back in their world who were actually working for the Imperial Cartological Society. Basically, Charles declared, the entire adventure was still a catastrophe.
“Not a catastrophe,” said John. “More a eucatastrophe, I think. It was all grim and terrible to a point, but things seem to have worked out in the end.”
“Jack,” said Charles, “he’s making up words again.”
“Yes,” Jack replied, “but he’s getting better at it, don’t you think?”
“You’re forgetting the most frightening loose end of all,” said Bert. “Our great adversary still exists.
“Your shadow may be separated from you—may be captured, or imprisoned, or twisted and manipulated—but it cannot exist without you.”
“Cannot exist?” said John. “As in, your shadow will not outlast your death?”
“Correct,” said Bert. “And if that truly was Mordred’s shadow we faced, then our old adversary, the Winter King, is still alive.”

It was time to return home. There were matters there that needed tending to, and the companions felt that for the moment, they had done enough.
“After you,” John said to Jack.
Jack looked at Charles, who also nodded that he should be first, and with a last smile at Bert, Jack stepped into the wardrobe.
One by one, they pressed the furs aside and emerged from the wardrobe onto the fourth floor of the town house near Kensington Gardens. First Jack, then Charles, and finally, John. They were greeted by a beaming figure holding a tray.
“Welcome back,” said Jamie. “I’ve made tea.”




Epilogue
On an enchanted island at the Frontier of the Archipelago of Dreams, a cave stood empty. Where once there had been weavers, and a loom, only dust remained. And where a great tapestry that was as big as the world had once covered the walls of the cave, there was only a cobweb, woven by a spider that had only that day taken up residence in the cave.
Seven hundred years earlier, or just yesterday, Roger Bacon, the Caretaker Principia of the Imaginarium Geographica, pulled his cloak tighter to ward off the chill drafts that passed through his small alcove. The only light came from the tallow candles mounted upon his table, and there were no sounds save for the ticking of the timepiece he’d been given; a gift from the Frenchman.
Bacon carefully dipped his pen into the inkwell and continued writing the Histories to which he had devoted a considerable part of his life.
In the year 1212, a boy named Stephen, who claimed to be directed by Heaven itself, called upon the Sons of Adam and Daughters of Eve to rally around him in a great Crusade against the infidels and heretics in the East.
Thirty thousand children chose to follow him, and together they boarded seven great ships—and were never seen again in the world beyond. But they were not lost—Stephen brought them to the Archipelago, where he joined with the Great Shadow and the Sons of Jason, and together they began a Great War that devastated all the lands that are.
As he wrote these words, the ticking suddenly stopped, and the wind was stilled. Then, as he watched, the words on the page began to shift and change, and suddenly he could not remember writing what had been there before, but only what appeared there now, in ink still glistening:
Thirty thousand children chose to follow him, and together they boarded seven great ships—and were never seen again in the world beyond. But they were not lost—Stephen brought them to the Archipelago, where he and his master, the Great Shadow, were defeated by the bravery and wisdom of three scholars, and the power of a mother’s love.
But the Great Shadow escaped, and the ships vanished with him into Time’s embrace. And the Great War that was to be waged in the Archipelago may yet take place far in the future, in a conflict referred to by the Frenchman called Verne…
…as the Second Great War of the World….
And as he closed the book, the ticking began again, and the breeze, warm now, flowed around him even as Time itself continued to ripple and shudder around the old scribe….




Author’s Note
After Here, There Be Dragons was published, and the real identities of John, Jack, and Charles became common knowledge, I realized that the challenge I faced with The Search for the Red Dragon was to be able to continue their story and still keep characters (who were based on well-known and much-beloved authors) fresh and interesting. And the best way I could do that was to broaden the mythology I’d created for the Imaginarium Geographica and focus on John’s predecessor, Sir James Barrie.
I had alluded to Barrie’s role as a Caretaker in Dragons, but I knew that bringing him to the fore would give me the opportunity to fold Peter Pan into the story. I had already stated that the Red Dragon had been made from the rebuilt Argo, and so making the mythological Jason and Medea’s sons into the original “Lost Boys” gave me a direct line back to Peter Pan.
Orpheus, as the inheritor of the Greek god Pan’s pipes, gave me a connection to Peter (Pan) and opened up the opportunity to tie in the Pied Piper of Hamelin. Adding the stories of Daedalus and Echo simply strengthened the connections I wanted to establish with the classical Greek mythology.
The Piper’s story, and luring away the children, was something that could be woven into the tales of the Children’s Crusades, which are, tragically, historically accurate. This was also the source for Hugh the Iron, William the Pig, and the child who led them (in one version of the Crusade stories), Stephen.
It was a passion of J. R. R. Tolkien’s to try to find the oldest versions of the world’s stories. So using that conceit as a template, I was able to write early versions of “Hansel and Gretel” and even wink at “Snow White” with Medea’s mirror.
Harry Houdini and Arthur Conan Doyle were friends in real life and had, quite famously, attempted to prove the existence of fairies and other magical creatures. Houdini in particular is a perfect example of a Caretaker who was not also a writer—even if his tenure was short. And again, that he was a great illusionist who would have loved the concept of the transporting wardrobes segued nicely into an inspiration for Lewis’s most famous work, as well as echoing the recent “revelations” about Houdini’s secret life as a spy.
Richard Burton was an infamous explorer, who seemed to be exactly the sort of person who might stumble across a lost expedition like the Roanoke colonists—and the temptation to explain what “Croatoan” meant while in the same stroke establishing a basis for the Indians in Peter Pan was too hard to resist.
The names of ships forming the great wall in the Underneath will be familiar to anyone who may have read stories about the Bermuda Triangle. I threw in Amelia Earhart just for good measure.
It should be noted that while many of the stories and characters are based on real people and historical facts, I have taken liberties where it best suited the story to do so. Nothing here should be taken as definitive truth—but then again, all of us change and grow, and alter how we relate to the world as we do. I have tried to instill this quality in my characters as well.
And finally, as all the best villains do, the Winter King/Mordred returns to the stage, though not in the form readers might have expected, nor is he presented in an entirely negative light. And a careful reader might note that his whole story has not yet been told….
James A. Owen
 Silvertown, USA
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