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PROLOGUE

A HANDFUL OF SMALL BONES

Colin tested the parlor door. It was, as he expected, firmly closed and locked, but he hadn’t planned on
going in anyway. He got down on his knees and |ooked through the keyhole.

His mother, Gideon, and Mr. Wakwell were meeting in the parlor, where the old stained-glass window
showed Eve in the Garden of Eden with the apple and the tree and the snake. Gideon had once said that
whoever made the window obvioudy cared little for anything but the snake, and he wasright: the
cregture traveled along the top, down the |eft-hand side, and then al the way aong the bottom, and
compared to Eve and the tree, it glowed and sparkled like the showroom window of afancy jewelry
store. Theroom was hardly ever used—the last time he d been in there the dust had made Colin’s nose
itch something fierce. Heimmediately wished he had not thought about that, because now his nose was
tickling asif thedust was al around him. If he sneezed—well, he didn’t want to think about that. He
could not afford even one more mistake. His mother was many things. Forgiving was not one of them.
Colin clamped hisnosein hisfingers and held his bresth, killing the sneeze by sheer force of will. His
mother’ s punishments were meant to “teach him to behave properly,” as she dways reminded him. He
had never understood what that meant. The only thing they taught him was how terrible it wasto get
caught.

He stifled the sneeze a last—no smdll victory. Helet go of his nose and placed his ear against the
keyhole,

“...I'veinvited two people to cometo the farm for the summer,” Gideon was saying. “ They' re distant
relatives—a niece and nephew, two or three times removed, or however these things are cal culated.
Children, too, so perhapsthat will be good for Colin.”

“Outsders” said Mr. Wakwdl gruffly. “That is never good, Gideon.”

“Interlopers.” Colin’s mother said it camly, but her voice was harder than usud.

“Not interlopers,” snapped Gideon with hisusua high impatience. “ Relatives of mine, if you please.”

Mr. Wakwell, thefarm’s chief overseer, spoke quietly as ever, his up-and-down accent as enigmatic as
windblown patternsin dust. Colin had to strain to pick out his next words. “But why these outsders,
Gideon, even if they are family? Why now?’

“Itismy decison,” said Gideon crosdy. “Areyou going to fight me?’

“Of coursenot!” Colin heard his mother push back her chair and cross the room. Her approaching steps
made him flinch—he amost turned and ran—but she stopped long before she reached the door. She had
only got up to rub Gideon’ s shoulders, something she often did when the master of the farm was upset
about something.

“We know you must have thought long and hard about this, Gideon,” shetold him kindly. “But the rest of
usdon’'t understand, that’sall, and we al care about this place dmost as much as you do.”
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“I’'m out of options.” Gideon’s voice sounded raw. “I’m running out of money. I’ ve been getting. ...l etters
from alawyer. Threatening me. There are pressures you do not know about.”

“Thentel us,” Colin'smother said. “We are more than smply your employees, Gideon. Y ou know

thet.”

“No, | can’'t. And stop prying into my business!”

Which seemed to be dl the explanation Gideon was going to give. That was how things usudly went with
the old man, Colin knew. Y es, that’swhat he was—an old man full of stupid, selfish secrets.

But his secrets control our lives! the boy thought angrily. It’s not just his farm—we live here too!
The great front door of the house rattled and swung open. Colin jumped away from the keyhole and
scuttled over to the grand staircase, praying that whoever was coming in would not see himin the
shadows there. His heart hammered so hard ingde his chest he thought it might break arib. Then he
heard the voice singing softly in German, and he stopped trembling quite so hard. It was only Sarah, the
cook, carrying something through the lobby on her way to the kitchen. Another door opened and closed,
then dl was quiet again.

Colin got back to the keyholein time to hear Gideon talking again. “...Are children. I’'m glad of it! It will
make them easier to control.”

Mr. Walkwell said, “Or put them in greater danger.”

“None of you understand,” said Gideon. “1 am being hounded, and it isnot for thefirst time, either. But |
will protect thisfarm with my life—my lifel”

Silence returned. Colin watched the motes dance in the beams of light spilling across the lobby.

It was his mother who spoke at last. “ Are you fearful that someone will take the farm away from you? It
isdifficult, I know, but perhaps...” Even Colin’s mother, brave as alioness, was clearly worried about
saying anything more. “ Perhgps you should think—just think, mind you—of marrying again...?’
“Areyou mad?’ Gideon roared. “Y ou forget your place, madam!” Suddenly there was a great scraping
of chair legsand Calin, caught by surprise, had to throw himsalf back from the door and dive toward the
shadows beside the staircase again.

The parlor door siwung open and Gideon burst out barefoot, robe flapping, his face red with anger. Mr.
Walkwel| followed, his emotions as hidden as Gideon’ swere obvious. A few moments after they had
both |ft the parlor, Gideon stomping through the door that led to hisrooms and Mr. Wakwell out the
front, returning to the farm, Colin’s mother appeared, shutting the parlor door behind her as carefully asif
shewasleaving an invalid's bedchamber. She waked past Colin without looking at the shadows where
he stood, then stopped just in front of the door that led toward the kitchen.

“Coalin,” she said without turning, “don’t you have better things to be doing than spying on your elders?’
For long moments after she had gone through the door he could do nothing but crouch, breathing hard,
feding asthough she had just punched himin the belly. At last he got to hisfeet and ran after her,
despising himsdlf as he did so but quite unable to stop himsdlf. He would explain, he would tell her it was
only an accident. Surely shewouldn’t punish him for an accident?

But of course shewould. He knew that. And she would know it wasn't an accident no matter how well
helied. She dwaysdid.

Hewould tell her he had just been trying to find her. That was mostly true, after al. He had hardly
spoken to her or even seen her for severa days. Sometimesit seemed like she didn’t even remember she
had achild.

The kitchen was empty—not even Sarah was there, Colin ran out the door that |led to the vegetable
garden. Thelight outside nearly blinded him and the heat was ferocious. Spring had not even ended, but
the Cdiforniawesther had turned perversdly, sickeningly hot. He spotted his mother on the far sde of the
garden, gliding swiftly and gracefully acrossit despite the blazing sun. Her strength amazed him, as
adways, and thelonging for her suddenly overwhemed everything else.

“Mother!” he cried. “Please, Mother!”

She had to be able to hear him—shewas only afew yards away. Tears cameinto hiseyes and the
chasm of nothingness opened insde Colin’s chest, an old and dl-too-familiar acquaintance. She hurried
on ahead of him across the open yard between the buildings, amirage in the dust. Where was she going?



Into the oak woods that began back there? She was aways going off there by herself, or into the ancient
greenhouse, or Grace' s old sawing room. Why couldn’t she just stop for once and talk to him instead?

“ Mother!”

His strangled cry, it seemed, disturbed some of the animalsin the Sick Barn just around the corner.
Hoots and cries and screamsrose into the gritty air, filling Colin’s skull so painfully that everything echoed
and throbbed. Something made an unearthly fluting, some other creature chattered and howled, and
something else made awet, barking sound, like adog underwater. Colin gasped and covered his ears,
trying to protect his poor pounding brain. “Stop it,” he moaned. “ Sop it!” But it did not ssop—not for
long moments more. Alarmed birds rose from nearby trees, shooting up into the sky.

The noises faded at last. His mother had come to a hat a short way into the oak grove, her back to him.
As he stumbled up, she turned and silenced him with one look from her gray eyes. Then she turned back
to the oak tree she seemed to have chosen, its pale, dry branches as shocked and contorted as bolts of
lightning. Most of the green leaves had dready withered in the unseasonable heat, which made it harder
to seethe bird’ snest in the crook of one of the high branches.

Staring up at the nest, his mother began to sing, aswoop of wordless melody. Colin fell under the spell of
it ingtantly, just as he always did, as he had sinceinfancy. Her voice was as sweet and dow aswarm
honey. Colin’slegs grew weak. Sometimes when he heard his beautiful, terrible mother sing, he thought
he might be hearing the sounds the very first women in al the human race had used to lull their babiesand
soothe the sick. Her voice was so powerful, o loving, that when sheraised it in song like this he could
forgive her anything.

The melody went on, sparkling like sound made gold. A bird with black and white shouldersand alovely
red head crept out of the nest and moved cautiously down the bark of the oak tree, her tail flicking this
way and that. For amoment she huddled in her own featherslike someone warming hersdf in athick
coat, then she fluttered down onto his mother’ s outstretched finger and squatted, asif making a curtsey,
presenting her glorious wings and neck feethersto be ruffled, bobbing and wobbling comically on the
dender finger like apuppy begging to be petted.

“Let me hold the bird,” said Colin, charmed by the power of his beautiful mother. “Plesse...”

The singing stopped. His mother’ sfingers snapped closed like atrap. In the abrupt silence the handful of
small bones breaking seemed loud as adrumroll. His mother opened her fingers and let the crushed
bundle drop to the ground, one wing il fluttering fecbly.

Colin clamped his hands over his mouth. He should have known. He should have known!

“Do you fed better now?’ he shouted at her. He wanted to run but he couldn’t. He looked from her to
the dying bird. “ Doesthat make you fed better?’ He actualy wanted to know, that was the terrible thing.
Asif maybe there actually was areason for these things, and when he knew it he could forgive her again.
Petience Needle turned her clear gray eyeson her son. “Better?’ shesaid. “A little, | suppose.” She
turned and began to walk briskly back toward the house. “ Come aong, Colin, and don’'t dawdle. We
still have to decide on an gppropriate punishment for a snegking little spy, don’t we?’

CHAPTER 1
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AN | NVITATION FOR THE K ING AND QUEEN OF ROMANIA

“You redly want to ruin my life, don’'t you?” sad Mom.

Tyler was playing his GameBoss and so far had managed to stay out of the fight, but hisbig Sister never
had the sense to keep her mouth shut. She jumped for any argument like atrout going after abaited
hook.

“Oh, right, Mom,” Lucindasaid. “Ruin your life—asif! Just because we don’t want you to go away dl
summer and leave uswith somelady who smells like fish and whose kids est their own boogers?’

“See, that’ swhat you dways do, sweetie,” their mother replied. * Y ou dways exaggerate. Firg off, it's
not going away al summer, it'safour-week singlesretreat. Second, Mrs. Peirho doesn’t smdll like fish
al thetime. That one day she was cooking something, that’ s all—some Portuguese thing.” Mom waved
her hand, trying to get her nailsto dry. “And | don’'t know what you have againgt those kids. They both
do redly wdl in school. Martin goesto computer camp and everything. Y ou could learn something from
them.”

Lucindarolled her eyes. “Martin Peirho needsto go to camp for therest hislife—that' s the one place
you're dlowed to have your name written on your underpants.”

Tyler turned SkullKill up louder, but he knew it wouldn’t do any good. When Mom and L ucinda argued
and hetried to drown them out by cranking the volume, they just got louder too. It was hard enough to
dedl with fast-moving vampire gnomes and flying batbots without al that yelling in the background.
“Good Lord, Tyler, turn that thing down!” Mom shouted.

“No, turnit off. We're going to have afamily talk. Right now.”

Tyler groaned. “Can't you just beat usinstead?’

For amoment Mom got redly angry. “Like | ever hit you. Y ou better not say thingslikethat in front of
Mrs. Peirho and her family—they’ll think I’m some kind of negligent mother.” She scomped to the door.
“I’m going to get the mail. When | come back, | want you both sitting on the couch and ready to listen.”
Tyler aghed. He consdered leaving—just walking out and going to Todd' s house. What wasthereto
gop him?Mom didn't hit, and Tyler figured he could live through just about any yelling she could come
up with. After all, he was pretty sure he’ d dready heard every kind there was.

He glanced at his older sster. She was stting on the edge of the sofa, her arms wrapped around hersdif,
leaning forward like her somach hurt. Her expression was despairing. * You don't want to go stay with
the Peirhos any morethan | do, Tyler,” she said to him. “Why don’t you say something?’

“Becauseit never does any good.”

Mom came back in wearing her “1I’m calm now” face, her handsfull of catalogs and bills. She sat down
in her chair with themalil in her lap. “Now, let’ sstart over, shal we? Instead of yelling about what you
don’t want to do, maybe we can talk about the good things that could come from this Stuation.”
“Sincewhen,” said Lucinda, “have there been any good thingsfor thisfamily coming out of any
gtuation?’

Mom' sface clouded, her eyes shut tight. Tyler braced himself, wondering if she was going to yell,
wondering if hewas going to regret sticking around. But, to his surprise, Mom opened her eyes and even
tried to smile. “Look, | know it's been tough for you since your father and | got divorced. Of courseit
hes....

Tyler blew out air. What was the use of talking about it? Taking wasn't going to bring Dad back or
make Mom happier, whatever she thought. Talking wasn't going to turn Lucindaback into the older
sster who used to make him dinner when Dad first left, who would cook macaroni and cheese and est it
with him on the nights when Mom couldn’t do anything but watch television and cry.

“...and of courseit’sdifficult for kidswhen their mother wants alittle time on her own,” their mother
sad.



All theway acrossthe room, Tyler could fed Lucinda struggling not to start yelling again.
“It'sasnglesretreat,” their mother continued. “It isn’'t anything deazy. It' ssafe and it’ sa perfectly nice
place to meet people.”

Lucindalost the battle with hersdlf. “God, don't be so desperate, Mom, it’s pathetic.”

Tyler watched Mom' sface go al loose and miserable and his ssomach clenched. Sometimes these days
he felt like he hated his sister. Lucindasaw Mom'’ s expression, too, and her face filled with shame, but it
was too |late—the words had been spoken.

Mom picked up the mail and began shuffling through it, but it was like she had suddenly gotten old and
exhausted. Tyler felt Sck. She might not be the greatest parent in the world but she did her best—she just
sort of lost focus sometimes.

“Bills” said Mom, Sghing. “That' sdl we get.”

“Why can’t we stay with Dad?” Tyler asked suddenly.

“Because your father isin avery important place right now with his new family—or at least that' swhat he
says.” Shefrowned. “ Persondly | think it’s because that woman has him completely wrapped around her
finger.”

“He doesn’'t want us and you don’t want us,” said Lucindamiserably. “Two parents dive but we' re il
orphans.”

Tyler watched, dmost impressed, as Mom camed herself once more—she must have started reading
those parenting magazines again. “Of course | want you,” shesaid. “And | understand that you guys are
angry. But since your father l€eft it' s been hard. | can’t be both parentsal by mysdlf. How can | find
someone dseif | spend dl my time Stting homein my bathrobe, doing nothing but arguing with my
kids?”

“But why do you have to find someone?’ asked Lucinda.

“Why?

“Becauseit’ satough world out there. And because | get lonely, you know?” Mom gave them both her
most sincere, brave-but-about-to-cry look. “ Can't you two just help me out for once?’

“By disgppearing? demanded Lucinda, losing it al over again. “By moving into Castle Stinkfoot and
spending the whole summer watching Martin and Anthony play Star Wars and take turns bubbling milk
out their noses?’

“Jeez!” Mom rolled her eyes. “Who are you two, the king and queen of Romania? Can't you ever do
anything that isn’t exactly what your highnesseswant?’ She paused, Staring at the open letter in her lap.
“Gideon? | don't remember any Uncle Gideon.”

Lucinda had picked up the family cat and was holding him on her lap, even though he didn’t reglly seem
to want to be there. When Lucindawas upset she petted the cat so much that Tyler figured someday
she'd just rub the fur right off him. “1sn’'t there anyone else we can stay with?” she asked. “Why can't |
gtay with Caitlin? Her family said it sokay.”

“Because they don’t have room to take Tyler, too, and I’ m not going to have him go Stay at the
neighbors by himsdlf,” said Mom, but she was reading the letter and not paying much attention. She
lifted the envelope and looked &t it, then went back to the letter again.

Tyler scowled. “I'd rather watch Martin Peirho eat boogers than have to sit around listening to you and
Caitlin talk about boysdl summer.” Hissister and her friends spent dl their time talking about the guys on
televison, musicians and actors, asif they knew them personally, and about boysin school asif they
werethe guyson televison—* Oh, | think Barton isn’t ready to have a real relationship yet, he's
still getting over Marlee.” Tyler hated it. He wished there was a game where you could chase stupid,
fakey cdebrity boyslike that and shoot them dl into little pieces. That would rock.

“Waell, maybe you won't haveto do either.” Mom was looking strange, the way she looked when
someone was giving her good news she didn’t quite believe, like the time Tyler’ steacher had told her
how much sheliked having Tyler in her class, how hard he worked in math and how good he was on the
compuiter. Tyler had been proud, but at the same time his mom'’ s surprise made him wonder if she'd
actudly thought he was stupid or something. “ Apparently you have agreat-uncle Gideon. Gideon
Goldring. Some relative of my dad's, | guess. | sort of remember him and Aunt Grace, now that | think



about it. But he' sdead, isn't he?” She obvioudy redlized this sounded pretty silly. “1 mean, | thought he
was dead. It'sbeen years...He safarmer, it says here, and he has abig place out in the middle of the
gate and he wants you to come visit. Standard Valley, it' scaled. I'm not surewherethat is, exactly....”
Shetrailed off.

“What valey?’ hissster asked. “Who' sthis Gideon? Some crazy old family member, and you' re going
to send usto stay with him now?’

“No, he' snot crazy.”

“But you don’t know that—"

“Sop it, Lucinda—just give me amoment to read this carefully! Y ou obvioudy learned how to be
patient from your father.” Mom squinted at the | etter. “ It saysthat he' s been meaning for awhileto get in
touch with me snce we' re amost the last of the family. He says he’ s sorry he has't contacted me
sooner. And he says he understands that | have two lovely children. Hal” Mom did her best sarcagtic
laugh. “That' swhat it says here—| wonder who told him that whopper? And he wants to know if
they—that’ s you two—could come and spend some time with him on hisfarm this summer.” She looked
up. “Wdl? That solvesdl our problems, doesn't it?”

Lucindalooked at her in horror. “A farm? We |l be daves, Mom! Y ou don’t even know this man, you
said so—he might not realy be your uncle. Maybe he just wants kids so he can work them to degth
milking cows and pigs and everything.”

“I'm pretty sure he’ srelated to your grandfather. And you can't milk pigs.” Mom returned her attention
to theletter. “I don’t think so, anyway.”

“So now you' re going to send us away to some...death ranch,” Lucindasaid, dmogt to hersdf, and then
shedropped her hair over her face and clutched her arms around her middle again.

Tyler didn’t like arguing, but he wasn’t any happier about thisideathan hissger. “Not aranch. A fam.”
He had a sudden memory of apicture he' d seen in his American history book, a decaying shack in the
middle of ahugefield of dust, aplace as empty asthe moon’s surface. “ Uh-uh. Noway.” He didn’t think
they had theinternet on farms. He was even more sure they didn’t have GameBoss and SkullKill. “I’'m
definitely not going to any boring farm al summer.” He crossed hisarms over his chest.

“Don’t be so closed-minded,” said Mom, as though they were talking about whether or not he should try
abite of something grosslike fried squid instead of ruining an entire summer that they’ d never get back
for therest of their lives. “Who knows, you might realy enjoy yourselves. Y ou could...go on hayrides.

Y oumight even learn something.”

“Yeah,” said Lucinda. “Learn how to be pecked to death by chickens. Learn how people break child
labor laws.”

Tyler leaned forward and snatched the envel ope from Mom'’ s hand and examined the strange, squinchy
handwriting. On the back of the envelope was alittle drawing of two old-fashioned |etters tangled
together—they looked like an O and an F—and areturn address that explained those two | etters and
confirmed al hisworst fears.

“Mom, look at this” he said, holding it out. “Oh my God, look at the name of thisplace! Ordinary
Farm!”

“Yes, it does sound nice, doesn't it?” she said.



CHAPTER 2

FLaming CowsAanD WINDOW M ONKEYS

Mom was in such ahurry to get them to the station that Lucindaforgot her hair dryer. She couldn’t
imagine how she was going to get through the summer without a hair dryer, and she was pretty sure that
they wouldn't have something that modern and useful on some stinky old farm in the middle of nowhere.
“Don’t worry about it too much,” Tyler told her asthey waked acrossthe train station parking lot. “They
probably won't have dectricity, either.”

Mom looked at her watch three times between the parking ot and the platform where the big board said
thetrain to Willowsde would leave. “Comeon!” Lucindatold her. “Would it redly kill you to bealittle
late to thissinglesthing? Thisis probably the last time you'll ever see your children before we get
mangled to death by somekind of farm machinery.”

“I’m not even leaving for that until tomorrow morning, asit happens,” said Mom. “I’m just worried about
you getting on your train.” She grabbed one of Tyler’s backpack strapsto get him to move faster, but
Tyler yanked it away again.

“It'sthe only onefor daysthat stopsin Standard Valey—I don’t think it savery big town. Oh, good,
thereitis. Come on, children! Give me akiss. Don't forget to write and tell me dl about it. I’ll find out
the address of the retreat and have Mrs. Fleener next door forward your mail to me.”

“Which meansthat when we writeto tell you we' re prisoners of asatanic cult and they’ re about to
sacrifice us, you'll find out, what, two or three weeks later?’ Lucindaasked, only haf joking. It waslike
they were Hansel and Gretel abandoned in the woods or something.

“You kids, you're so funny.” Mom shook her head. “Y ou know, if you stopped complaining you just
might enjoy yoursaves. Now, give methat kiss”

Lucinda kissed her mother on the cheek even though she was angry, just in case it was thelast time they
ever saw each other. Shedidn’t redly think they were going to get chewed up by ahaymower or
something, but she couldn’t help fedling frightened and sad, and the fact that she wastall enough now that
Mom didn’t have to bend over to be kissed just made her fed even more of both.

“Hurry, kids. Oh, and here’ s something that came in the mail for you from your uncle Gideon—I amost
forgot!” Mom handed the parcel wrapped in brown paper to Tyler, since he was nearest, then blew them
both akiss and stood smiling brightly asthey climbed onto the train. When they got into the compartment
Lucindawent to the window. Mom waved to her asthe train began to pull away. Lucindawaved back,
but it made her fed likeadumb kid, like standing in line for Santa at the mall when you were too old.

We don’t even have any bread crumbs to leave a trail , she thought sadly as the station disappeared
behind them. And no one’s coming to look for us, anyway.

Thetrain was old, with paint chipped off the walls of the coaches and the seats sunken and wrinkled by
what had to be ahundred years of other peopl€e s bottoms. It made Lucindawant to stand up all the
way, but Mom had said it would take them at least five hoursto get to Standard Valley so sheled her
brother to the least gross-looking of the available seats. The compartment wasfairly full, mostly with
peoplein clothesthat didn’t quite fit or who looked like English was their second or even third language.
Many of them looked pretty miserable. Or maybe that was because that was how she felt.

Sometimes Lucindaredly wished she knew how to stop being sad and angry.
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They were along way into their journey before either of them remembered the package Mom had given
them. Tyler had been plugged into his GameBaoss Portable—he loved the thing and could play it for hours
at adtretch, deaf and blind to the outside world. Lucinda, eyes closed, had been thinking mournfully
about the summers her friends were going to have—Caitlin and her family going to Tyner Laketo
water-ski and swim and hike, and Trinaand Delia, who, even though they were staying home, were il
going to the city and taking guitar lessons. The two of them would probably Iearn to be musiciansand
wind up on televison someday, hanging around with al the other famous people and appearing on
commerciaswhile Lucinda spent therest of her life shearing sheep.

“Thisis pretty weird,” Tyler said. He had found and unwrapped the package.

“What?’

“There sanoteinit. It says, ‘Lucindaand Tyler, please read this and pay close attention. It could save
your lives” What does that mean?’

“A noteinwhat?’

“This book Uncle What' s-his-name sent.”

“Gideon.”

“Huh?’ Tyler wasturning the pages of the book now.

“Never mind.” Shelooked over, dmost interested, but it didn’t ook like area book. It had akind of
paper cover, for onething, like someone had made it at a copier place.

Lucindawatched thetail end of atown going past the train windows. Everything looks gross froma
train window, she thought. Y ou could see into everybody’ s backyard and they dways had their laundry
hanging out and some pathetic, rusty old swing set for thekids.

Something flicked past the window so quickly that Lucindajumped, startled. She thought it had actualy
brushed the glass—abird, probably.

“Do cows havefire breath?’ Tyler asked.

It took a second for her to understand what he'd said.

“What are you talking about?’ shesaid findly.

“Just answer the question.”

“Inred life?” Shefrowned, thinking. She didn’t actudly know much about cows. Milk. Gross-looking
things hanging down undernesth them that the milk came out of. Saying “Moo.” Standing around infields.
Eating grass. None of those things had anything to do with fire. “No,” she said. “ Of course they don't.”
“Man, thisisaredly weird book.” Lucindatried to take it from himto look at it, but he pulled it away
from her.

“Back off. | had it firgt.”

She was too depressed to argue. There would be plenty of time for arguing later, anyway—all summer
long, in fact. She put her feet on top of her suitcase and picked up the brown paper wrapping that he had
discarded. The neat handwriting was different from the cramped scrawl in the origind letter, which both
sheand Tyler had read severd times, trying to decide if thisfarm visit was actudly going to be asbad as
they thought, or maybe even worse. The package was addressed to “ Master Tyler Jenkins and Miss
Lucinda Jenkins,” which was so slly it dmost made her laugh. Along the bottom, in big letters, it said, “
DO NOT OPEN UNTIL YOU ARE ON THE TRAIN TO STANDARD VALLEY.” The back had the
same“ OF” stamp as had been on the letter.

Different handwriting. What did that mean? That their surprise great-uncle wasn't the only crazy person
they were going to have to deal with?

“Hey, ligen,” Tyler said. “Thisisso bizarre. * It should never be forgotten, even in the most routine tasks
of care and feeding, that these animas are large and dangerous. Even abelch froma

contented. ..cow. ..can throw out asix-foot flame. Many...cow...keepers have remembered this only
after being badly burned. Flame-retardant suits and other specia equipment are recommended for all
tasks....”” Heturned to her. “ That meansthey can burp fire!”

“What are you talking about? Does the book redlly say that—that they are flaming cows?’ Now she was
beginning to fed serioudy nervous. “ Thisguy is crazy. We need to get off thistrain.”



“What' s asbestos? Because you' re supposed to wear some kind of gloves made of it when you feed the
cows.”

Lucinda shook her head. “I don’t know. Let me see that.”

“Forget it.”

“Giveit to meor you won't get any of the money Mom gave mefor lunch.”

“That’ s not your money!”

“That’ s not just your book, either. It's addressed to both of us.” He only glared back at her. “Come on,
Tyler. Let melook at it. Thisis scaring me.”

He stared for amoment longer, then handed it over. It wasfloppy and heavy and up closeit redly did
look like someone had goneto Kinko's or somewhere like that to make it themsalves. The cover, which
was on even cheaper paper than therest of it, said “ Care and Feeding of Cows by Gideon Goldring.”
She opened it up. The very first page said:

Some may wonder why | would write this book when so few people will ever have so much asthe
glimpse of a cow, let alone take care of one. But the sort of information contained herein is
hard-won and should not be lost. | am no longer a young man and it could be that | will not be
around to share all my knowledge with whoever shall follow me. Therefore, | commit it to writing,
in hopes that those who are to come will see their cows not only survive but thrive and fly high.

“Fly high?” Lucindalooked at Tyler. “He is crazy! He sredly crazy!”

“You'retdling me. Wait until you get to the part about catching them—it'sal about putting netsin the
tops of trees and stuff.”

Lucinda peered at the page. “Hold on. Thisdidn't useto say ‘cow,’ | don’t think.” She stared, then
rubbed at the paper with her finger. “Before they copied it somebody went through thisand put *cow’ in
over some other word. See, it’ s shorter than the origina word. There salot of white on either side.”
“Yeah, you' re right—here and heretoo. And here.” Tyler leafed forward a couple of pages. “All the
placesthat say ‘cow’ used to say something else.” Helooked at hissister.

“What'sthat dl about?’

“I don't know. I’'m just wondering if we have enough money to get home if we get off in the next town.”
She took the money out of her purse and counted it. “ Twenty dollars. Do you think that’ s enough? It’'s
not enough.”

“It'senough to get uslunch and a couple of Cokes.”

Something did past the window again outside, alittle swipe of shadow, but when Lucindalooked up she
saw nothing but the endless, dry Cadliforniavalley dipping past.

“I can't believe Mom!” she said. “ Sending us off to some crazy man who thinks cows breathefire, and
she doesn’t even give us enough money to get home again if hetriesto kill us or something! Assoon as
we get to the next stop I’'m going to call her to come get us.”

Tyler laughed, but he wasn't happy. “Then you better work on your Star War's trivia, because she'll take
usstraight to the Peirhos house. Martin and Anthony are going to spend all summer quizzing you about
what kind of underpants Boba Fett wears.”

L ucinda shuddered. People always said she was too negative—her teachers even asked her why she
never tried to see the good side of things—but this was proof, right here, that no matter how bad you
thought things were going to be, they turned out even wor se.

For once, Tyler wasright. Arguing wouldn't help. There was no escape. “Well,” she said, “I guessbeing
killed by an exploding cow firebdl will be less horrible than having to watch the Peirho twins and their
battling action figures.”

Tyler laughed. Lucindaamost felt better. Then something brushed her window again, and thistime she
looked up just in timeto see atiny furry head no bigger than akiwi fruit looking in a her from the top of
the window. For amoment it seemed even more bizarre than it was, its mouth at thetop and itseyes at
the bottom, until she redlized the creature must be hanging upside down on the Sde of thetrain like a bat,
watching her. She even thought she could seethetip of aleathery wing pressed on the glass. But it



wasn't abat.

“Tyler—" She sared right &t it, certain that if shelooked away it would disappear. “ Tyler, theré sa
monkey onthetrain.” It disappeared anyway, flipping away like aleaf blown from acar windshield.
“Yeah, andit’syou,” he said, not redlly paying attention. “Whoa, do you realy think we'll get to see
some cows explode? Likein FarmFrag?’ He grinned, then put in his earbuds and said, way too loud, *
Maybe it will be an okay summer after all. I’ ve never seen areal cow blow up!”

The monkey face was gone from her window, but now everyone el se in the compartment was staring at
Lucindaand her brother. She shrank down in her seat and held the strange book in front of her face. Had
she only imagined what she' d seen? Because outside of movies she was pretty darn sure there weren't
any such things asflying monkeys.

Of course, there weren't any such things as fire-breathing cows, either. Lucindatried to focus on the
words on the page, but that wasn't working. She couldn’t hel p wondering whether the summer ahead
was going to be as boring as she' d first thought, terrifyingly weird, or somehow both at the sametime.

CHAPTER 3

THE M AN WITH THE W RONG NAME

The gtation sign for their stop was old and beat-up, missing a couple letters. WELCOME TO
TANDARD ALLEY.

Tyler wiped swest off hisforehead, then pulled his basebal cap back down over his messy brown hair. It
had been so hot on the train that he had drunk three whole soft drinks, but it was even hotter here.

Now that the train had gone, the platform was empty. Tyler fdt like the two of them were the only people
inthewholetiny town.

“So where' sUncle Gideon?’ said Lucinda. They wandered through the empty station and looked out
into the empty narrow sireet that ran in front of it. A few houseswerein view but nobody seemed to be
outside—not that Tyler blamed them. “ Or are we supposed to walk to his crazy farm and diein the
heat?’ Lucinda continued.

“Someone sgoing to meet us,” Tyler said, looking around. The station had nothing more than a ticket
booth and a couple of vending machines, but it was cooler than the platform. “That’ swhat Mom said,
anyway.”

“Like she was even paying atention.” Lucinda pushed damp hair out of her eyes. “All she wanted wasto
go off to her anglesthing.”

Tyler just shrugged. A lot of what Lucinda complained about wastrue, but what could you do about it?
Lifewasrotten if you were akid. Grown-ups just did what they wanted, then said it was for your own
good. Y ou could go nuts worrying about it or you could concentrate on something more interesting. He
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reached into his pocket for his GameBoss, then stopped.

He had been hearing the strange sound for afew moments, a clop-clop-clopping that reminded him of
something on televison. Westerns, old Westerns, the kind hisfather forced him to watch on their
weekend vigts, thinking that Tyler liked them too. He didn’t, but there was no purposein saying anything,
because if he said he didn’t want to watch the movies Dad would just take him to the park or something,
and stand around smoking and watching Tyler pretend to play on thejungle gym like hewas till alittle
kid. Worse, they might go out to have amea and Dad would pretend to be redlly interested in who
Tyler’ sfriends were and make him answer questions about what he was learning in school.

Asif.

Clop, clop, clop.

“There€ sahorseout there,” Tyler said.

“What?" Lucindawas looking around furioudy asif Uncle Gideon, the flaming-cow man, was suddenly
going to appear in the middle of thetiny station.

“A horse. Out therein the street, | guess. | can hear ahorse.”

“You'recrazy.” But shefollowed him out to the little street outside and its few rundown houses with their
fencesleaning every way but straight up and down.

There wasindeed a horse—abig brown horse, stlanding in the street outside the station, and it was
attached to some kind of huge wagon piled high with sacks. A very strange-looking man sat on abench
at thefront of the wagon, holding the horse’ sreins and looking out at them from under the brim of an
ancient straw hat. He had very tanned skin, athin, hooked nose, and a puff of gray beard on his chin. His
eyeswere mostly hidden in the shade of hiswide-brimmed hat.

“You are Tyler and Lucinda?’ His accent made the words bump in the wrong places, like someone
pretending to be afunny foreigner on television. “Get up on the cart, please.”

“Areyou...areyou Uncle Gideon?” Tyler asked &t last.

The man shook hishead dowly. “No, no. Not me. | am Mr. Wakwell. | work for him.” He climbed
down and tossed the kids' heavy suitcases into the wagon and onto the sacks piled there asif they were
pillows. Tyler couldn’'t help noticing that thisMr. Walkwell guy had very small feet. Heworelittle
old-fashioned boots that laced up and looked like they should belong to a child, not atall man. Heaso
walked with an awkward two-footed limp, as though he were treading barefoot over broken glass. Just
to make things stranger till, his boots made aweird crunching noise with each step. Tyler looked at
Lucinda. She looked back. “ Somebody has the wrong name,” she whispered.

Mr. Walkwell swung himsalf back up onto the seat and gave them a sour ook, as though he knew what
they were thinking. “Get in.” He had strange eyes, too, very red around the edges, as though he had been
swimming. Also, the centers seemed more yelow than brown.

“Do we st on the bench next to you?” Tyler asked.

“Better, | think, than if you sit on top of thefeed bags,” said Mr. Wakwell, hisvoice dry astheair. “ They
dide”

Tyler clambered up. Halfway he began to lose his balance, but the bearded man reached down and
wrapped histhin, strong brown fingers around Tyler’ swrist and lifted him up to the seat as easily asif
Tyler wasaloaf of bread. When Lucinda had climbed up too, Mr. Wakwell clucked once to the horse
and the cart moved off. That was the last sound the man made until they were well outside of town.

Not only was this guy talkative and charming, Tyler thought, he smedlled too. It wasn't arancid smell,
though, judt...strong. He smelled like sweet and dry grassand...and animals, Tyler decided, among
other things. Wéll, that made sense for someone who worked on afarm, didn’t it?

After something like aquarter-hour of rolling dowly dong past yelow fields, they turned off the main
road onto awide dirt track. This new road wound up through golden hills spotted with trees until the last
bends disappeared in rocky high ground that kept risng beyond them.

“Where sthefarm?’ he asked.

“Inthevalley on the other sde of the hills” said Mr. Wakwell.

“It'salong way. Why didn’t you bring acar?’

Heturned and gave Tyler alook that was downright unfriendly. “No. | do not like those noisy machines.



They areunnaturd.”

Lucindagroaned. Tyler dmost did the same. The farm was beginning to look like avery bad bet for
televison and other modern conveniences. Hetried not to think about the horror of being unable to
recharge his GameBoss Portable for an entire summer.

Asthey crossed the crest of the hill they came out of the trees and saw Standard Valley stretched before
them, carpeted with golden meadows, walled here and in the far distance with tree-covered hills that
were surprisingly high, just alittle short of being mountains. Below them wound a stripe that flashed silver
in the afternoon sunlight—ariver. In the very far distance, like awall at the edge of the world, loomed
some true mountains, the Sierras. The valley looked like something out of an oil painting. A nice one.
“Wow,” sad Tyler. “It’'s...”

“It' sbeautiful.” Lucinda sounded surprised. Mr. Walkwell smiled for thefirst time, which brought a
whole different ook to the old man’ s weathered brown face, something charming and wild, thegrin of a
rascally pirate. He flapped the reins against the horse' s back and they started down.

Soon they could hear the sound of the river, agentle rush like wind in the treetops. The meadows they
passed looked like there should be cowsin them, but there were none to be seen anywhere, or pigs, or,
infact, anything farmlike at all.

“Where arethe animals?’ asked Tyler. For amoment he wondered if it wasthe kind of farm that only
grew cauliflower or something, but Uncle Gideon had definitely sent them abook about cows—about
some kind of cows, anyway—and besides, they weren’t seeing any asparagus fields, ether.

“Y ou can’'t seethem from here,” the old man said, then looked up at the empty sky. “But perhaps some
of them are watching you.”

Tyler and Lucinda exchanged another worried 1ook.

Asthey neared the bottom of the hills, the road turned away from the river and mounted alow
prominence. From the top they could see what had lain hidden near the base of the high ridge.
“It's...it'shugel” Lucindasaid quietly.

Tyler had never seen anything likeit. A cluster of wooden buildings stretched below them, connected by
walkways and gardens, all wrapped around a gigantic wooden mansion severd stories high in places, a
sprawling pile of roofs and walls, with balconies and oddly shaped windows and even atower on one
sdeof it that looked alittle like awooden lighthouse. The hodgepodge of buildings was painted way too
many colors to make sense, mostly reds and yellows and light brown and white, and it al looked like
someone had created a gigantic space station out of really old buildings, then set it down carefully herein
the middle of nowhere. Tyler could only stare. “What isit?’ hesaid at last.

“That?’ said Mr. Walkwell. “That isthe house. That is Ordinary Farm.”

“It’'slike something on television!” Lucindawhispered to Tyler as Mr. Wakwell drove the cart toward
the huge, ramshackle farmhouse. “Like Survivor: Transylvania.”

“Or agame” hesad. “ Castle Gorefest, with ghoulsin the towers and dungeonsfull of
canker-mongters.”

Whatever it looked like, it certainly wasn't what Lucinda had expected. Instead of aboring old
farmhouse with ared barn or something, this place looked like someone had started with anormal
farmhouse along time ago, but just decided for some reason to keep on going, adding bits and pieces
like a hyperactive kid who had been given severd extrasets of Lego and wasintent on using them all.
“Who built thisweird house?” Tyler asked.

“Octavio Tinker,” said Mr. Walkwell. He frowned, which brought something scary into hisface. “Y ou
will keep respect in your voice for Ordinary Farm, and for those who have crossed theriver. In hisday
Octavio Tinker was avery famous man—and avery, very wise man aswell.”

Crossed the river? He decided it must be the strange-old-farm-guy way of saying “dead.” Asfar asthe
famous part went, however, he wasimpressed. But besides being famous, this Tinker guy must have



been serioudy weird—the house sure was. The pattern of it amost had the look of something natura,
like aspiderweb or the cord in his science class aquarium, aspiraling of outbuildings, sheds, and odd
square towers that swirled out from what was clearly the main house at the front and center of the
property.

They rolled down and around the long haf circle of driveway. The farm buildings and the different parts
of the house seemed to face in adozen separate directions, asif they had been set in place dmost at
random. The afternoon sun bounced back from the windows in unexpected ways that made Tyler fed
dazzled and alittle sick. Nearly at the center of the ring of odd structures, dmost a hundred yards avay
from the sprawling front of the house, stood something that looked like it belonged in apsycho-killer
movie, agray wooden building severd stories high with abig pipe danting down from near the top, and
no windows.

“Check out the haunted house,” he whispered to L ucindafrom behind his hand. “Who do you think lives
there, Freddy Krueger?’

“Or maybethe Friday the 13th guy,” Lucindawhispered back.

“Itisagraindglo, butitisnot being used,” Mr. Wakwell informed him. “1 do not know the namesyou
say. No onelivesthere. And it isa dangerous place for children. Mr. Goldring will be very angry if you
try to go there.”

They were so daunted by his sharp ears that they both stopped talking.

The wagon rumbled to a halt beside along porch that ran dong the front of the house but just. .. stopped
at both ends, asthough it had once connected two other parts of the main building that weren't there
anymore. The huge front door was surrounded by panels of stained glass.

“Get off, now,” said Mr. Walkwell, asif he had been waiting patiently for quite long enough.

The children jumped down, still looking around. Asthey climbed up onto the porch, some distance away
atractor towing ahuge empty trailer gppeared from around one corner of the house, putt-putting along
not much faster than a person could walk asit headed out across the open space. The big bearded man
driving it swung around in his seat when he saw them and waved to Mr. Wakwell. “I took her to the
Sick Barn!” he shouted.

Mr. Walkwell raised his hand to show the man he’' d heard. “ That isRagnar,” he told them. “Y ou will
cometo know himwell.”

“Ragnar? Wow,” said Tyler. *“ Sounds like some barbarian hero out of RuneQuest. And put who in the
Sick Barn? Wasit one of the animas? One of the cows?’ Hefdt like he’ d been holding in the questions
for days. “And what’ s up with the cows here, anyway—do they catch on fire al the time or something?’
Mr. Wakwel stared at him for amoment, then pointed a brown finger toward the front door. “Mrs.
Needle waitsfor you there. She will take you to Mr. Goldring, your uncle. Save your questionsfor him.”
Tyler wasfeding alittle better—the tractor showed that there was some technology on the farm, whether
Mr. Walkwell liked the stuff or not. All Tyler redly needed was enough dectricity to recharge the
GameBoss. And this Mrs. Needle—he could tell shewould be aplump, kindly little old lady like Mrs.
Santa Claus from some children’ s Christmas specid. She' d greet them with cookies and lemonade and
say “My goodness!” alot.

The front door sivung open before they could knock, revealing ayoung man with athin paleface. He
wore awhite short-deeved shirt and gray dacks, as though his parents had just forced him to dress up
for church. Histhick black hair had been combed down with water a some point, but was beginning to
pull looseinto funny crooked tufts.

“Ah,” hesad. “Y ou must bethe children.”

Tyler didn’t like his superior expresson, and he suredidn’t like being called achild, either. “ Y eah? Who
areyou?’

The young man’s eyebrow rose, as though questions were rude. “My nameis Colin.” He couldn’t be
much more than Lucinda s age, Tyler guessed, but he seemed older because he was tall and because of
hisweird grown-up clothes and the stiff way he stood.

“We're supposed to talk to Mrs. Needle.”

“That’smy mother. She’ svery busy right now, but | suppose | can take you to her.” He stepped aside,



beckoning them in as though he too was very busy and was just making some time for them out of
kindness. He didn’t offer to help with the suitcases.

Tyler was taken aback by the sze of the entrance hall—it seemed more like the lobby of some old hotdl.
A big black iron chanddier with dozens of bulbs hung from the high ceiling—so there was e ectricity, a
leas—and the walls were covered with striped pae green wallpaper and old museumy paintings of
people and landscapes. Padded benches and overstuffed sofas with flowery upholstery stood against
every wal, framing close to adozen doorsleading off this huge front room. The center of the hal was
dominated by along staircase that forked upward to the left and right.

“Sound of Music,” Lucindasaid softly.

“What?’

“Y ou remember, the kids Singing? It was on astaircase like that.”

Tyler rolled hiseyes. That had been hissister’ sfavorite movie, not his. Still, he couldn’t help being
impressed by the Staircase, not because it looked like it was waiting for the Von Trapp kids, but because
he now saw that each set of stairs ended flat against the wall—no hallways, no landings, no doors. The
grand staircase led precisely nowhere.

“Thisway,” Colintold them.

Tyler leaned toward his Sster. “ Scooby-Doo, where are you?’ he whispered, grinning, but Lucindawas
looking alittle sckly and didn’t ssem to enjoy hisjoke.

Colin led them dl the way to the back of the hall and opened a door. The room beyond was a kitchen
three or four timesthe size of their living room a home. The noises of pans clanking and water running
rolled out. Severa people seemed to be working there, but Tyler couldn’t quite see any of them past
Calin.

“Mother,” he announced, “the children are here.”

A moment later awoman in arather old-fashioned cotton dresswalked out, letting the door fall shut
behind her so that the lively kitchen scene suddenly vanished. Her black hair was aslong and straight asa
girl’s, her skin even paler than her son’s, both of which madeit hard to guess her age. Shewas pretty ina
thin, sharp-boned way, but it was her gray-blue eyes that made her extraordinary, Tyler redized—eyes
so intense they amogt glittered.

For along moment the woman examined the children asthey examined her. At last she smiled. It wasn't
the most cheerful smile Tyler had ever seen, more like the kind teachers gave you when you made ajoke
about why your homework was late.

“Welcometo Ordinary Farm, children,” she said. “1 am Petience Needle, Mr. Goldring' s assistant and
the housekeeper at Ordinary Farm. | will bein charge of you whilst you are staying with us.”

“Cool. So when do we see some animals?’ Tyler asked.

Her smile went away for asecond, but when it returned it seemed entirdly friendly and natural. Mrs.
Needl€ s English accent made her sound like one of those classy television actresses on public television.
“Those details are up to Mr. Goldring, of course,” she said. “But | am sure he will want to show you the
farm soon enough.”

“Whereishe?’ said Lucinda “Our uncle, | mean. Grest-uncle.”

“I'm afraid he' snot feeling well today, otherwise he would have been down to meet you. He asked me
to send his gpologies. Colin will show you up to your rooms.”

“Mother,” Colin said, asthough he' d been asked to carry them on his shoulders. “I havethingsto do.”
“Then you can do them after you show Lucindaand Tyler to their rooms. I’'m very busy, Colin, with
Gideonill. Runaong.”

Mother and son looked at each other. Colin turned away first. “Fine. Follow me.” He stalked through a
door on the other side of the room and let it bang shut behind him.

When they followed, Lucindaand Tyler found a steep staircase looming behind the door. At the top was
ahallway covered with sweet-smelling wood panels. Tyler climbed the stairs and asked, “ So, what kind
of animas do you have here, besides cows? Horses? Chickens?’

“I don’t work with theanimals,” said Colin asthe corridor turned first one way, then another, closed
doors standing on ether sde like sentries. “I’' m modernizing the sysems.” His superior tone had



returned.

Yeah, thought Tyler. Horse and wagon picking up the guests. Nice job so far.

They cameto anew corridor, dark despite the dim electric lights every few yardsthat filled the hall with
long, jittering shadows. The bulbs were so ancient and flickery that they looked like they had beenin
place here ance Edison invented them.

“Thishouseredly iscrazy,” muttered Tyler.

“It was built by agenius.” Colin actudly sounded angry, like Tyler had called him crazy. “ Octavio Tinker
was one of the greatest scientific minds of al time. Very few people can even begin to understand his
work. He was your mother’ s great-uncle. She'sa Tinker, right? And if you're lucky enough—" He
stopped suddenly, two angry spots of red high on his cheeks. Tyler thought how weird it was that this
gangly, dark-haired kid knew more about their family relations than they did. Tyler opened his mouth to
ask about this, but Colin cut him off like adammed door. He turned right suddenly and led them into a
find, very short hdlway that ended in awall with awindow iniit.

Two doors faced each other acrossthe hall. Lucinda dropped her suitcase and went to look out the
window. There was aflowering cherry tree at one side—the prettiest of anumber of treesin front of their
windows—and a gigantic white concrete building in the far distance. The strange building looked likea
tube haf-sunk in the ground. Tyler, gazing out too, wondered what it was—a hangar or abomb shelter
of some sort? It was like something that had dropped from the sky, landing with atitanic crash and
kicking up earth dl around.

Colin Needle pushed open the doors on either side of the corridor. The rooms were small and neat, each
with an old wooden-framed bed covered with a crazy quilt, adesk, and bare white wals. The room on
the left had abigger window and agood view of the cherry tree.

“Thisone smine,” Lucindaannounced.

“Fine” said Tyler, and dung his bag into the other room.

“I havework to do,” said Colin. “Dinner isat five. Don’'t go out of the house unless someone goes with
you.”

Tyler snorted. “Why not?’

“Because Mr. Goldring doesn’t want you to. In fact, you should just Stay in your rooms until someoneis
free to show you around.”

“Why? Carnivorous cows or something?’

Colin Needlewas clearly angry again. “It' safarm.” He said it like ateacher talking to the dumbest
student in class. “ There are open wells and ditches, sharp tools, and very few lights. And animals, yes,
who shouldn’t be startled. So just stay in your rooms.” He turned and walked down the hall, tiff and
draight asawooden soldier.

“What acreep,” said Tyler when Colin was gone.

“He' s not that bad. Kind of anerd.” Lucinda struggled to get her suitcases onto her bed. She wasfeding
more than alittle overwhelmed by dl the strange new sights.

“Yuck. Could | fed more sweaty and gross? Mefirst in the bathroom.”

Tyler laughed. “Thisisafarm, MissBarbie Doll. Y ou'll probably be using the outhouse in the back
forty.”

“Shut up, Tyler,” said Lucinda. “Y ou may belong onafarm, but | don’t.”

“Well, surprise—you'’ re on one anyway.”

Suddenly abellowing, booming roar rattled everything in the room, including the window in itsframe.
Lucindashrieked and jumped. The rumbling sound came from somewhere outside the house, but it was
s0 deep and powerful Tyler could fed it through hisfeet even asit died away. It was an anima noiselike
alionwith aturbo upgrade, but there was something elseinit, too, akind of hissng crackle that madeit
more frightening than any lion because it was somehow alien.

“Whoa What wasthat?’ he said. “Man, what made that noise?’

Hissster didn’t say aword. Shejust stared at her hands asif she couldn’t believe how strange they
looked, shaking like that.



CHAPTER 4

THE Sick BARN

Tyler stared out hissster’ swindow. His bones felt like they were il rattling from the force of that crazy
sound. “Lucinda, are you unconscious or something? What made that noise?’

“Just one of theanimals, | guess,” she said in apale voice, and then actually began to unpack her
suitcase.

Tyler gave her alook of utter disbdief, then crossed the hall so he could look out his own window.
“Luce” hecdled, “ Luce, comelook at this. There are farm guys running herefrom all over.” Six or
seven men were hurrying toward the place that looked like avast white tube sunk into the ground. He
thought one of them, bigger than the rest, might be the one Mr. Walkwell had cdled Ragnar.

Lucinda had stopped in his doorway as though she didn’t want to see. “ Maybe—maybe a cow got
hurt...or...”

Tyler laughed harshly and dropped down to St on hisbed. “Y ou' re kidding, right? A cow. Wéll, it sure
was oneloud cow. It sounded likea T. rex!”

Something about the way she flinched tugged at him in some deep place where there were only fedings,
not words, but he couldn’t help it. Hewas angry. “I'm definitely going to find out what’sgoing on,” he
sad. “You have to comewith me, Luce.”

“No. I’'mtired. I'm going to take anap.” Sheturned away from him, letting her hair fall forward in front
of her facelikeacurtain, like amask. Oh, but Tyler hated the way she did that—nhiding from things she
didn’t want to see. Okay, maybe it was because she was scared, but you wouldn’t catch him doing that,
just praying for someone el se to make the bad things go away.

“Luce, liglen to me. There's something out there, something realy weird. Y ou heard it too. | know you
did, Luce, sojust admit it. | know.”

She till wouldn't say anything, but she didn’t go back to her room, either. “Lucinda. Luce, come on!”
He reached out hisfoot to push at her but he pushed too hard, with too much anger.

Shefindly looked up, her expressionice cold. “You kicked me.”

“I"'m trying to get you to pay attention!”

“I hateyou, Tyler Jenkins.”

“Luce, I'm sorry, but—"

“I hate you!” she shouted, then turned and ran into her room, damming the door behind her. 1 hope that
cow redly isamonger,” sheyeled fromingde. “1 hopeit eats you!”

Tyler stared at her closed door. He amost knocked—he really wanted her to come with him—but he
didn’t, because he knew that asking her again wouldn’t change athing. Some things never changed.
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As he ssomped along the corridors and staircases of Ordinary Farm looking for away outside, Tyler
found his anger toward Lucindaeasing up alittle. Shejust wasn't good at stuff like this. She yelled about
the smallest, most unimportant things until he wanted to dug her, but when she gave up, sheredly gave
up.

When Dad firdt |eft, things had been bad—redlly really bad. It was Lucindawho had kept Tyler

fed—L ucinda, trying to be the big responsible one. That was atime when she had definitely come
through for her kid brother....

And after awhile, things got better. Mom had started work and was home most nights to make them
dinner, though it was usudly abit late because she worked so hard. She would need an hour to kick off
her shoes and pour herself aglass or two of wine—" decompressiontime,” as she caled it. After that

she’' d usudly throw something together—nothing fancy, of course, just hot dogs and a can of baked
beans or her two-minute quesadillas. Sometimes after the wine kicked in she could be quite amusing,
doing imitations of the impossible people she had to dedl with every day or making jokes about

Lucinda s bad moods. Even Tyler had to admit his mother could be funny—in agrown-up, mom-ish kind
of way—and okay-looking too. Insde Tyler, the alternating states of nothingness and anxiety had eased
because things were no longer terrifyingly out of contral....

But about that time, Tyler began catching Lucinda staring at their mom, and what was on her facewasa
look of the mogt intense longing. All his sister wanted was alittle norma stuff in her life, just abit of what
those perfect families on televison had so much of, and Tyler knew it. And not long after thet, the redlly
dark stuff camefor Lucinda. Recalling it now madeit hard for Tyler to stay angry at her, even when
Lucindawas acting like atota—

Tyler suddenly stopped, redlizing that he had been walking for awhile now without thinking much about
it. “Wow,” he breathed, looking around at the unfamiliar surroundings. He was completely, absolutely
logt.

He was on alanding at the bottom of a staircase. In front of him lay aweird little parlor room with aglass
door, and on the far side of the room he could just see a second door. He walked across the echoing
wooden floor, wondering if he was somewhere he shouldn't be. Considering that Colin had told him they
were supposed to stay in their rooms, that seemed pretty certain.

The glass door was unlocked. There was no furniture in the small parlor except asingle overstuffed chair
and atablewith avase and adirty plastic flower so old that it might have been the very first plastic flower
ever made. He crossed to the far door and found another staircase outside, this one leading somewhere
eseentirdy. Tyler climbed the stairs and stepped into a corridor with windows aong one side. Hetook a
few steps, then something rattled against the window, startling him so badly that he gasped and jumped in
theair. He had only the quickest glimpse of the thing that had bumped againgt the window from the
outside, around little head and a blur of greenish-gray body, but that glimpse had made no sense. Why
were there monkeys here? Did colonies of wild monkeys live out herein the hills of California? Or was
Great-uncle Gideon running some kind of crazy monkey farm?

Hewaslost, stalked by monkeys, and meanwhile, whatever had made that noise was out there and he
was stuck in here. It made him want to hit something. He hurried back down the stairs and began
searching even more strenuoudly, but every hal seemed to lead nowhere, every window to look out on
puzzling, confusing sights, and nothing seemed to get him closer to finding hisway outsde.

Another hdlway, another window, another rattle that caught him by surprise, but thistime the perpetrator
didn’t hurry away. Yes, it relly was amonkey crouched on the outside window frame, itslittle fingers
splayed onthe glassasit peered in a him. It was asmdl one, with big eyes and short fur, but it was
definitely, unquestionably, amonkey. He had only amoment to stare back at the little anima, wondering
nervoudy if it was rabid or something, wondering if it could get through the window and bite him, before
it sort of flipped away and was gone.



Tyler ran in the direction the monkey had gone, opened a door, and found—glory Haldujah!—stairs that
led down and down and down. He didn’t bother to count floors, he just ran down flight after flight until
there weren't any more, then found adoor and burst into the outsde world, laughing hystericaly.

He stepped onto agravelly path. Some early evening cool had begun spilling into the heat of the
afternoon, and the air wasfilled with the scents of dried grass and baked yellow earth. There was an
animd tang too—Tyler suddenly remembered visiting the zoo when he was smdl, how the lion cages had
stunk of big-anima urine.

Then something leaped, rattling along the edge of the porch roof.

Tyler jumped with surprise. The monkey moved in an awkward, bouncing way aong the roof guttering,
asif it wasinjured somehow. Tyler followed it dong the edge of the house asit led him around a corner
and into a place that was asort of courtyard, with an archway opening at the far end.

And then the creature dropped from the roof and into a patch of light angling into the courtyard. It stood
exposed, staring at him. If Lucindawas here, she' d be saying, “ Ooohh, look!” or something like that,
because it was kind of cute. The monkey spread itsarms, asthough waving & him to hurry. Bizarrdly it
was wearing acape. No, Tyler redized an ingtant later, his heart suddenly speeding, that was no cape.
The monkey had wings.

Even as he watched, astonished, the little creature jumped and flew to the far end of the courtyard,
disappearing into a patch of thick, high grass. Tyler started toward it, then froze as he redlized he was
about to run in front of alarge window and that Mrs. Needle was on the other side of it, talking to
someone he couldn’t quite see.

The grassrustled. The monkey was going to get away. Tyler took a breath, waited until Mrs. Needle
turned her back to the window for amoment, then legped out of the shadows and dashed past the
window asfast as he could. He threw himself down into the grass and lay breathing and listening. There
was no sound of pursuit—but no sound of the creature he' d been following, either. Only crickets.

He sat up. Through the archway he could see the huge cement building they’ d noticed from their
windows, the bomb shelter or whatever it was. The concrete seemed to glow alittlein the light of the
late-afternoon sun, but it also had lights of its own strung dong the side of it, asif for security, and at the
moment it looked as mysterioudy fascinating asa UFO. Tyler dashed acrossthe grass, out of the
courtyard. Up close, the tube-shaped building was even bigger than he' d guessed, more than ahundred
feet long. Narrow, high windows started halfway up its side, their bottoms a dozen feet or more above
the ground. Tyler redly wanted to look through one of them, but knew he wouldn't be able to climb the
doping concrete wal to reach them, so he crept silently aong the edge of the building looking for adoor.
He found something better at the far end—ameta platform that ran benegth the last three windows. He
dared at it for along moment, listening to the crickets.

“Don’t go out of the house,” Colin Needle had told them. “ Just stay in your rooms.”

Y egh. Right.

Tyler ran toward the platform and began climbing. The ladder wasredlly rusty—it shed flakes when he
put hisweight on the first rung and it creaked darmingly. He froze at the top, holding his bresth, but the
crickets seemed to think al waswell and were till making noise. He did off the ladder and crawled
aong the platform to the first window, then peered in.

What a disgppoi ntment—something really big was blocking most of the window. It gleamed alittle like
plagtic in the uneven light, and was patterned like aquilt or ahoneycomb. Tyler' smind tried to make
sense of it. He was probably looking at sacks, he decided at last, sacks of animal feed piled high and
then secured with anet.

Tyler crept to the next window. The pile of sacks doped off abit here, enough to give him more of a
view of the building’ sinterior. Bright lights were burning insde—the place looked more like something
indugtrid than part of afarm, like an auto repair garage at night—and in their glare Tyler could make out
some of the farmhands dlicing open more feed-sacks with knives as big as machetes, then emptying them
into a huge trough. Nothing very interesting, he decided.

The pile of sacks, just beside him on the other side of the window, heaved.

Tyler’ sbresth caught so sharply that for amoment he thought he would choke on it. He stared, trying to



make sense of the weird motion just afew feet from where he crouched.

The massive pile heaved again and Tyler felt himsdf go cold dl over. They weren't sacksat dl but
something dive, something as big as an e ephant—no, adinosaur! Whatever it was groaned, asound so
deep and loud that the window and the platform both vibrated asif a hurricane had hit them. Tyler
staggered to hisfeet in sudden terror and dipped on the dick metd platform, then he was diding under
therailing, scrabbling for ahold....

A strong hand reached down and grabbed his collar. For one second Tyler’ s legs thrashed over empty
ar. Then asecond hand curled itself into hishair and Tyler, ydling with pain, was yanked back onto the
platform so hard that he hit the wall beneath the window and madeit rattle. The thing on the other side of
the glass made a groaning, rumbling noise, and the whole platform shuddered again.

“Y ou stupid boy!” somebody shouted next to hisear. “ Y ou stupid boy!”

Lights came on suddenly al around the concrete building—fwam fwam fwam! —burning lights, bright as
the sun. For amoment Tyler couldn’t see anything. When the spotsin front of hiseyesfinally faded, he
was |looking up into the very angry face of Mr. Walkwdll.

CHAPTER 5

M ESERET

“Go away, Tyler,” Lucindasaid, but the person at the door only knocked again, louder. “1 aready told
you, leave medone”

“Lucinda Jenkins? Open up please.”

It wasn't Tyler but adeep-voiced man. She jumped out of bed and pulled on her jeans. She worried for
amoment about opening the door to a stranger, but he didn’t ask again and somehow that reassured
her.

The siranger was abig, bearded, fair-haired man in overdls. Helooked fit and very muscular, but his
whiskers and long hair were both streaked with gray, and the deep wrinkles around his eyes and on his
forehead suggested he was at |east her father’ s age, if not older.

“You’ d better come down,” he said. “Y our brother isin trouble.”

Because of his accent, it took her amoment to understand, then panic exploded through her. “Oh! Ishe
hurt?’

The bearded man shook hishead dowly. She couldn’t figure out his expresson—was he hiding asmile
or something less pleasant? He had a couple of old, pae scars on his cheeks, which made her nervous.
“Not hurt. But | think you must come down.”

Shedidn’t know what to do. Shedidn’t know thisman at dl. Their first night in the middle of nowhere,
and what had her dumb brother gotten into?“1’m...1" m not supposed to go anywhere with strangers.”
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Helooked at her hard for amoment, then heredly did smile—the scars disappeared into the crinkly lines
around hiseyes and it changed his whole face into something much, much nicer. “Fairly spoken, Lucinda
Jenkins. Ragnar Lodbrok is my name. Now we are not strangers.”

“But...I ill don't know you.”

Helaughed. “And | do not know you, but | will trust you not to harm me. Still, we go downstairs only to
the kitchen, and perhaps then one of the women there will speak for me, yes?’

Shefdt alittle better, although she kept some distance between them as she followed him out the door.
“What happened? What did Tyler do?’

“What boys do.” Ragnar didn’t seem too put out about it. “ But it was not yet time.”

“Timefor what?’

He shrugged his broad shoulders. The bearded man reminded her alittle of the scarecrow in the old
Wizard of Oz movie—he had an dmost boneless way of moving—but the scarecrow hadn’t been
anywhere near so broad across the back.

Scarecrow probably didn’t have tattoos like that, either, she thought. She' d just noticed spikes of
blue-black ink sticking up past Ragnar’ s shirt collar.

Mrs. Needle was waiting at the bottom of the stairs, pulling aswesater on over her thin shoulders. “You
found her, | see,” shesaid to Ragnar. “I'll say it again—I don’t think you should bring her. Thiswill be
difficult enough.”

Ragnar nodded, but under his polite reply his voice was hard. There was some sort of power struggle
between these two, L ucinda guessed—an old one. “Y es. But this secret is broken. She may aswell learn
Hiswords frightened Lucindaso much that her knees went weak. Had that grumpy joke she shared with
Tyler been right after all? Was this some kind of weird cult like she’ d seen on so many TV shows? Were
sheand Tyler about to be given the chanceto join or be killed?

They |eft by the front door and walked down the driveway, then cut back, skirting what looked like
kitchen gardens, until in the distance they saw the big white tube-shaped building she had seen ealier, lit
up now like an airport at night. Fearful, she dowed down, but Ragnar’ s strong hand closed on her arm,
gently but unbreakably firm, and kept her moving.

Long before they reached the building she could see two figures standing and waiting for them, one big,
onesmall. Her flutter of relief lasted only amoment. The way Mr. Walkwel I’ shand sat on her brother’s
shoulder madeit look like he was aprison guard and Tyler wasacrimind. At least, she thought the
gmall shapewas Tyler: it looked just like him except for one thing—the expression on hisface. Her
brother was pale as apiece of printer paper and looked absolutely terrified. She'd never seen him that
way.

Lucindawas getting more frightened by the second.

Mr. Wakwdll let go of Tyler and walked forward to meet Ragnar and Mrs. Needle. Lucinda hurried
over to Tyler. “What did you do?’ she whispered.

“There samonster inthere,” hetold her, eyeswide, lower lip trembling. “I’m not lying, Luce—ared,
honest-to-God monster!”

“Wadll, hereyou two are,” said aman’ s voice from behind them, dry and sour. “Tyler and Lucinda
Jenkins. Welcometo thefarm...| suppose. | hadn't planned our first meeting to be quite so dramatic.”
Lucindawhirled around, startled. Hobbling up the path toward them from the other end of the house was
agtrange-looking old man in ared-and-white-striped bathrobe. He wastall and thin, with a crest of white
hair that stuck up asthough he'd just got out of bed, and even under the spotlights he looked as tan and
wrinkled asthe leather of Tyler’sold basebdl glove.

“Areyou...areyou our uncle Gideon?" she asked.

“Y our great-uncle, to betechnica. But | think ‘Uncle Gideon’ will do.” He narrowed his eyes. “And
despite the more relaxed attitude these days about choosing names for children, I’ m going to assume that
you, girl, are Lucinda, and that thisyoung ne er-do-well isTyler.”

“Theré samongter inthere,” Tyler said. “Inthat Sick Barn place. A dinosaur!”

Gideon Goldring stared at them in slence for along moment. “I’m not happy about this,” he said at ladt,



and made anoisein the back of histhroat. “1 don’'t like Nosy Parkers prying into my business.” He gave
Tyler afierce look—actudly glared a him. Despite being frightened, Lucindafelt amoment of anger. If
you don’t want people nosing around, she thought, you shouldn’t invite them somewhere and then
get all mysterious! Shedidn’t dare say it out loud, of course.

“But herewe are,” thefierce old man said, “so | suppose | don’t have much choice. No, it'snot a
dinosaur, boy—it' s something much more interesting. And her nameis Meseret.” Uncle Gideon pulled a
pair of glassesthat were little more than two lenses out of the pocket of his bathrobe and inspected
Tyler sfacelike adoctor examining aparticularly interesting wart. “Y es, you look a bit shocked—no
surprise there, but no less than you deserve. | shouldn’t reward you for being atroublemaker, but if |
send you two back to the house now we' Il just have to do this some other time.” He snorted.
“Children—pfah!” Gideon turned his attention to Lucinda, then back to Tyler again, asif he was making
some huge decision. “Well? Do you want to see her properly? Do you want to meet Meseret?’

Tyler stared at back him and then dowly nodded his head. “ That thing in there? Y eah. Y egh, sure.”
“What isgoing on here?’ Lucindaamost screamed. “Will someone please explainit to me?’

“WEe reright here, child,” said Mrs. Needle with more than atouch of impatience. “ There’ sno need to
shout.”

“Oh, there probably is,” said Uncle Gideon, and he laughed, asort of cracked hissthat didn’t make
Lucindafed much better a dl. “Come aong, then, dl of you—follow Smos; if you would be so kind.”
“Simos’ was gpparently Mr. Wakwdl. Tyler and Lucindafollowed him ashe
scrunch-scrunch-scrunched hisway around the front of the Sick Barn to a heavy meta door. Asbefore,
he sounded like he was waking on packing material, but he was on the same soft dirt asthe rest of them
and he was the only one making a noise. When they reached the door, Mr. Walkwell opened alittle
cabinet beside it and punched numbersinto a keypad inside, as though this was some kind of top-secret
missile base out of aspy show.

The door swung open slently and Mr. Wakwell stepped into bright fluorescent light. Tyler stared in, his
pale face suddenly reluctant. Lucindafelt asudden urge to take his hand as she used to when he was il
her little brother instead of the irritating kid with the heedphones who lived acrossthe hdl. She stepped
forward, but as soon as she touched his hand he pulled away and walked into the Sick Barn. Lucinda
followed alittle more dowly.

Shewould never forget how the place looked in those first moments—along room that seemed to
gretch for acity block, with a dozen banks of lights hanging from agrid of pipes benegth the curved
caling. Stainless stedl tables stretched dong one side of it, and the walls and shelves and open spaces
were cluttered with bags of supplies and gasoline cans and cabinets full of tools, so that the place dmost
looked more like a garage than anything to do with animass. Lucindawould never forget how it smelled,
either—that weird mixture of adoctor’s office and azoo on the hottest day of summer. It made her eyes
water.

But asimpressive asit dl was, she would never be able to remember exactly how it felt to see Meseret
for thefirg time. Some things were so powerful that as soon asthey came into your life they changed you
completely—changed everything, so that the you who wastrying to remember was just too different from
the you who hadn’t known.

It felt like she wasin amovie, one of those specia-effects epics that she had to go see when it was
Tyler'sturn to pick. Lucindawaslooking a a stretched-out shape that dmost entirdly filled the massive
stedl pen running down the far sde of the room, ascaly shape the size of asmal jet plane. Even though
she had been expecting something to fit Tyler’ sword, monster, her brain couldn’t make sense of the
immense thing in front of her. It was a giant robot, maybe, some kind of theme-park attraction, but it
couldn’t be real .

It lifted its huge head on its huge neck and looked back at her with snaky yellow eyesamost asbig as
hubcaps. Nothing €'se, Lucinda found out, was as convincing as actual eye contact.

Her shrieks didn’t seem to bother the creature much. Its yellow eyesfollowed her, but without much
obvious interest, as she stumbled backward toward the door and dammed into Colin Needle, who had
just walked into the Sick Barn.



Shefel down a Colin' sfedt, ill staring helplesdy at the monster and trying to remember how to
breathe. He didn’t bother to help her up, but the big farmhand Ragnar did.

“Don't fear,” Ragnar said. “ Shewill not harm you.”

“It samongter!” Lucinda shouted.

“See?| told you!” Tyler had stopped a good dozen feet from the pen to stare, which was clear evidence
of how frightened he till was. But he was shaking with excitement too. “ See! It isared dinosaur. |
waan'tlying!”

“Don't bestupid,” Colin said. “ That’s not adinosaur.”

“Have you children forgotten al the stories?” Ragnar sounded amost sad.

The mongter in the pen stirred and the immense leathery flaps folded against her long front legs scraped
aong her scales. Wings.

“Ohmy God,” said Lucinda, dmost in awhisper, not talking to anyone but hersdlf. “It'sa dragon. It'sa
redl, true dragon.”

Colin pushed past her. “Why are you showing them the Sick Barn?’ he demanded of Ragnar. “Why
didn’'t anyonetell me you were dl coming here?1’m going to tell Gideon.”

“He' shere” said Mrs. Needle, pointing to the corner of the room where the old man in the striped
bathrobe was talking quietly with Mr. Wakwdll. “And we didn't tell you because | thought you needed
your regt.”

Colin scowled like athree-year-old about to throw atantrum, but turned away instead. Uncle Gideon
was coming back toward them, but Lucindadidn’t think that was the only reason Colin wasn't arguing
with hismother.

Gideon’ svoice rose sharply and suddenly. “Here now, boy! What’ s-your-name—Tyler! Don't get too
closeto her. She hasn't been feding well.”

Tyler had been moving steadily forward, drawn toward the huge creature as though hypnotized. He
looked like he was over hisfear and into his I-wonder-how-it-works phase, something that usualy
spdled trouble for anything that interested him. Lucindafelt aclutch of fear. If he got eaten, how would
sheexplainitto Mom?

It redlly was adragon. There was no avoiding the fact, no arguing with it. Lucinda couldn’t see every
detail because much of the creature’ s body was hidden by the metd rails of the pen, but unlessthere was
some normal kind of animal longer than a school bus that had scales and fangs and wings, then she,
Lucinda Anne Jenkins, was standing in the sameroom as...

“A dragon,” she said again, loud thistime, finally starting to feel the wonder of it l.

“Shecertanly is” Uncle Gideon said. “1 will introduce you to her—and | do mean introduce. Thisisa
dragon, not just some kind of giant lizard or crocodile. Y ou must treat her with respect. Her nameis
Meseret.”

“Un-be-lievable!” Tyler was bouncing up and down again. “ Thisis so awesome! Where did she come
from?’

Uncle Gideon scowled. “ That, at least, you' re going to have to wait for until I’m ready, boy.” He was
gill frowning as he said, “Now step forward carefully. That’ sright. Just stand and let her smell you.”
Tyler and Lucinda had moved up to within acouple of feet of the bars. The dragon’ s nogtrils twitched
like little volcanoes getting ready to erupt. It was dl Lucindacould do not to run away. The smell, the
gze—shewasterrified.

“Movedowly and quietly, will you?” said Gideon. “ She has very little experience of human children. In
fact, asfar aswe know, before today she hasn't met any except Colin.”

“Poor dragon,” said Tyler, too quietly for anyone but Lucindato hear.

The dragon fixed Lucinda with an emotionless stare. The huge eye glowed with red-gold light like the
codsof afire, and for amoment it seemed something Lucindacould fal into, fal forever, twisting
helplesdy downward. ... She backed away, knowing that if she didn’'t she'd scream again. “Thisistoo
weird,” shesad. “Everybody here' sacting like...likethisisal normal! Likeit's...”

“Ordinary?’ asked Uncle Gideon, the light winking off his spectacles. He looked amused and angry at
the sametime, astrange combination. “Yes, I'm afraid the name of thefarm isatrifle deceptive”



“Oh, man—flaming cowd!” Tyler said, laughing alittlewildly. “Haming cows! Now | get it!”

Uncle Gideon nodded. “Ah, you did receive the book, then. | wasworrying I’d missed getting it in the
mail intime. Good. Obvioudy it'snot redly about cows. And | do want you to memorizeit. They’re not
at dl likeordinary animds, dragons.”

Lucindafelt like her head was going to blow up. “But thiscan't bered! If thiswasredly true, it would be
inthe news.. . people would know...it would be on television!”

Without warning something grabbed her arm, and a second later she and Tyler were both being dragged
across the Sick Barn by Uncle Gideon. He was holding her wrist so tightly her bones ached, and hisface
had gone red with anger. When they got out into the glare of the outside spotlights he abruptly let go.
They both staggered. From the corner of her eye Lucinda registered the others coming out of the Sick
Barn, too, but no one said anything.

Gideon stood in front of them, and he didn’t just look like an eccentric old man in a bathrobe anymore.
Helooked redly mad and redly scary. “Now you listen to me,” he said in avoice that trembled with fury.
“You have no idea—no idea, | tell you—of the great privilege you have received in being invited to this
place. And yet | find that the first thing you two do when you get hereis abuse my hospitdity. Y ou, boy,
do exactly what you are told not to do. Y ou were told not to leave the house, weren't you?’

“I warned him, gir,” said Colin. He sounded pleased.

“And then you, girl, start telling me this place should be on televison.” Gideon made a sputtering noise,
like asnake abouit to bite. “ Y ou have been here five minutes and you would give away our hard-won
secretsto asociety of idiots and thieves, would you?’

“No, | didn’t...” she began, but there was no stopping Gideon Goldring.

“I cannot tell you how deeply disappointed | am in my first impressions of you both. Moreover, you just
confirm my worst fears. Once people have been allowed into Ordinary Farm, there’ s no control—no
control at al! Yes, children, if you haven't guessed, | am very, very angry.”

Tears sprang into Lucinda s eyes and her heart hammered. Shelooked to Tyler, but he had his head
down, avoiding Uncle Gideon’ seyes. Her little brother wouldn’t argue, but he wouldn't givein, ether.
He was too stubborn for that.

“Give meyour hands,” Gideon said, suddenly and loudly. “Right now! Y ou are going to swear me an
oath.”

Lucinda saw the mouths of some of the othersfall open in shock. Shelooked at Tyler.

“Now!” roared Gideon.

They did so. Somehow there seemed nothing el se they could do. Lucinda heard distant birdsin the trees,
abreeze ruffling leaves, the ragged breething of thisterrible man, their great-uncle.

“Promiseme,” said Gideon, “swear on everything you hold sacred, that you will never, never betray the
secrets of Ordinary Farm to the outside world!”

The old man’ s grip was so tight that she could fedl him trembling, and she suddenly had the fedling that he
was more than just angry—Gideon Goldring was frightened. Redlly, serioudy frightened that they might
tell people about the farm. An odd calm came over her. “Yes,” shesad, “I promise.”

Tyler didn’t say anything for amoment. “Aslong asyou don’t try to hurt me or my sister,” he said.
“Remember, you asked us to come here.”

Gideon let go of their hands. He sounded surprised. “Hurt you? Y ou are my relatives—you are family!”
“Okay, then, | promise.”

Another slencefdl. When Lucindalooked up a Gideon to seeif he was getting over hisanger, the heds
of hishandswere pressing hiseyes. “God,” he cried suddenly, “oh, God, my head!” Suddenly he swayed
and dmogt fell.

Mrs. Needle, black hair streaming, ran to hisside. “Gideon, enough! Y ou are till unwell. Y ou must come
away now and lie down.” And she began to lead him to the house. Gideon leaned into her, hobbling and
wiping &t hiseyes.

“Jugt likeMomtold us” Tyler said quietly. “Right, Lucinda? A nice, old-fashioned summer on the farm.”



CHAPTER 6

FREE-RANGE M UFFINS

By the time they reached the grand lobby and its blind staircase, Colin could just barely hide hisanger.
Only afew hours on the farm and these two interlopers were dready getting specia treatment! The
boy—what was his name? Tyler—had immediately broken the rules, but instead of being sent home they
had both been rewarded. Already they had been shown the second biggest secret on the farm!

Of course, Colin had known that having strangers on the farm would cause trouble, but who could have
guessed it would have begun so quickly? Now he understood and could even sympathize with his
mother’ s dark, cold rage when Gideon had announced it.

His mother had taken Gideon upgtairs, the old man stumbling like adeepwalker. No matter how much
medicine she gave him, Gideon didn’t seem to get any better. That was strange: it wasn't like Petience
Needle to come up short, although she hadn’t had much luck with the female dragon, either. It gave Colin
adtrange, dippery feding—hdf joyful, haf terrified—to think of hismother failing a something.

At Colin’smother’ s order, Caesar came down from Gideon’ sroomsto |lead the two Jenkins children
back to their beds. Colin avoided the bent old black man. He had made the mistake once of referring to
Caesar as a servant—what else would you call someone who took trays to Gideon, turned down his bed
each night, and ran his bath and folded his clothes?—but Caesar had turned on him. When the man
straightened up, Colin had discovered, Caesar was actudly quite tall and more than alittle frightening.
“Don’'t you ever cdl methat,” Caesar had said, hisweary, wrinkled face twisting into something quite
different. “1 work for Mr. Goldring becausework isal | know how to do and because | owe him abig
old favor, but | am no man’s servant. Not ever again. Do you hear me, child? Do you hear me?”

All Calin had been able to do at the time was squeak ayes. He had done his best to avoid the fellow
ever snce.

“Come, children,” Caesar now said asheled Tyler and Lucindaaway. “Must betired, you two. Quitea
day, quite aday. Ordinary Farm ain't like other places, and now you know it. Enough to tire anyone out.
Comedong to bed.”

When they had gone, Colin stood in the silent lobby, too disturbed for bed, too full of irritated thoughts
and anger. Gideon had actudly had the nerve to suggest that Colin would enjoy having “people hisown
age’ on thefarm this summer. Asif these two children were anything like him! Asif he himsdf werea
childinstead of an adult in al but the officid sense. Which iswhat any kid had to beif they werelike
Coalin, aboy without afather, but aso with amother who never spoke about her previouslife and treated
Colin more like an assstant than achild. All in al, he hoped Gideon had learned alesson about who he
could trust and who he clearly couldn’t....

Colin Needl€ s attention was suddenly drawn to arectangle of white Sitting on asilver tray. It wasthe
tray that Caesar used to carry upstairs the mail and other papers that Gideon needed to see. The old
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fellow had obvioudy been digtracted by the afternoon’ s events and had |eft the tray with asmdl pile of
unddlivered mail out on atable near the door leading to the kitchen. Colin sdled over to look through the
envelopes.

Feed hills. Equipment bills. A postcard for the brats from their mother, and a couple of lettersfrom a
lawyer—Colin didn’t recognize the name, athough thiswas by no meansthefirst time he'd snooped in
Gideon’s correspon dence. More hills. Assessor’ s office—that would be taxes. Lots of money going out
asusud, but nothing coming in. No wonder Gideon was dways haf crazy with stressand worry. Ah, but
what wasthis? Colin’s heart besat faster as he recognized the gray envelope. He had been waiting,
hoping, for one of these.

He cocked his head and listened to make sure nobody was coming, then lifted up the letter. The return
addressin the corner confirmed what he’ d suspected: Jude Modesto Antiquities, Santa Barbara,
California. It was from the antiques dealer, the one Gideon was always so secretive about, although
Colin had figured out their arrangement long ago. But far more important to him was the information
ingde—including the man’semail address.

Colin’s mother and Caesar were gill upstairs. The cook, Sarah, and her hel pers would be here very soon
to begin preparing dinner. At best, he had mere minutes. Colin dipped the gray envelopeinside his
swesater and hurried into the empty kitchen and straight toward the kettle,

Steam coaxed the sealed envel ope to open as neatly as one of the pale flowersin Colin’s mother’s
garden spreading its peta s to the spring sunshine. He dipped out the letter and read it quickly:

Dear Gideon,

Of course I’ d be delighted to meet with you— always enjoy your company and sharing in the
miracle of your wonderful collection. In fact, | have a new buyer who is very interested in just the
sort of items with which you’ ve favored my little enterprise in the past. He will be thrilled if | am
able to offer him more “ genuine Goldrings.” Of course, | call themthat only to myself— have
kept your injunction to secrecy quite faithfully, | assure you....

The letter went on like that for afew more paragraphs, full of al the dimy politenessthat grown-ups used
when they were pretending they wanted something other than smply to make money. When Colin grew
up hewasn't going to be such ahypocrite. When he wanted something he' d say so. When hedidn’t like
someone—the way heaready didn’t like Tyler Jenkins—he wouldn't bother to hideit.

Of course, hewould haveto bein charge. Y ou only got to make the rules and do what you wanted when
you were in charge. His mother had taught him that from the first moments he could remember.

Colin memorized the email address in Jude Modesto’ s personalized | etterhead and sedled the letter back
up, then made his stealthy way back out to the lobby. He had dropped the letter back onto the tray only
afew moments before his mother reappeared, brushing straight black hair away from her pale forehead.
“Thisfoolish plan of Gideon’ sisgoing to cause usdl agreet ded of grief,” she said, then suddenly
seemed to see her son properly for the first time since she had walked into the room. “What are you
doing, Colin? Areyou loitering?’

“I’m going to our rooms, Mother.” He was desperate to get to the computer before he forgot the email
address. “| just need to make anote for later on. But I'll be right down after that, if you need any help at
dinner.”

She looked hard at him for amoment. “Very well. But don’t dillydally. I’'m not in the mood to be crossed
thisevening.”

A little shiver ran up hisback. “I’ll beright back.”

Suddenly she smiled broadly, so that if Colin hadn’t been able to seethe rest of her distracted, chilly
face, hewould have felt quite warm and loved. “ That's my good boy. That’s a boy who knows how to
behave toward hismother.” Sheleaned forward asif to kiss his cheek, but stopped half afoot short, her



dark lips smacking the air, then she turned and walked out of the lobby, pulling out her keychain so she
could begin locking up.

Colin scuttled to the office in their rooms, and his own computer there—the one with al the security
software, so that neither his mother, Gideon, nor anyone else at al could find out what he did. He quickly
composed aletter to Modesto.

Please forgive my contacting you thisway. | am a business associate of Gideon Goldring and |
have certain things that will interest you, both information and an actual rare object. | know you
are very interested in Mr. Goldring’s collection. If you would like to learn much more than you
have so far been told, | require only two things: a meeting with you and absolute secrecy.

When you make your next appointment with Gideon, send me a message at this addressto let me
know where and when it will be, and | will arrange to meet you there beforehand so we can
discuss things of great mutual interest. However, if you breathe a word to Mr. Goldring or anyone
else about our arrangement, you will never hear from me again.

Sgned,

X

Coalin knew the note was probably alittle melodramatic, but he still thought it sounded grown-up and
serious enough to keep the man interested. He already had what he thought of asthe * bait”—an object
that would surely provoke Modesto’ sinterest. He had been saving it specidly.... Now all he had to
figure out was how to deliver the actud prize. He had been thinking about the problem for weeks, but
this next bit could be more than disastrousiif it went wrong—it could befatd.

The best way, of course, would be to get someone elseto doit....

Weighing different strategies, Colin sent the email and made hisway back to the kitchen. To his pleasure,
his mother told him she had confined those brats to their roomsfor the rest of the night, and had sent
Caesar up with atray of food and to stand over them till early morning, doing guard duty. Colin grinned
to himself—that punished dl three of them. For the rest of the evening, he meekly did everything she
asked, and afterward she even patted him on the shoulder. Colin didn't like that. Only alittle kid neded
to be patted and reassured by his mother. He was stronger than that. That’ swhy he was going placesin
thisworld.

Stll, it took him awhileto get to deep that night, and he was troubled by dreams of angry, vengeful
mongters.

Morning, and his mother’ srap on the door sounded like agunshot.

“Get up, Calin, it salmost six already. Go and get those children and bring them down to breakfast.
Now, please.”

“But | want to have a shower—"

“Now.”

He got up, dready in abad mood. Barely dawn and the unwanted strangers were causing trouble for him
aready. He hated to start the day, especialy what was going to be ahot summer day, without a shower.
By the middle of the afternoon he would fed like things were growing on his sticky skin, like the clinging
plantsthat had filled and choked off the farm’ s unused greenhouse.

He pounded hard on Tyler Jenkins s door to wake him up. When the boy had gone grumbling off to the
bathroom, his eyes haf shut, Colin knocked alittle less roughly on Lucinda s. She opened it wearing only
along T-shirt, the skin of her legsamost as pae ashismother’s. That wouldn't last long, not in Ordinary
Farm'’ srelentless summer sun.

“It’ stime to come down to breskfast,” hetold her. “It’sgoing to be along day so you need agood
dart.” Hefdt stupid saying it, like one of those commerciasfor breskfast cered, but he couldn’t help
feeling bad about dragging her out of bed. She looked tired and fretful.



Of course, she had just met Meseret only afew hours before. He couldn’t guess what that must be like
for an outsder.

“Oh, thanks, Calin,” shesaid. “I'll beout in just aminute.”

She closed the door. She' d actudly thanked him. Quite different from her brother, who emerged from
the bathroom at that moment, the tailet fill gurgling. “Whéat are you staring at?’ Tyler demanded.

“Not you, | promise.”

“Can we seethe dragon again?’

“It'snot for meto say.”

“Look, just tell me how it got here, then.”

“I told you, it'snot for meto say.” Colin sighed. Children. “When you' re both ready I'll meet you at the
top of the stairs down the hall and take you down to the dining room.” He walked away, keeping his
back as straight as he could. He d show these urchins how to look dignified. If there was onething his
mother had made sure of, it was that Colin had good posture. He ignored the snorting noise Tyler made
behind him. The boy was dmost asavage, after all.

Ten minutes later, il ignoring Tyler’ s endless questions, Colin led the Jenkins children into the kitchen,
where he introduced them to the women preparing breakfast—red-cheeked Sarah, blonde, round, and
bustlingly warm; tall, superior Azinzafrom West Africa; and the little, solemn-faced Tibetan girl, Pema.
None of the young women liked him very much, Colin knew, but they al feared his mother, which kept
them polite. Once names had been exchanged, he pulled the Jenkins children out of the kitchen and led
them onward into the dining room with itslong tables. Mogt of the farmhands were there dready, and
they turned to gaze with curiogity at the new arrivas.

Colin led Lucindaand Tyler to the serving table. The spread was a good one this morning: eggs of every
kind, bacon, sausages, ham, hash brown potatoes, a platter of fried mushrooms and tomatoes (which
Tyler Jenkinswas careful to avoid, athough he seemed to have taken more than alittle of everything
else), waffles, pancakes, and at least five or six different kinds of muffins. When they had loaded their
plates, Colin looked around. The only empty space big enough for al three of them was next to Ragnar,
50 hereluctantly led them over.

The big blond-bearded man grinned and reached out to shake hands with the children. Their hands
disappeared into hismassve grasp like pink baby mice being swalowed whole by a python. “ Greetings
to you both.” Ragnar turned alessfriendly look on Colin. “And to you, young Needle.”

“Where did that dragon come from?” Tyler demanded.

“That is Gideon' s story to tell, not mine,” Ragnar said.

“Doyou dl live here on thefarm?’ Lucinda asked. M ore farmhands were coming in now, athough al but
the kitchen workers were men.

“Gideon has generoudy given ushomes, dl usrefugees,” Ragnar explained. Colin tensed, afraid the man
might say too much—Ragnar was far too full of himsef—but the Scandinavian giant only turned to Mr.
Walkwell, stting at anearby table. “Isn’t that right, Smos?’

The farm’ s overseer looked sour. “Y ou children, get on with the eating” was dl he said. “It isalong day
ahead.”

“Ick, Tyler—you’ ve got enough syrup on your plateto float an ocean liner,” Lucinda complained. Her
brother ignored her and began to eat. Colin Needle redlized that he was hungry too. Then, just as he bent
to hisplate, acool hand closed on his shoulder.

“Ah, thereyou dl are,” hismother said.

It was dways the same feding Colin’s mother brought to him, part excitement, part worry. Had he made
amistake of some kind? He had done just what she' d asked, hadn’t he?

“Doyoumindif | joinyou?" she asked thetwo guests. “I’m look forward to getting to know you both.”
She turned her smile on her son. “Have you been showing our guests around?’

“Yes, Mother.”

“He sbeen very helpful, Mrs. Needle,” said Lucinda.

Colin suddenly decided that for an unwanted guest, the Jenkins girl was not so bad. “Can | get you
anything, Mother?”’



“Just some fruit and yogurt, dear, thank you.”

By thetime Colin came back she was doing her best to charm the Jenkins children, and her best could be
quiteimpressive. Tyler did not look entirely convinced, but Lucinda seemed taken with hismother’s
accent, her careful, clever way of talking, and her occasiond bright smiles. Colin found himself proud of
his mother, proud that he was her son—that she had chosen to have him. Who needed a father, or even
to know who hisfather had been? His mother could be difficult, it was true, but that was because she
was specid. A sort of genius. That was one of the reasons Colin felt so drawn to Octavio Tinker, the
founder of Ordinary Farm. Genius had its own rules. Genius had to get its own way.

“You know, Lucinda,” his mother was saying, “you have such acharming face....” Shereached out her
long fingerstoward the girl. *'Y ou should cut your hair shorter to show it off.”

A little sartled, Lucindaleaned back suddenly and lifted her arm, knocking over abasket full of muffins
that had been set down on the table beside her. The basket bounced and the muffins leaped out, rolling
acrossthefloor. Thelittle dark-haired farmhand, Haneb, who had been passing behind her, danced back
with acry of surprise and amost dropped his breakfast plate. Even as he did so, though, Haneb
struggled to keep the left Side of hisface turned away, and tried to shield it with afree hand, but this only
ensured that some of the food did from his plate and fell to the floor amid the now free-ranging muffins,
“Oh! Oh, I'm so sorry,” said Lucinda as she jumped up. She began gathering muffinsinto the basket,
and as she did so stuck out ahand toward Haneb. “I’ m redly sorry. Hi, I’'m Lucindaand I’'m aclumsy
idiot, obvioudly....” Suddenly she gave a horrified gasp and straightened up, stumbling back from the
dark-haired man as though she had been struck.

Haneb stared at her for amoment, both eyes wide and the good one blinking. The left haf of hisface
was amass of scars, the skin melted like candle wax, the eye pulled haf shut. Colin had often thought
that if the man had any concern for the fedings of others, he would wear a mask like the Phantom of the
Opera. Especidly when people were egting.

Haneb ducked his head and, without picking up any more of his breakfast, scuttled away toward Mr.
Wakwell’ stable. Once seated, he began to eat quickly without looking up.

Tyler hissed at her. “ Jeez, Lucinda, treat that guy like Frankenstein much?”

She stared at him, embarrassed but aso angry. “ It surprised me, that’sal.” She turned to Colin. “ Poor
guy! What happened to him?’

“Burned.” Were these children going to blunder and crash through every little private matter on the farm?
If s0, it was going to be avery long summer.

“Whoa,” said Tyler, interested for thefirgt time. “ Redlly? What burned him?”

A shadow fdl over them—alarge shadow. “ Come along, you young ones,” Ragnar said. “Thesunis
amogt at noon!”

Tyler looked at hiswatch. “It isn’'t even six thirty yet!”

“On afarm that isthe middle of theday,” Ragnar said cheerfully.

“Has anyone decided what chores these children are going to do?’ Colin asked. He had a sudden horror
that Gideon was going to expect him to entertain these barbarians, to play with them or some other
impossibly childishidea

“Work?" Tyler blinked. “ Can't we see the dragon again? What was her name?’

Ragnar grinned. “Meseret. Y ou like dragons, do you? Then you have never met one on awindy
mountainside with nothing but an ax in your hand.” He laughed. “1 do not think you will see more of the
great she-worm today—she has been ill. But there are other things worth doing. ..and seeing. | have
good newsfor you, young Master Tyler. There shall be no work for you today.”

“What?’ said Calin. “But everyone hasto work!”

“Not today,” said Ragnar firmly. “Gideon has decided that the safest thing isfor the children to be taken
on atour of the farm, the better to stop any more unfortunate explorations.”

Coalin’smouth fell open. Could anything be more unfair?“Bui...”

“Asfor you, young Master Needle, Mr. Walkwell asks me to remind you he needs his feed budget, and
will you please work with your mother to get it to him by the end of the day.”

So the children would get atour of the farm while he was stuck with bookkeeping?“Redly?” Colin



asked miserably. “Today?’

“Today.” Ragnar laid abig hand on Colin’s shoulder, squeezing hard enough to make hispoint. “Y ou
know Mr. Walkwell does not joke.” He turned to Lucindaand Tyler. “No more wasting time,” he said.
“Letusgo.”

“Bye, Colin,” said Lucinda

Her brother grinned at Colin. Y eah. Enjoy yoursdif.”

The three of them walked away. Simos Wakwell and the farmhands filed out to their variousjobs. His
mother went off with the kitchen workers to supervise the making of the week’ s shopping list. Colin
Needle was | ft done with his oatmedl .

It had gone cold.

CHAPTER 7

A CLoubporF HoRNsS

Mr. Walkwell sat waiting for them in front of the house. He had hitched two horses to the ancient wagon
thistime, the brown mare that had brought them back from the train station and a spotted gray, perhaps
to help with the extraweight of arusty old two-wheeled trailer piled with feed sacks that had been
attached to the back of the wagon. The whole thing had the look of asmall and not very exciting parade.
Haneb, the dender man with the scarred face, sat in the wagon, staring down at hisfeet. Three other
farmhands sat with him among the feed sacks, short, squat, tan-skinned men who looked asif they might
be Asan. They touched the brims of their odd hats and smiled shyly at the children.

“It' sthe Three Amigos,” Tyler said quietly to Lucinda, but she either didn’t remember the movie or didn’t
think it was funny enough to laugh.

Mr. Wakwdl didn't say aword asthe children and Ragnar climbed on. When they were settled atop the
feed sacks he clicked his tongue and the horses started around the driveway, wagon whedls scrunching
through the hard-packed gravel. He was no more talkative when Tyler asked questions about the
previous night, the dragon, or the day’ sitinerary.

“Simos could beat anding stonesin astaring contest,” said Ragnar, smiling. “Y ou're wasting your time,
boy!”

They drove for dmost aquarter of an hour across the farm to their first stop, which surprised Tyler: he
would have guessed al the animals would be close to the house. When they had reached the base of the
hills and the house was almost out of sight behind them, they cameto ahdt at achained gate. Onthe
gate sfar sdeatrail led away down the straw-colored hill.

Mr. Walkwell unlocked the gate. “ Y ou two children stay with us” he said, suddenly and sharply. “If you
disobey or anger me you will go back to the cart to wait.”
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The Three Amigos (whom Ragnar had introduced as Kiwa, Jeg, and Hoka) got down and began to pile
feed sacks on their shoulders until each was carrying three. Mr. Wakwell took four (Tyler felt secretly
certain by the ease with which helifted them he could have carried more) and massive Ragnar took three
on each shoulder. Without being asked, Tyler helped Haneb lift asack onto his shoulders. The scarred
man did not meet his eye, but mumbled athank-you in accented, liquid-sounding English.
“Moredragons?’ Tyler asked Lucindaquietly asthey fell inline behind the Amigos. “Do you think thisis
wherethey live?’

Lucinda pulled up, horrified. “Y ou' rejoking, right? We re not...I’m not going near abunch of ... wild
dragong!”

Mr. Wakwell growled as he dmost ran into them from behind. “Keep walking, you children. If you trip
me and | drop these sacks on you, you will not thank me.”

But Lucindawas not moving. “ Are we going to see abunch of wild dragons? A herd or whatever?
Because | don't want to do that.”

Thewiry old man made asnorting noise. “ Do you think theworld is so full of these most ancient ones
that they roam about in flocks, like pigeons?’ He shook his head. “No—they are specia and rare. We
have two dragons here on the farm. Y ou saw onein the Sick Barn—Meseret, the femae. Her mateis
named Alamu. Wewill not see him today.” He made astrange noisein histhroat. “If we are lucky.”

“I don't understand,” Lucindasaid.

“No, you do not,” Mr. Walkwell agreed. “Walk faster, please.”

Tyler said, “You let the male dragon, like, roam wild? Isthat safe?’

“Hewould kill himsdf trying to get out of acage or barn, but if heiswdl fed Alamu is perfectly content
to stay near Meseret, hiding in the high rocky places. Naturaly we keep him very well fed.”

When they reached the bottom of the hill they found themsalvesin awoodland of madrone and oak
trees, so that instead of the hot sun they walked through ragged patches of shade. The farmhands
stopped and began dropping the sacksin alittle clearing where along-dry pond had become a shalow
bowl of green weeds and yellow grass. Metd troughs stood at the base of severd of the trees. The men
began cutting open the bags and pouring dark green pelletsthat looked like giant rabbit food into the
troughs. Tyler stepped forward to have a closer look.

A long brown hand descended on Tyler’ s shoulder, stopping him asif he' d runinto awall. “Stay here,
boy,” Mr. Walkwell said. “They are easily Sartled.”

Ragnar, sanding at the center of the clearing, lifted hisfingersto his mouth and whistled three loud, shrill
notes. They al waited, Haneb and the other farmhands standing close to Ragnar, asif arainstorm was
coming and the blond man was atall, sheltering tree.

“What arewewaiting for?’ Tyler said a last. “And why isn't it coming?’

“Not one but many,” Mr. Walkwell said. “ And they are coming, child. Likely they werefar away.
Ligen!”

For afew moments Tyler had no ideawhat he meant—he could hear nothing but the rumble of adistant
storm. Then heredized it was Junein the Californiavaley and there wasn't acloud anywhere in the sky.
The drumming noise grew louder until the ground itself began to quiver. Tyler had asudden feding that
the entire grove of treeswas being lifted up by gigantic engines and was just about to take off into the sky
like arocket ship.

Then the unicorns came.

They flooded into the clearing like a storm, with so much power and such aswirl of reddish dust,
muscled flanks al white and gray and dappled, that they seemed like clouds hurrying along the ground,
struggling to fly asfar as possible before they burst and released their burdens of rain. But there was no
mistaking the bright sharp horns, or the flashing of their eyes, or the glint of their pearly hooves when
some young ones excitedly reared in the air at the center of the clearing, jabbing at the air.

“Oh!” said Lucinda beside him, and for the second timein two days Tyler realized that hisSister was
holding hishand. Strange asthat was, he didn’t pull away. As he watched thetal creatures thundering
back and forth across the clearing, snorting and bucking, ivory horns shimmering like flickers of lightning,
he felt he was watching some kind of magic river, that if he lost contact with the ground it might just carry



him away and he would never be heard of again.

“Ohl” hissgter said again. Thereredly wasn't much moreto say.

The unicorns crowded into the clearing, bumping and rearing so that it was hard even to guess how many
there were—two dozen? three? They seemed at least asbig as ordinary horses (Tyler didn’t have alot of
experience with real horses), but more dender and long-legged, with great tangled banners of mane at
their necks and tufts on their chests and ankles. But it was the horns that made something amazing into
something truly unbelievable, the pointed spirdsthat grew, not from the tops of their heads asin the
sappy posters Lucinda still had in her room, but farther down, just below the line of the eyes, like the
horn of arhinoceros.

The herd formed into groups around the troughs and fed, horns clacking together gently, dmost slently,
ranged according to some hierarchy that Tyler couldn’t make out, Sinceit didn’t seem to have much to
do with age or size or color or anything else. At some troughs the young unicornsfed first, while at others
the small ones stood patiently while an adult with a mane like store-window Christmas snow took the
lead.

“They're so beautiful,” Lucindakept saying, over and over.

“Where do they comefrom?’ Tyler asked Ragnar, who seemed more likely to answer questionsthan
Mr. Walkwell. “What are they eating? Do you have to feed them every day?’

“They comefrom China” Ragnar answered him. “Or they did once. Now they are gone. Ki-lin, they
caled them. And they eat grass and other things, but we give them every day a...what isthe word,
Smos?’

“Vitamin supplement,” growled Mr. Walkwell, who was squatting beside agray adult unicorn. It watched
him nervoudy from the corner of itseyewhileit ate, and hein turn examined it for any signsof ill hedth.
“Yes, vitamins” said Ragnar. “Because the grass alone is not enough to keep them hedlthy, | think. And
there are other medicinesin the food too. These arethe only unicorns till living in the world, so we must
take good care of them.”

“Yeah,” said Tyler. “Awesome.” Hewas certainly interested in the unicorns, but more interested in going
back to see the dragon again.

Lucinda, who didn’t seem to have listened to anything said, was waking dowly toward the nearest
trough, her eyes wide as though she was hypnotized. Tyler hoped she wouldn't do anything
embarrassing, like start crying with joy or some other girl-and-unicorn thing. She stopped only yards
away from one of the young unicorns, which examined her with large gray eyes. It didn’t look fright ened,
but Tyler thought it didn’t look happy, either. When Lucinda did not move any closer it put its head down
again and nosed in the trough.

Mr. Wakwd | and Ragnar were together off to the side, looking over other members of the herd. The
young unicorn’s pearly horn moved back and forth in front of Lucindaasit fed.

Tyler watched his sister, who was staring at the creature asif she had just opened her front door to find
her number-one boy-band heartthrob waiting there to take her on a surprise date. She dowly reached
out her hand to touch the horn. Tyler watched, wondering if he should say something—the unicornswere
wild animals, so they were dangerous, weren't they? Or were they? It was hard to know in such acrazy
place.

A lot of things suddenly happened dl at the sametime.

Haneb saw what Lucindawas doing and ran toward her, crying, “No! No!” The unicorn reared up and
made agartled noise, something blaring and utterly strange. Asit came down it shook its head violently
from side to sde. The horn whipped past Lucinda sface so fagt she didn’t even flinch until after it was
gone.

Haneb reached her and pulled her away, but now dl the unicorns were milling and snorting, prancing
nervoudy, making little tornados of dust spin up. Mr. Wakwell whistled asingle shrill burst and they
began to calm, but still would not come close to the troughs again.

“You scared me!” Lucinda shouted at the scarred man, yanking herself free of his protective grasp. She
burst into tears, then turned and retreated toward the wagon.

“Wow, areyou nuts?’ Tyler said to her as she hurried past. He was stunned and impressed that his



boring sster would do something so... Tyler-like. “They said not to touch anything. That thing amost
stabbed you!”

Haneb, who looked as though what had happened was somehow his fault, shuffled off to gather up feed
bags.

“Everyone back to the truck,” Ragnar said. He bent to pick something off the ground, then went to talk
to Lucinda at the edge of the clearing, where she stood wiping her tears away. “Y ou could not know,” he
told her kindly, “but the ki-lin do not like their hornsto be touched. Very senstive.”

“I...I didn"t mean...” Lucindaswallowed. “1t wasjust o beautiful .”

“Yes, they are,” said Ragnar gently. “But it isno ordinary thing, like abull’shorn or adeer’ santler. Itisa
sort of tooth that grows up through the skull, like the tusk of the white corpse whales—two teeth,
actudly, growing together. The enhjorning—as my people call it—usesit to test the air, the water—to
smdl, amost, asacat usesits whiskers or a snake itstongue.”

“A tooth?’ sad Tyler. “ That' s weird.”

“Shut up,” Lucindasaid, and gave him adig with her elbow. Her eyeswere red and puffy. “Just...don’t
say anything.” She abruptly veered away from the two of them and walked over to Haneb, who was
watching with aworried expression, but whatever she said seemed to put him at ease: he nodded his
head vigoroudy asthey walked and talked, still keeping hisface turned away from her as much as
possible.

“I am glad she thanks Haneb,” said Ragnar. “ The little man may have saved her life”

“Saved her life?” Tyler made aface. “Y ou'rejoking, right?’

Ragnar held out hislarge hand. Lying across the palm was a hank of Lucinda s golden-brown hair, cut as
neetly asif by apair of scissors. “The horn did this. It camethat close. It is not wiseto startle aunicorn.
They arelovely to see, but they are not pets and they are not even friends.”

A cold tingle went right up Tyler’ sbackbone. He was't aways crazy about his Sster, but he didn’t want
her shredded by some razor-horned horse, either.

“Arewe done?’ he asked as they climbed back onto the wagon and waited for Mr. Wakwell, who was
gtill crunching toward them. “Where do we go next?’

Ragnar gave him a serious|ook. “ It depends on whether you two learn to do as you are told. Because
now we are going to show you some of the dangerous animas”

CHAPTER 8

REPTILES, M OREOR L ESS

“But | fill don't get it—where did the unicorns come from?’ Lucinda asked as the wagon bumped aong.
“And the dragon?’
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Ragnar smiled and shook his head. “I have said many times:. that is not for me to answer. But look there
and you will see something.”

Lucindadidn’t want to look at anything else. She wanted to keep the amazing sight of the unicornsin her
memory and not let anything else push it out—that cloud of manes and tails and flashing eyes and horns.
And horns, yes. Poor Haneb. The farmhand had only been trying to protect her. She il felt bad about
how she had reacted.

“What isit?’ Tyler asked. “It’s...huge!”

Lucindalooked up, suddenly fearful that they were being taken to something even more terrifying than the
dragon—a chained ogre out of astory, or some monstrous, girl-grabbing gorilla. Instead she saw only a
pale, whitewashed building stretched along the valey floor below them. But what abuilding it was, sunk
haf into the hillsde, asingle low wooden structure like a dozen overs zed shoeboxes placed end to end,
itsroof covered in solar panels. It seemed aslong astheimmense playing field at her schoal. “It's...a
giant barn,” shesad.

Ragnar nodded. “It is, child. That isthe dragon barn. No dragonsin it now, since Meseret isin the Sick
Barn, but you will seewhat dseisthere”

“Wasit built just for the dragon?’ Tyler asked as the wagon crunched to a stop.

“No, thiswas made for an earlier owner of the land who kept cattle. We tore out many of the stallsto
make space for Meseret. You will see”

“Therearetrain tracksgoing right intoit,” Lucinda said as they waked through the low, dry grasstoward
the high doors.

“Of asort,” Ragnar said. “They arefor arolling flatcar, to bring feed. And to move Meseret when it must
be done.”

“Why would you even do that?’ Tyler asked. “ That dragon must weigh as much asawhae!”

“A smal one, yes. But these creatures are delicate, and what makes one animal sick can sweep through
them dl. So we move the sick onesto the specia barn. But you are right—it is not easy to move
Meseret, even with thelifting-thing.”

Lucindawastoo startled by the smell and the hest that hit her asthey went through the big doorsto
wonder what a“lifting-thing” might be. The celling of this barn was dauntingly high, twice ashigh asthe
Sick Barn's, spider-webbed with metal girders and dozens of bright hanging lights. The odor of the place
made her nose prickle and her eyeswater. It smelled like the dragon, but more so—more musky, more
sour, more. .. strange.

Sranger than a dragon? she couldn’'t help thinking. A day ago she couldn’t even have imagined
meeting adragon at al. She heard a sound behind her and turned to see Colin Needle coming in after
them.

“Hello, Lucinda,” he said. “Lookslike | caught up with you.”

“Are you not supposed to be working on the feed budget, Master Needle?’ asked Ragnar sternly.

For amoment, asthe pae boy stared angrily at the big yellow-haired man, Colin didn’t look very nice at
al. “Asit happens, my mother sent me here to ask Gideon something.”

Ragnar was gill frowning. “Mr. Goldring ishere? | thought he wasill this morning and was going to stay
inbed.”

Colin shrugged. “He changed hismind. My mother wasn’t very happy about it, but you know how
Gideonis—"

Just then something screeched, anoise likefailing car brakes. Lucindajumped. “What wasthat?’ she
demanded. “Y ou said the dragon was gone!”

“Don’'t be such ababy,” Tyler growled.

Shewanted to dug him. Like hewasn't ever scared of anything! How about when Mom tried to get him
to eat sushi?

Ragnar patted her shoulder. “1 said no dragon. But the other serpents—thisistheir hometoo.”

“And not just reptiles,” Colin said helpfully. “Almost dl of our cold-blooded animalslive here. Thereare
amphibiansand some...wdl, not fish, exactly.”

“Their water must boil,” she said. “It'sso hot in herel”



“Weturn up the heating lights while Meseret isgone,” Ragnar explained.

“Why?" asked Tyler.

Colin was happy to show what he knew. “Most of the time, she contributes alot of the warming of this
placedl by hersdf.”

Tyler scowled. “What, she breathes fire on everything?’

“No, Tyler.” Colinsaid“Tyler” like he was an e ementary school teacher. “Just with body hegt. She's
extremdy large and she' swarm-blooded.”

They crossed the open areainside the doors and trooped up the stairs behind Ragnar, who didn’t look
quite so big in this building. The second floor ran like agiant balcony al the way around the interior of the
massive barn, leaving the middle open. From up there Lucinda could see the huge, empty expanse of
straw-covered concrete where the dragon usually lay.

“Gideon is probably in the cockatrice pen,” said Calin.

“Wdll, perhaps, then, we show those to you, if Gideon isthere,” Ragnar told Lucindaand Tyler. “But
everyone must wear the eye shields.”

“Goggles,” Colin trandated.

A large wire enclosure took up much of this side of the second floor, and someone was moving around
ingdeit. Thefigure sraightened up when it saw them and gave ajerky wave with a garden-gloved hand.
Lucindacould tell it was Gideon only by his skinny shape and his bathrobe, since his head was covered
by something like abeekeeper’ s hood, which made him look like avery badly dressed space dien. It
cameto her suddenly that she didn’t know wheat frightened her more—the animas or this stranger, this
supposed relative, who, out of the blue, seemed to have claimed their lives.

Scattered on atable near the beginning of the wire mesh lay thick plastic goggles, each with itsown
elagtic strap, and the kind of paper masks people wore in hospitas. Ragnar passed Lucindaand Tyler
one of each, but Lucindaonly stared at herswith dismay. “ Do these cocky- whatsits have diseases? |
don’t want to catch some snake disease.” She heard Tyler snort but ignored it. Someone had to be
practicd.

“Not for disease.” Ragnar pulled on the goggles and tugged the mask into place—the dastic barely
stretched around his big head and bushy beard. “ For spit.”

“What?’

“You'll see,” said Colin. “Don’t worry, Lucinda, we re not going inside the pen. They’ re too nasty—and
they bite, dso. But it’ s the spitting you redlly want to avoid.”

“Gross!” shesad.

“Excdlent!” sad Tyler.

Uncle Gideon came out of the pen, being careful to latch the door behind him. Lucinda could see
movement inside, but the enclosure was full of boxes and boards piled haphazardly and it was hard to
make out what was actudly in there. Gideon pulled off his hood and gave them an uncertain look.
Lucinda, though she quaked insde, determinedly met his gaze. Gideon said, “What did you think of the
unicorns?’

“Itwasamazing,” Lucindasaid. “They’ re beautiful!”

A broad grin spread across Gideon'sface. “Aren’'t they?” hesaid. “ Aren’t they?’

“Where do they come from?’ asked Tyler.

“Yes, when | seethem running, | believe that what we' re doing here isworth every dollar and every drop
of sweat.” Gideon mopped his brow with his deeve. He was wear ing ordinary pants under his bathrobe,
but had bedroom dippers on hisfeet instead of regular shoes. “And in here we have the cockatrices and
the baslisks. Don't teke those goggles off until wetell youit'sdl right.”

“What arethey?’ she asked. “Ragnar said they spit.”

“Yes, yes. But it sperfectly al right.” He frowned.

“Haven't you even heard of these crestures before? Devil me, what happened to teaching children the
classcs? Basilisks go clear back to Fliny the Elder in ancient Rome—although old Pliny could have
learned athing or two from taking atour of our little zoo.” He wiped hisforehead again. “For onething,
he' d find out that the cockatrice and the basilisk are actualy the same creature.”



“I don’'t know what either of those are,” said Lucinda, trying to peer more closely through the wire
without actudly touching it. She was very nervous something might jump out at her. Consdering the
brightness of the lights overhead, the pen was quite dark and it was hard to make out anything.
“Cockastripe?’

“Cock-atrice,” said Gideon. “A medieval mongter, or at least it wasin the eleventh and twelfth centuries
when it started to show up in bestiaries. Head of aroogter, tail of a serpent. And basiliskswere
supposed to be dragons that could kill with their eyes—just by looking at someone!”

Lucindatook a step back. “But that’ s not true, isit?’

Gideon laughed. He seemed stronger than he had the night before. Maybe Mrs. Needl€ s medicine was
helping him. “ There€ sagrain of truth in most mythology, children. Ah, look there.” He pointed to the
corner of the cage where a quite remarkably ugly creature the size of aturkey had scrambled up onto a
pile of wood to stand looking at them. From neck to long, draggled tail, it was covered with scales,
between which poked straggly feathers, but its head was bare. At first Lucindathought it was some kind
of vulture, but the beaked face wasn't quite right. Then she saw that the beak was actudly a snout full of
little needle-sharp teeth. It lifted up ahuge, bony claw and nipped at it for amoment, then put it down
and tipped its head to stare a them again, yellow eyes unblinking.

“It' shorrible!” said Lucinda

“| daresay it thinks the same about you,” Gideon pointed out in agrumpy voice. “But noanimd is
horrible, girl. Not one. They are dl asthey are made by Nature.”

“Why doesit have feathers?” Tyler asked. “It doesn't ook likeabird.”

“No, it'snot. Asbest | cantell, it's something closer to alate dinosaur—feathered, like an
archaeopteryx. But onething about it is rather horrible. Ragnar?’

Ragnar shook his head as though he didn’t approve, but he walked to a part of the pen nearer the
cockatrice and banged on the wire with theflat of hishand before pulling back quickly. Asthe creature
turned its hairless head toward him he stepped away. It kinked its neck and then jabbed its head as
though trying to cough out something stuck initsthroat. A stream of clear liquid splashed on thewire
where Ragnar’ s hand had struck.

“Poison,” Gideon said cheerfully. “ And not anice one. Isn't that fascinating? Won't do much more than
irritate your skin, but if it got in your eyesyou’ d be blind—hence the goggles. And if you swallowed it
you would be very sick, if not dead, which iswhy we have the surgical masks. Now comeonand I'll
show you the earlier stage of the life cycle—the fearful basilisk!” The skinny old man strutted along past
the end of the wire enclosure, bathrobe flapping like the robe of some tatterered king. He seemed
different today—happier, camer, amost like anormal old man. Lucinda stepped wide around the spot
where the poison had splashed on the fence.

The group stopped in alittle bay between pens. Metd trays, each with itsown lights—asiif it needed to
be any hotter in herel—had been set up side by side, perhaps adozen in dl. The bottoms of the trays
were covered with straw, and each tray held from one to a haf-dozen eggs. Lucinda could seethey
weren't chicken eggs. They were too round, and dightly saggy, like Ping-Pong balls someone had baked
inanoven,

“The cockatrices tend to eat their own eggsin captivity, we' ve found,” Gideon said. “And the young are
vulnerable while they’ re small, so we keep them out of the main pen for the first few months.” He
indicated arow of glasstanks against the back wall of the barn, beyond the egg trays. “Come and see”
Thetanks were like miniature versions of the wire pen, with sand on the bottom and piles of rocks. The
creaturesingde didn’t seem asinterested in hiding asthose in the bigger pen. A haf-dozen of them, each
the 9ze of apet rat, crowded up against the glass, and when their long, hairlesstails writhed they had the
look of nestling snakes, athough their lumpy little bodies were covered with fine, pale down. The
creatures dso had claws on their bony front feet, but no back legsthat Lucinda could see. She
shuddered asthe blunt little snouts banged against the glass.

“They don’'t use their poison to kill prey when they’ rethis smdll, but mostly for self-defense,” Gideon
sad. “Andthey’re so smdl it’snot a stream of it they shoot but a mist—you might not even know you'd
inhaed it until paralyss started to set in. Hence, I'm guessing, the ideaithat abasilisk can turn aman to



stone with amere look.” He nodded vigoroudly. “Hungry. Do you want to see me feed them?’

Suddenly it wastoo much for Lucinda. She stumbled back, retreating asfar from the scuttling creatures
as possible until she had the second-floor railing at her back. Shefdlt like she might faint or throw up.
“Hey, you okay?’ Tyler asked. He actudly sounded like he meart it.

“Yes, I'mjust...” Shetook adeep breath.

“Come and see something else,” said Colin kindly. “ The flying snakes are in the next pen. They're rather
pretty.”

Hewasright. A tree stood in a generous, wide tub, and the red and black and gold snakes hung from its
branches. Every now and then one of them would snap open pale wings like a Japanese lady’ sfans and
glideto the ground. The largest wasn't much longer than Lucinda s forearm, and their enclosure didn’t
stink like the cockatrice cages.

“That' saspicetree” said Uncle Gideon. He had finished feeding the basilisks and cometo join them.
“Frankincense, to be specific, the resin that we are told the three wise men brought as a gift for the baby
Jesus.” He smiled ahard little smile. “It’ s harder to keep the tree dive than the winged snakes.”

“Whoa,” said Tyler suddenly. “Flying snakes. Are there flying monkeys here too?’

“Only one on thewholefarm,” Uncle Gideon said. “She'sared rarity.”

“| saw her! Thenight | saw the dragon!”

“Youdid, did you?" Gideon shook hishead. “I’m surprised. Zazaisusualy shy of everyone, even us.
That'swhy we let her have her freedom. Actually sometimeswe don’t see her for weeks.”

“Her nameisZaza?' Tyler said it like he was memorizing something important—Ilike a cheat code for a
game he was playing, Lucindathought. She just wanted to get out in the open air again, to somewhere
that didn’'t smell likereptiles.

Farther dong the second floor there was another pen, this one just aflimsy chicken-wire fence. The floor
was covered with shallow pans of water. A number of dow, docile-looking crestures sat in the water or
crawled gtiff-legged acrossthe floor. It was only when Lucindalooked at one that stood unmoving that
sheredized what made them so unusudl.

“They have heads a both ends!”

“Awesome” Tyler leaned over therail, which made the light materid buckle alittle and earned him a
poke from Uncle Gideon.

“Don't break my cage, boy, we'll have amphisbaenae dl over the place. Y es, they do seem to have two
heads, don’t they? An amphisbaena s back isadecoy, it turns out—atail with scales that look just like
the creature' s eyes, mouth, and nostrils on the other end. A myth put to rest, thisone. Still, they don't
exist anymore on earth—except right here.”

“Why isthat, Uncle Gideon?’ Tyler asked.

“Wdl, wdl, wel,” said Uncle Gideon with ahard smile. “ That inconvenient curiogty of yoursjust won't
let up for aminute, now will it?’

Lucindacould seethelook in Tyler’seye. “What do you expect?’ he said. “We re surrounded by
magica animds, but you won't even—"

“Stop right there!l” cried Uncle Gideon, causing strange sounds to rise from cages al around.
“Magica—what utter garbage! All of these animals, boy—all of them—have at sometimebeen divein
Earth’ shigtory. Apart from our work here they are dl now completely extinct, asfar aswe know. These
arered animds, as created by Nature, and if | hear any more fairy-tae nonsense from you,” Gideon
spluttered, “why, I'll...”

Tyler said, “Wel, it sDNA, then, isn't it? Making mongters by, like, gene splicing...”

Uncle Gideon actudly started to turn purple. “Y ou, boy,” he said, “have clearly been watching too much
so-called ‘redity’ TV. Or reading trash magazines, | don’t know what. We will hear no more of that
rubbish, if you pleasel” Hetook abreath; his color eased. “Now,” he said, asif trying to bejolly again,
“enough arguing. We have many more things to see and alimited amount of time. Come dong. Sadly the
hippocampusisin the Sick Barn—I think it may be dying. It was one of our finest specimens.”

“Some animal s are not meant to be kept captive,” Ragnar said—atouch darkly, Lucinda thought.

“Yes, well.” Gideon clapped his hands together as though he' d finished adifficult, messy job. “1 don’t



think we' |l take the time to show you dl the birds upstairs. Theroc isonly small, and to be honest | doubt
our phoenix isactudly aphoenix. Now come dong. We may ill havetimeto see Eliot—helikesto
come out in the morning, but morning isamost over!”

Hiseyes, in hiswrinkled face, were bright—too bright. L ucinda could not meet them. She dropped her
own, look ing at her feet and wondering what might be coming next, and what kind of cresture Eliot
could possibly be.

Uncle Gideon took them to the pond in his small truck, an eectric vehicle not much bigger than agolf
cart. The othersfollowed in Mr. Walkwell’ swagon. Unlike Mr. Wakwell, Uncle Gideon clearly had no
didike of motorized transport, and did, in fact, seem to go to the opposite extreme—he drove like he
was auditioning for NASCAR. Nor had he even bothered with a seat belt. “We |l get there much faster
thisway,” he shouted at Lucindaand Tyler asthey crashed down into adip in the road, then actudly
lifted off the ground asthey bounded up again. “ And Eliot doesn't show himself much after noon.”
“Who'sEliot?" asked Lucinda as she clung to the frame of Gideon'’slittle truck. Deeth by dragon, deeth
by golf cart—one way or the other, they were clearly doomed.

“You'll see, if we'relucky. If anyone knew hewas here, Eliot donewould bring in tourists by the
hundreds of thousands!”

“You'regoingto bringintourigts?’ said Tyler.

“What? No, never!” Uncle Gideon took his eyes off the bumpy road long enough to give Tyler avery
stern glance. The truck promptly jounced so hard that Lucinda s head and ears began to ache. “That's
the most important rule of Ordinary Farm—everything hereis asecret. Secret, secret, secret!”
“Weknow,” said Tyler pointedly.

“Just remember, even a bresath of what' s here getting out to the world at large will ruin everything.
Everything!” He shouted the words, then fell silent, looking as sour asif he had caught Tyler and Lucinda
making avideo of the placeto post on the internet. He said nothing for the next several minutes asthey
careened aong the bumpy road, then emerged at last out of alittle forest of oak and red-barked
manzanita

“Wow! That'snot apond.” Lucinda stared out at the vast, flat expanse of water that filled the bottom of
amedium-sized valey. “That' salake!”

““The Pond’ iswhat old Octavio used to call it. He had arather...dry sense of humor,” said Gideon.
“Why do you think he caled this place Ordinary Farm?’

“What' sinthere?’ Tyler asked. “A whae?’

“Nothing so ordinary.” Gideon giggled to himsalf. He seemed to be in a better mood again. Lucinda had
thought he was going to shove them out of the truck when he had been yelling about secrecy. “No, let’s
park and wak over to the rocks and sit quietly. Then maybewe Il see him.”

“The sun fedsgood,” said Uncle Gideon. “I should get out more often, no matter what Mrs. Needle
says”

They had been sitting on a high place above the water for some minutes. Suddenly L ucinda spotted
something long and Slvery moving just beneath the surface of the weter. “ Therel” shesaid. “I see
something!”

“Ssshhh,” cautioned Uncle Gideon. “Not too loud. Eliot isone of the shyest of the animaswe have.”
“Eliot? That'sawerd namefor...” Tyler aoruptly fdl slent, watching with his mouth open asthe cresture
broke the water about a hundred feet away from where they sat, its silvery expanse of neck kicking up a
curl of wake below. “For...for aseaserpent,” he finished. The shiny, snakdike head swayed from side



to side, then darted back down into the water. The curling neck remained visible above the surface for a
moment, ashining loop, then it, too, disappeared like aknot being undone.

Lucinda' s heart besat fast as she watched the graceful monster dide down and then back up to the surface
again, but thistime more from excitement than feer.

“I'm afraid the name Eliot isabit of ajoke,” said Gideon. “Ness, like Loch Ness, do you see? Eliot
Ness?’

“I’ve heard of Loch Ness,” said Lucindaquietly, staring. “But | fill don’t understand the Eliot part.”
“Never mind. He was afamous man, but long before your time. In any case, our Eliot goes after fish like
the old Eliot used to catch bootleggers. Watch.”

They sat watching the [ake mongter feed, dl slvery swiftness, until the sun was high in the sky and
Gideon, weirdly cam now after amorning of watching his crestures, decided it wastime they headed
back for lunch.

CHAPTER 9

Tea WITH THE EMPRESSOF L ILIES

Lucindawoke up late in the afternoon, feding the way she had once in fifth grade when she'd come
down with aredlly bad fever and had to stay home from school for dmost two weeks. Time had seemed
to passin strange pieces when the fever was strong, and sometimesit had been hard to remember
whether something she was recalling had been redl or just adream.

Like now.

She had only meant to take alittle nap, but she had dropped unconscious like someone had hit her with a
club. Now shelay on her mattress, breathing the too-warm air and remembering every little bit of the
events of the morning. It was hard to believe it had dl happened, the unicorns and dragons and sea
serpents, but there couldn’t be any such thing as a dream this complicated and redistic.

Not unlessyou went crazy.

That was adisturbing thought. Lucinda sat up. It was breathlessy hot in her room. She struggled out of
bed to get adrink of water from the bathroom.

She knocked on Tyler’ sdoor for at least aminute. He didn’t answer, so she wandered down the tairs
with the idea of finding something better to drink than warm tap water. Within moments sheredlized she
had taken yet another wrong turn and wasin adusty halway covered with dark red wallpaper, the walls
full of empty pictureframes.

What’ s with this crazy place? shewondered. Why do | keep getting lost? It wasdmost like the house
itsdf kept turning away from her, like when the other girls at school had secrets and were freezing her
out. Lucinda hated being on the outsde—it took al her strength away, left her fedling too weak to do
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anything except say sour, nasty things.

But right now there was no one to say anything to—only the house and its long, dark, many-angled
corridorsfull of siflingly warm air.

None of it made any sense—not the house, not the farm. Where did someone get actual,
honest-to-goodness dragons? Was Tyler right about Uncle Gideon being the mastermind of some weird
genetic project likein a science-fiction movie? What el se could it be? The animals weren't robots or any
kind of specid effects, that was for sure. Meseret had looked her right in the eyes. Lucinda had no
question that dragon wasredl.

She looked down at the threadbare carpet and its design of green roses. She' d never beenin thishal
before, she was sure. She sighed and started off again. She spent at least ten minutes wandering up and
down hallways and staircases without coming across an outside window or anything el se she recognized.
Finaly she opened a heavy paneled door and found hersdlf in another unfamiliar place, astting room of
some kind—a parlor, with dusty sofas and shelves full of photographs. The carpet, with its black and
gray patches and green roses, was mirrored more or lessin reverse by the wallpaper, where the
background was a pale green and the twining roses were black. Lucinda hesitated before backing out.
The pictures had caught her attention. She let the door fal shut behind her and walked deeper into the
room. There were dozens of photographs, and they al seemed to be of the same dark-haired woman.
Lucindasat down on one of the sofas, the better to examine the pictures on the coffee table, but the
cushions were thick with cobwebs and dust. She jumped up, brushing hersdlf off with little squeals of
disgust, and decided she could look at things just aswell standing up.

In some of the photos the woman was with other people—one looked like a picnic beside alake, where
she sat smiling on a blanket with half a dozen other people in old-fashioned clothes—but in most shewas
aone, amiling or laughing or sometimesjust looking at the camerawith cam attention. Some were
black-and-white, some werein color, athough none of the color photos looked quiteredistic. The
woman was very pretty, with along-legged figure and the kind of long, dark brown curls Lucinda had
only seen before on women in old paintings.

At lagt, Lucindaturned to examine therest of the room. It felt like a place no one had visited for
years—faintly creepy, maybe even haunted, she thought—but strangely shewasn't at dl frightened; in
fact, shedmogt fdt like she was dreaming. In one corner atailor’sdummy stood like a headless
scarecrow. Lucindawalked over to the shadowswhereit stood and put her hands on the dummy’s
wais. It was dender, but the hips and breasts were full. Their mother’ s friend Mrs. Peirho made clothes
sometimes, and she had atailor’ s dummy too. She had told Lucindathat they could be adjusted to your
own exact Sze. Had this one belonged to the woman in the pictures? Whoever she was, Lucindathought,
shemust have been very smdll....

“Wasn't shelovely?’ said avoice. “Her namewas Grace.”

Lucindalet out alittle scream and whirled around. Patience Needle was standing right behind her, asif
she had suddenly risen up from the floor. Lucinda stumbled and put out a hand to steady herself on the
tabletop. One of the framed pictures teetered and then fell. Lucinda did her best to catchiit, but it tumbled
to the floor and the glass broke, making anoise amost asloud as her scream. When Lucinda picked it
up, feeling both ashamed and angry, she cut her fingers on ajagged edge.

“I’'m sorry | sartled you, dear,” said Mrs. Needle, and held out a hand to Lucinda, who shrank from her.
“And I’ m sorry things have been so strange for you children since you' ve arrived. You'relogt, aren't
you? Oh, look, you' ve hurt your hand. Redlly, you must let me help you.”

Lucinda sfingerswereredly sarting to ache now. The blood was making alittle pool in her palm, and
looking at it suddenly made her fed dizzy.

“Poor you!” said Mrs. Needle. “ That's a nasty gash there. Don’t worry about the broken glass, I'll clean
it up later.” Mrs. Needle took a clean white handkerchief out of the pocket of her skirt and wrapped it
around Lucinda sinjured fingers. “Y ou must let me help you—I insst.”

Standing this close to Mrs. Needle, Lucindacould smell the faint but lovely scent of lilies, rich and swest.
“Who isthat woman in dl the pictures?’

“Her name was Grace Tinker—well, Grace Goldring after her marriage. She was Gideon' swife. Helost



her many years ago but he loved her very, very much. | don’t think you should mention her in front of
him.” Mrs. Needle put ahand on Lucinda s shoulder. “Look at this place! I’ m ashamed to see how long
it's been since we' ve dusted in here—what must you think of us? Now come and let me take care of
you.”

Relief that she was no longer lost suddenly flooded through her. Lucindalet hersdlf be steered out of the
old parlor and taken down some gtairs, then gently coaxed thisway and that, asif she wasaboat drifting
down ariver. “Here,” said Mrs. Needle at |agt, ushering Lucindainto aroom unlike anything she had yet
Seen in this strange, strange house.

It was very large, but at Ordinary Farm that wasn't unusual. One wall was a giant filing cabinet with what
seemed like hundreds of little drawersin rows reaching up to the celling, like the cells of awooden
beehive, each perhaps the width of ahand. A rolling ladder stood to one side and along desk stretched
along another wall. Part of the desk was covered with stacks of books, but it also held amicroscope and
acomputer, dthough the latter seemed welirdly out of place in the otherwise old-fashioned room.

At thefar end of the room stood severa open doors, and Lucinda caught glimpses of two bedrooms and
abathroom as Mrs. Needle led her to one of the chairs. She made Lucinda sit down, then vanished into
yet another room. “I’ll just make someteal” she called.

Lucindaheard akettle moan, then whistle, then shriek as she stared around the room, il feding groggy.
High windows rose dong the wal across from the desk, but although the light of late afternoon was till in
the sky there didn’t seem to be much to see outside but another section of the house' s crazy-colored
outside wdls. Below these windows stood dozens of potted plants that filled the room with the smell of
live greenery and damp soil and something el se less pleasant—something that was like mest, or blood.
Mrs. Needle came back bearing a steaming mug in one hand and asmall bottle in the other. She set
down the mug, then unwound the handkerchief from Lucinda sfingers.

Something cold splashed on Lucindd s cuts, something that stung like Mrs. Needle had dabbed them
with acid. Lucinda gasped, but the pain dissolved swiftly, leaving her trembling. A moment later a
ddicious coolness had settled over her hand and the throbbing had melted away.

“Oh! What was that?’

“Now drink this,” commanded Mrs. Needle, handing her the cup of tea

Lucinda stared at the creamy brown liquid ingde the chinamug. The smdll of the tee—afragrant,
black-leaf smell—washed over her. Shelifted it to her lips. She had not known tea could be anything as
intense asthis, asdizzying and ddightful.

“There” said Mrs. Needle, taking the mug away from her, “you’ll feel much better now.”

The room wavered like amirage. Lucinda s heart was pounding, she suddenly redlized. Therewas avase
overfilled with white lilies nearby, and their scent was carried to Lucinda by abreeze from the window.
Shewasdrowning init. Her throat felt squeezed, and she saw her own hand like aclaw pulling on the
neckband of her T-shirt. Mrs. Needle was very pretty, but she seemed to be along distance away, like
an empress on ahigh throne. An empress of lilies. ..

“Hush, dear, hush,” said Mrs. Needle, patting Lucinda s hand.

Lucindablinked. She hadn’t been saying anything, had she?

“Areyou fedling better, Lucinda? How are your cuts?’

“Much better, thank you.”

“Good.” Mrs. Needle held out her hand, reveding the bloodstained handkerchief she had taken off
Lucinda swounded fingers. “ Do you seethis?’ she said.  Peoplein this modern age of machines and
invisible dectricity talk so much about their new ideas, but redly nothing is new.”

Lucindastared. How beautiful Mrs. Needl€' s mouth was asit formed the words she spoke—and how
beautiful the words, pronounced in that perfect English accent.

“Take blood, for instance,” Mrs. Needle continued. “Long before there was any tak of ...genes or the
DNA, people knew that blood and hair and spittle contained the magical essences of things.” She
nodded her head dowly, then looked up at Lucindaand smiled. “Would you like to see alittle trick?’
Lucindacould only nod. She had suddenly noticed that at some point Mrs. Needle had let down her
black hair. It was much longer than Lucinda had guessed—hafway down her back or more. Letting



your hair down. She understood the expression now. It meant being friends, feding comfortable. Right
now, shefdt very comfortable.

“Watch, then.” Mrs. Needle folded the bloodied handkerchief into aball so that only the white was
visble, then closed her fingersaround it entirely, making afist. “Look closdy!” She opened her hand and
the wadded handkerchief dowly unwound until the bloodstain was again visble—but it had changed
shape. Now it looked like the silhouette of agirl. Withitslong, straight hair it could dmost be Lucinda
hersdf. Then the red silhouette began to move. It might only have been Mrs. Needle gently flexing her
hand, but it looked like the little blood-Lucindawas. ..dancing.

“Oh.” Lucindalet out her breath. “ Oh, wow! How do you do that?’

Mrs. Needle closed her fingers on the handkerchief once more. “ Just alittle trick. An amusement. Y ou
enjoyedit?”

Lucindafdt asif her heed was as big and round and light as a helium balloon. “Can you do it again?’
Mrs. Needl€' s shook her head sadly. “It only works once, I'm sad to say.” She brightened. “But if you
could bring me something of your brother’s, I could show you another charming trick. Would you like
that?’

“Something of ... 7’

“Blood, likethis. Or maybe just some hair...”

“But | don't know where heis. He went out somewhere.”

“Did he now?Wdl, why don't you have alook in hisroom? Perhaps he' sleft acomb there” When Mrs.
Needle smiled she looked like abeautiful queen from afairy tae. “Why don’t you go see?’

“I'll get lost again,” Lucindatold her sadly.

“No, youwon't. Just go out that door. Oh, do hurry—I"m having such agood timewith you, | don't
want to waste any of it.”

Lucindawalked to the door, dizzy and uncertain. It felt like the most popular girl in school had suddenly
decided shewanted Lucindafor abest friend, and that was thrilling—wasn't it?

Mrs. Needle had been absolutely right. Once out the door, Lucinda climbed asingle staircase and found
hersdlf in the halway she shared with Tyler. He still was't back, but she pushed his unlatched door open
and went in. It was dready atypica Tyler mess, which was pretty impressive consdering he' d only had a
day or so to get it started. She found his hairbrush where he' d dropped it on the floor near the bed, its
bristles snarled with hislight brown hair. Normally she wouldn’t have touched any of Tyler’ s persond
itemswithout putting on a hazmat suit, but at this moment she was feding dreamy, and distant, and the
prospect of not doing this thing seemed o hard, like swimming againgt incoming waves. ... It wouldn't
matter so much anyway—not redly.

Shefound her way back to Mrs. Needl€ s room with the same weird ease—one moment she wasin the
hall, the next Stting at the table again.

“Oh, well done.” Mrs. Needle clapped her hands. There was something so charmingly open, theway she
did that. “Here, let me haveit.” The Englishwoman pegled one of Tyler’ slong hairs out of the knot
wrapped around the bristles and put the single hair in alittle dish, then passed her hand over it once and
struck amatch. The hair burned blue for amoment and made a puff of smoke that seemed far too large
for the sze of the flame, then the smoke swirled into a shape—Tyler’ sface, asunmistakable asa
photograph. Her brother was brushing his hair and his features were contorted in a grimace of pain
because the hairbrush had caught in atangle. Lucindaand Mrs. Needle both laughed. A moment later the
smoke-Tyler fell gpart.

“That'samazing!”

“I’'m so glad you enjoyed it.” Mrs. Needle handed her back the hairbrush. The entire tangle of hair was
gone from the bristles, although she had only burned one. “1 do love to make children happy. Now, have
some moretea, dear, and let’ stalk. | want you to tell me everything. You see, I'mredly very interested
inyou and Tyler, but | know so little about you.” Mrs. Needle laughed again and patted Lucinda sarm.
“Did your mother give you good advice for your trip in the days after she received Gideon’ s etter?”
Lucindagiggled in sour amusement.

“She must have had some wise thingsto say, your mother.”



When Lucinda s giggles became outright laughter, Mrs. Needle frowned kindly and put her cold hand
over Lucinda's. “I’'m so sorry—I don’'t mean to pry if it sdifficult to talk about her. Is she hard to get
adongwith?’

“Y eah, sometimes,” said Lucinda. “ She doesn’t redlly listen to me.” She frowned, trying to remember.
“What did she say? God, she' sawaystaking, but she never redly says anything. Oh yeah. She said she
hadn’t known we had arich relative and would we please not scare him off. Ooh,” she said, full of a
pleasurable sense of naughtiness.

“I fed like | want to tell you just everything.”

“Then do so, dear,” Mrs. Needle said, smiling. “We Il be such good friends! | promise youwon't find a
better ligtener than me.”

Lucindatalked and talked, and out came more than she had ever told anyonein her life. She didn’t know
why she wanted to talk so much today, but it seemed so natural to share al kinds of secrets asthe sky
went from dark purple to black beyond the windows, asthe two of them sat like old friends in the room
reeking of white liliesand the faint tang of blood.

CHAPTER 10

OLD BANANA BREATH

When hefirst got back from meeting Eliot the seamonster, Tyler had been exhausted, but after afew
minutes of lying on his bed and fedling the afternoon get hotter, he knew it would be harder to fal adeep
than it used to be on Christmas Eve when he was akid. How could hejust lie there? He wasin the
middle of the biggest adventure akid had ever had—Iike something out of the most spectacular
special-effects movie of the year. It made atop-of-the-line video game like Deep End seem like Pong or
some other ancient history. Dragons! Unicorns! Sea serpentd!

What if there were real dinosaurs here too? Or outer-space creatures? And where had they al come
from?

A scratching at the window distracted him. Something was Sitting on the sill, abundle of gray and white
with a pink face and two huge eyes.

The monkey! The flying monkey!

Tyler went dowly toward the window, careful not to frighten thelittle animal. He stared. The monkey
stared back, seemingly undisturbed by his nearness. It wasn't very big—Ilessthan afoot tal, greenish
gray on the back and pale on the belly, with aspiky green-gray cap of fur atop itsround little head like a
hairstyle out of some hilarioudy ancient 1980s music video. What was most amazing, of course, were the
wings, athough they werefolded and hard to see. It didn’t have a separate pair of wings on itsback like
an ange (or likethe only other flying monkeys he knew about, the onesin The Wizard of Oz), but
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instead they were more like abat’s, stretching between itsarms and its knees.

What had Uncle Gideon cdled it?

“Zaza? he said quietly. The monkey tipped its head and stared at him asthough Tyler, of the two of
them, wasthe more unlikely creature. Tyler lifted his hand to touch the glass. “ Zaza?’

The monkey tilted over backward and dropped off the windowsi|l so unexpectedly that Tyler felt his
heart sumble for amoment, as though he had broken an expensive ornament, but the monkey only
spread her wings and sailed in alazy circle down to the cherry tree below Lucinda swindow. She
stopped there, clinging upside down to abranch, still watching him with her shiny, dark little eyesasif she
waswaiting for something.

She seemed to want Tyler to follow her.

Hewasn't quite sure how he found hisway down through the confusing maze of stairs and halways, and
down to the ground floor and then outside—he seemed to do better with this house when he didn’t think
about it too much—but afew minuteslater he was standing beneath the bough of the cherry treelooking
up at the winged monkey. The dry grass crackled under hisfeet and the hot air wasfull of little buzzing
things.

“Soisthat redly your name, huh? Zaza? That' safunny name.”

The monkey yawned as though Tyler was afine oneto talk but she wasn't going to be rude enough to
say anything about it. Then, without warning, she dropped down from the tree onto his shoulder. Tyler
jumped and said, “Hey!” but she only settled in and began to scratch hersalf. He was surprised by how
light she was. For her size he' d expected her to be something like asmal cat, but instead she didn’t seem
to weigh much more than hislong-gone hamster, Fang, dthough shewas agreat ded bigger.

Hetook afew steps away from the house and the monkey leaped up from his shoulder, then drifted back
down toward him in along, shalow glide and went once around his head before she flapped again and
circled away. She sure seemed like she wanted him to follow her someplace.

Well, it beet lying in bed.

Zazaled Tyler around the outskirts of the house, through an orderly vegetable patch the size of asmall
baseball field where she plucked and ate a succession of different greens growing close to the ground,
then through atangled, deserted-seeming garden and past agreenhouse at its center that looked like it
had been abandoned for along time. Tyler could see strange shapes through the dirty glass, and in some
places huge |leaves pressed up against the panes from the inside, as though whatever had once been
cultivated in there had been dlowed to runriot. It was alittle creepy, al that oversized green lifejust on
the other side of cracked glass. He was glad that the little monkey didn’t linger.

Sheled him around the corner of another building, which was connected back to the house by along
covered pathway. Tyler found himsdf looking across abig open space with aview of theimmense
cement half-cylinder of the Sick Barn. He could see the high windows where he had peered in the night
before—had it redlly been lessthan aday since then? Amazing. But as much as he wanted to see the
dragon again, he didn’t want anyone to notice he was out of hisroom just when Gideon seemed to have
forgiven him, so heforced himsdif to turn away and focus on where the monkey wasleading him. Still, he
couldn’t help saying to himsdlf, “ There sadragonin there, and | saw it. A redl.. . live...dragon!”

How many other kids could say that?

Thishouse and its buildings and groundsredly did go on forever! Tyler’s own room was a quarter of an
hour behind him now and the main farmhouse—the part of the house that everyone used most—was
completely out of sight. The monkey had led him past more neglected gardens and past severd more



outbuildings until finaly they reached along, low structure two stories high except for adomed turret
looming above the middle of it. Another overgrown garden stretched besideit, full of old, tangled
rosebushes and sprawling hedges that had not been trimmed for years.

Tyler trotted down a covered passage lined with wooden pillars that ran the length of the long building,
like acovered walkway in a Greek temple—something Tyler had seen in a schoolbook, or more likely,
some game design. But instead of being marble, everything was made of wood and painted in shades of
brown and gray and green and white. Well, except the parts that were glass, and there were plenty of
those. Tall windows lined the ground level aswell asthe floor above.

Zaza, gliding dong in front of him, suddenly halted and crawled through a broken window, disgppearing
into the building. Dismayed, Tyler wondered, Does she want me to climb in through a twelve-inch
hole eight feet off the ground? He had passed at |east two doors, though, so he walked back and tried
the nearest.

Bingo! The door swung open. Nobody locked anything around here.

Tyler stepped into asmall room, asort of antechamber with dark wood pandling, lots of coat hooks, and
agtand with severa dusty umbrellas. Thiswing of the house had the smdll of a place nobody had
disturbed for along time, like an underground tomb.

Or a palace, he thought amoment later as he stepped through into alibrary. More like a palace.

It redly was like some fabulous scenein amovie: Tyler grew dizzy just looking up and around. Thewals
were covered with bookshelves, from the dusty carpets a most to the roof. There was no second floor,
just ahigh ceiling and dl those big windows etting the afternoon sunlight stream in. Plenty of daylight till
remained, but the old-fashioned e ectricdl lights he' d seen everywhere around the farm hung dl around
the big room aswell, high in the rafters and also on long wires over clusters of overstuffed chairsand
sofas. Tyler had the thrilling sense that the farmhouse really was apalace, or even an entire lost ancient
city—everywhere you went you found something crazy and wonderful. He had never imagined that there
could be so many books in one place—this was a palace of books, an empire of books.

It stoo bad they wasted all this space on’em, Tyler thought. It could have been a totally sweet
game room.

Books, after all, were pretty boring, and he usualy did his best to avoid them. It was because his mother
was always going on about how kids who read were better than the ones who didn’ t—better than
game-playing idiots like her own son, she meant. But Tyler knew better. GameBossand TV were so
much more interesting than almost any book—especialy thiskind, the old kind that surrounded him now,
most of which didn’t even have pictures.

But gtill, he had to admit the place itself was pretty coal.

Hewaked alittle way down the broad centra aide until he was beneath the spot where the roof bulged
up into adome. The dome had little windows of its own, and it was painted on the insde with al kinds of
weird things—animals and trees and strange | etters he couldn’t read. He walked back and forth benesath,
cdling out and listening to his voice echo back from the high ceiling and the dome.

Outside, the sun went behind a cloud. The room darkened and Tyler suddenly didn't like the place quite
as much. He began turning on lights, climbing onto chairsto reach some of the big switches onthe walls,
sneezing as dust puffed up from the chair cushions. Not dl of the switchesworked, but golden light
blossomed from enough of the lampsthat the library began to look cozy and welcoming again. Tyler
began brushing dust off the sofas. Hefelt abit like Goldilocks as he tried them out. When he found one
he liked, he lay down completely and put his dirty sneskers up onto the upholstery, then put his hands
behind his head and looked around, master of an entire building.

A guy could get used to this, hethought. Then he found himself face-to-face with a pair of staring eyes.
Tyler yeled and legped to hisfeet. A moment later he laughed at himsdlf, dthough his heart was ill
beating fast. “ Y ou dork!” he said out loud. What had spooked him was only a stupid old painting looking
down a him from thewall, lit now by one of the eectric bulbs so that the man’ s glaring eyes seemed
amog dive.

It was't Gideon—the man in the picture was about the same age but his clotheswereredly, redly
old-fashioned, along coat with ahigh white collar, and hisface was a different shape from Gideon’ stoo.



What about the guy who'd built the farmhouse? What had they said his name was—Octavio something?
Y es, that wasit, Octavio Tinker. Thismust be him, Tyler decided. The person responsible for thiswhole
crazy place.

Themaninthe picture did look abit like amad scientist. Hisdark gray hair stuck out over hisearslike
littlewings, and his mustache curled up at the ends like something out of a cartoon. Tyler could imagine
him twirling them between hisfingertips and saying, “ And now—tremble before my desth ray!”

But hedidn’t look completely like avillain. A dog sat comfortably at hisfeet, some smal black and white
breed that Tyler didn’t recognize, and Octavio held an object in his hand that |ooked mysterious but not
particularly ominous—astriking concoction of golden metd, brown wood, and glass lenses.

Tyler stood up and waked toward the picture, squinting at the thing in the man’ s hand, but he couldn’t
make much of it—it looked like something out of akid's story, some kind of magic seeing-device.
Probably just an old-fashioned microscope, Tyler decided at last. Back in the past they probably
thought that was the coolest invention ever. Man, they would have freaked out if they saw a
GameBoss!

What wasinteresting, though, was the way that the man in the picture stared out so intently, not at the
viewer, as Tyler had first thought, but at something. .. beyond. Tyler turned, wondering if some other
portrait might be staring back from that wall behind him, but instead he saw only avery smple dark door
st inthe wall between two sets of tall bookshelves.

As Tyler walked toward the door he felt alittle tingle on his neck, as though old Octavio might be
climbing down out of the frame behind him. He knew that wastotdly slly, but he looked anyway. The
mustached scientist was il in his painting, staring out with solemn amusement.

Anold brass key with aloop of yarn dangling from it was aready in the keyhole, as though someone had
unlocked the door only moments earlier. Tyler opened the door dowly, haf expecting to find adead
body (or a haf-dead murderous zombie or something else that would be in ascary movie). Instead he
found himsdlf in afairly ordinary old bedroom—aretiring room off of the library—uwith afour-poster bed
and alarge washstand. He took afew stepsinside and stopped. There was very little dust in here, and
the air seemed different from in the library just afew feet away—close and tight in histhroat.

The washstand had an old marble sink and ajug for water. Behind the basin, mahogany columns framed
ahuge mirror. Tyler moved to the front of the sink, drawn by something he could not &t first put hisfinger
on—then he saw it: the room reflected in the mirror was not exactly the same as the one he was standing
in. Here, where Tyler stood, the light had disappeared from the window high on one wall, acrossfrom
the bed. But in the mirror of the washstand the light of the reflected room was stronger, and he could see
that the sky outside the window was still early-afternoon blue.

A chill went up and down his back, and his scalp tingled.

He moved closer to the mirror, but was distracted suddenly by something on the floor, peeking out from
under neath the washstand. Tyler reached down and picked it up. It was atattered old piece of paper, its
edges shredded and stained. What remained was covered with somebody’ s skinny, old-fashioned
handwriting. It was too dark in the bedroom to read it. He clutched it tightly, then looked up again. The
light in the mirror still seemed different. He reached out his hand to touch the mirror and hisreflection
reached out too.

The Tyler reflected in the mirror was wearing awatch—the diver’ swatch hisfather had given him for his
twelfth birthday, with dl the diads and things he' d never figured out how to use.

But he had |eft the watch on the table in his room—there was nothing on his own wrist but freckles.
Hisblood roaring in hisears, Tyler lifted his other arm. The mirror Tyler did the same, perfectly
synchronized. Tyler here and now held the scrap of paper in that hand; the hand of the reflection was
empty.

He stared openmouthed at the mirror, and as he did so he saw something else. Someonein adark,
hooded cloak was standing in the reflected doorway behind him, watching him.

Thistime Tyler shouted doud with surprise and terror, aragged noise that echoed flatly in the small
room. When he whirled around no one was there. He dashed out of the haunted room into the library
adeand stopped, listening for footsteps, listening for any evidence that whatever he had seen through



that washstand mirror was, in fact, here with him now, pursuing him. Something with clawed fingers
grabbed at the back of his neck.

When his shrieksfindly died down and no werewolf or vampire had seized him, Tyler climbed back onto
his feet—he had been lying on the floor with his hands over his head—and discovered a very frightened
Zazaclinging to the nearest bookcase, staring at him with eyes so wide it seemed certain she' d never
seen aboy having atota wuss-out fit before.

“So that was you, huh?’ Tyler tried to laugh, for the monkey’ s benefit if no one dse's. “Old Banana
Bresth. Should have known. Land on aguy’ s neck...”

But, of course, unless the winged monkey aso had ahooded cloak she liked to wear, it till didn’t
explain the person he' d seen in thereflection.

Tyler was shivering now. He' d had quite enough of thelibrary. He turned off the lights as quickly ashe
could and hurried outside.

Zazafollowed him, dthough none of her fluttering circles brought her too close, and she kept looking at
himworriedly, asif he might start screaming and thrashing again at any moment.

The flying monkey |eft him outside the doorway |eading to the kitchen. Tyler could hear peopletakingin
the dining room, but he didn’t go in. He hurried through the kitchen, pocketing afew bits of fruit for the
monkey in case she came back to hiswindow again, then made hisway upstairs. He found their hallway
s0 quickly and easily thistime he didn’t even redlize he was there until he saw the familiar carpet. He left
the fruit in hisroom and knocked on Lucinda s door, but she didn’t answer. He certainly wasn't going to
walit. Hissster was probably downstairs dready and Tyler was getting hungrier by the second.

He dmost ran directly into Colin Needle downgtairs, who stepped without warning into the dining room
doorway like hewastrying to block Tyler’ s entrance.

“What are you doing?’ Tyler demanded. “1 nearly knocked you over.”

“Oh, sorry.” Colin didn’'t sound like he meant it. “1 see you' re finding your way around.”

“Yeah,” sad Tyler, trying to push past him, but Colin moved back into his path.

“By theway, | noticed that you werein thelibrary.”

Suspicion made Tyler’ sskin prickle. “How do you know that?’

“Because you turned on most of the lights, stupid. Evenin daytime | could see that from my window.
Nobody’ s been in there for years so | knew it must be you. We' ve dl seen how the famoudly daring
Magter Jenkinslikesto go out and stick his noseinto things.”

“Jugt get out of my way,” Tyler told him, pushing him, but Colin wasn't ready to move yet.

“And | saw you making friends with the monkey,” the older boy observed. “How sweet.”

“What if | did? She' snot your monkey, isshe?’

“Lord, no!” Colin sounded like alittle old man instead of ateenager. “My mother hates that animal. |
was just going to warn you not to bring it around her.” He gave Tyler an odd, sudden smirk—he looked
like he had a secret he wasitching to tell. “Well, toodle-oo!”

Tyler watched him go, nettled. That had been adeliberate attempt to get under his skin. But why? Why
should Colin carewhat Tyler did?

As he pushed through into the dining room, he suddenly recalled something he' d forgotten in the last
hour’ s excitement and confusion. That weird trick mirror above the washstand had startled him so badly
that he d left behind the ancient piece of paper he' d found there—the one with the scratchy writing.
Wéll, it would just have to Stay there, Tyler decided. He was hungry now—no, starving. And besides,
he couldn’t see himsalf going back into the haunted library any time soon.



CHapPTER 11

STANDARD | SSUE

Tyler seemed very revved up, bouncing on the edge of the bed. “Lucinda, get up. We re going into
town!”

Lucinda s head fdlt asheavy asabaloon full of wet sand. The morning sun was streaming through the
window, and she could hear ajay squawking somewhere outside. She vagudly remembered finding the
Grace Parlor, as she thought of it, then Mrs. Needle giving her a cup of tea, but not much el se that had
happened &fter that. She redlized she must have dept al evening and dl night.

“Luce, wake up now! W€ re going into town.”

“Huh?’ Her tongue fdt like it was coated in peanut butter gone bad.

“Come on, you' ve been deeping since yesterday afternoon. Hours and hours—you missed dinner. So,
¢'mon, Luce, get up!”

He had the grace to look alittle shame-faced.

Lucindatried to St up, which was no easy thing with her brother going boing, boing, boing on the edge
of the bed. She had a clean bandage on her hand, and the cuts beneath didn’t hurt too badly at al.
“Okay,” she mumbled, pushing herself out of bed. “ Just let me put my shoeson.” She frowned at herself
inthe mirror. “And comb my hair.”

Tyler rolled hiseyes but got out of her way. “Just don't take forever. Man, you should see dl the
awesome stuff thereison thisfarm, Luce. | spent afew hours doing the rounds with Ragnar—you know,
the guy with the beard?’

“Stop bouncing or wait outside, will you?’

“I like Ragnar. But, man, | hate that Colin guy.”

“Would you quit obsessing about Colin? What did he ever do to you?’

“Why? Do you like him or something?’ Tyler stopped in the doorway and stared at her with horror. “Oh,
perfect—my sister has a crush on the evil henchman.”

“Tyler! HE snot an evil anything. Just shut up. My head hurts.”

“Comeon, Luce!” Now hewasjumping up and down in the hall.

“Okay! I'll beright therel” She dammed the bedroom door shut on him, which punished no one but
hersdf.

Normally that would have been enough for them to stay silent with each other for hours, but Tyler kept
trying to talk to her asthey sat on the wagon in the hot sun. At firgt it just made her moreirritated, but
after awhileit occurred to her that for once Tyler was actualy trying to communicate. It waslike
someone had stolen her little brother and substituted some kind of pod boy.
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“There s been so much stuff going on!” he said. “I tried to wake you up before we went out this morning,
but you weretotally snoring. It was so cool! Ragnar let me feed the griffins. They'relittle. Thereisn't a
mom or dad. They’re, like, birds—they have eagle beaks, but they have bodies like something else.
Ragnar said people used to say they were part lion, but redlly it’sjust that they’ re kind of yellow likea
lion and they have thiskind of weird fluffy fur on the back end where the feathers sop—"

“So why won't anyone tell uswhere they come from? What' sthe big secret?”’

Mr. Wakwell hdf turned in his seet, as though he was going to say something, but instead he just flicked
the reins and muttered to the horse.

“I know,” Tyler said quietly. “| asked Ragnar that. He just saysit’s up to Uncle Gideon. But it hasto be
some kind of DNA thing, because otherwise why would they have baby griffins but no mother?’

“How should | know?’

“And there' s other stuff | found out too.” He was whispering now. “1'll tell you later. The houseis
haunted.”

Which wasjust what Lucindaand her headache didn't really want to hear.

Standard Valey was not atown in the sense L ucinda thought of the word. It only had a couple of main
roads and one main shopping district—if you could call agas station, afeed and hardware store, abank,
agrocery store, and a coffee shop, al in arow across from the train station, by any name asfancy as
“shopping digtrict.” Lucindafound it depressing, but at least the sun had gone behind a swirl of dark
clouds, making the day much darker. It was till unpleasantly hot but the glare was gone, and she thought
she could even smedll something likerainintheair.

Asthe horse-drawn wagon clopped into the center of town, afew men standing around atruck parked
next to the gas station looked up. One of them—a gray-haired man with abig belly and abasebd| cap
pushed far back on his head—grinned and gave akind of salute, then shouted, “1 see you' re il driving
last year’ smodd!”

To Lucinda ssurprise, Mr. Walkwell shouted back, “ At least when this one backfiresal | am smdlingis
hay!” And then he actually smiled. It took her afew secondsto figure out that not only had secretive,
grumpy Mr. Walkwell acted like he knew the man, he had even made ajoke.

“Who' sthat guy?’ she asked.

“Hartman,” said Mr. Wakwell. “He ownsthe gas station. | have met worse men in thisworld than him.”
Which meant he sort of liked him, asfar asLucindacould tell.

“Look!” said Tyler asthey rolled to astop in front of the feed and hardware store. “A hitching post! Just
likein acowboy movie!”

Lucinda, Spping the last from abottle of water, was more interested in the idea of getting hold of some
lip gloss and maybe some sunblock. Her lipswere dready dry and cracked after only a couple of days,
and she could just see surviving the summer and returning to school only to have the other girls make fun
of her because of her farmer tan and ruined lips.

They spent aboring haf hour in the generd store. Lucindafound her skin-care products and Tyler, for
some reason, bought aflashlight and aton of batteries. Mr. Walkwell put in an order for some
supplies—apparently the feed and hardware store and grocery store were run by the same people. Ashe
limped around looking at things, the few other customers nodded at Mr. Wakwel asif they knew him.
The heavyset woman behind the counter smiled at the children and asked them their names asthey paid
for their goods.

“Y ou staying for the summer?” she asked. “Oh, you' || havefun. It'snicefor city kidsto spend sometime
on afarm. See how thingsredly work!” Lucindawanted to laugh, but of course shedidn’t. If thiswoman
only knew! “Areyou having agood time so far?’ The stout woman wasredly looking at them, Lucinda
redized. “They don’t get many vistorson that Tinker farm....”

Suddenly Mr. Wakwell was there, hands resting heavily on the children’ s shoulders. “We must go now,”



he said. “Much work to do.”

L ucinda could tell the woman would have liked to ask more questions. In fact, she noticed most of the
other customersin the store had been listening too.

“Y ou must not talk to strangers,” Mr. Wakwell said asthey stepped outside. “ Time to go back.”
“Ragnar said we could get amilkshake,” Tyler protested. The sky was dark and the air was
close—L ucinda could fed afew tiny dropsof rain. “Because he said | did good work thismorning.”
Mr. Walkwell made asour face, but turned them toward the diner. “Very well. But remember, many
people here are curious about our farm and we must keep our secrets. Y our greet-uncle has shown greet
trust by bringing you here.”

“If he' sgot so much trust,” Tyler muttered, “why isn't hetdling us any of the secrets?’

Mr. Walkwell only snorted.

Almost every store around here was called Standard something or other, so Lucindawas glad to see that
the diner was called Rosi€' s, dthough someone hadn’t been able to resist putting up a cutout wooden
sign in the shape of a coffee cup, which stood on the roof next to asign that said, OUR COFFEE IS
WAY ABOVE STANDARD!

Half adozen or more people were in the coffee shop, most of them men in farmer’ s caps, egting lunch,
talking, or watching the television in the corner—some kind of local weather report. There wasalong
counter, as she expected, but instead of booths the rest of the place had a scatter of tables and chairs.
Nothing much on the walls but a calendar and some hand-drawn posters for events at theloca school.
They didn’'t have awaitress, eithe—you just told your order to the grumpy-looking guy that everyone
seemed to cdl Rose, although Lucindacouldn’t tell if that was ajoke or not. He sure didn’t look like a
Rose.

Tyler apparently decided he was much more than just milkshake hungry and ordered himself a
cheeseburger and fries, but Lucinda till felt queasy. They found atable and Mr. Walkwell sat staring
slently. Lucindawas happy just to hold aglass of ice water to her forehead, soaking in the wonderful
cool.

Thefood came and Tyler went into Full Scarf Mode, shoveling everything in likeit would vanish in two
minutesif hedidn’t. Hewasjust filling his mouth with thelast chunk of his burger when Lucindaredlized
that three black-haired, brown-eyed kids, more or less her and Tyler’ s age, were standing beside the
table watching them.

The boy, who looked like he enjoyed a good meal himself, asked Tyler, “Dude, you et fast. Areyou
from Europe or something? Haven't you ever had a cheeseburger before?’

Tyler looked up, surprised. “1 was hungry.”

The older of the two girls, ayoung teenager like Lucinda, wore ashirt that ssid BOYSLIE. “Then do
you come from apart of Americawhere they don’t have ngpkins?’ she asked, grinning. Tyler stared at
her for amoment, then dabbed away the ketchup smeared on his chin.

“Go away, you bad kids,” Mr. Wakwell said, frowning. “Go away.” The old man stared hard at them,
but the trio didn’t retreat. For along moment nobody said anything. Lucindawas afraid there was going
to be some kind of fight.

“Sowhat did you bring us?’ the boy said at last.

“Steve!” the older girl said. “You are so rude!”

“Bring you?’ Mr. Wakwell scowled. “I don’t bring you anything. | only bring thingsfor good kids.”

“I helped my dad fix the bulk tank,” the boy called Steve said. “ Almawashed the dishes. Carmen didn't
do anything—shejust talked on the phone.”

“Youaesuchaliar,” theolder girl said. “I made dl the beds this morning—even yours, Steve.”

Tyler looked a Lucinda. He was clearly just as mydtified by this as she was.

“Okay, | look, | look,” Mr. Wakwdl said. “Whoseturnisit?’

“Ming” said Steve,

Carmen shook her heed. “Liar again. It sAlma’s.”

Mr. Walkwell reached into the pocket of his battered old jacket, which he seemed to wear no matter
how hot it was outside, and pulled out afluffy ball of Kleenex. Alma, who was smal and wore red



corduroy pants, shyly held out a cupped hand and Mr. Wakwell put the bundle in it. She unwrapped it
carefully to reved aknobby branch with severd smadl blossomsonit, al carved out of asngle piece of
pale wood.

“Oh,” said Alma, her eyeswide. “It’s... beautiful .”

“Nothing, it isnothing.” Mr. Walkwell waved his hand as though he couldn’t stand to ook at such a poor
thing any longer. “ Almond blossoms. We had them in my old country so | like them. Takeit.”

“Thank you.” Alma backed up afew steps but continued to stare at the carving in her hands.

“So you'rethe kids staying at Ordinary Farm,” Steve said, leaning on the table. He squinted a Tyler's
plate. “Hey, are you going to finish those french fries?’

“You areso rude!” hisolder agter said. “I’'m Carmen Carrillo, thisis my brother, Steve, AlIma sthe
youngest. We live on the next farm over, Cresta Sol—our parents own it. We heard there might be some
kidsvigting Ordinary Farm this summer. Y ou should come over to our place sometime.”

Lucindalooked to Mr. Walkwell, certain that he would want to end this conversation, but he was
watching Almainstead, who held the carved dmond blossoms up close to her face, peering intently. The
old man was actudly smiling alittle. A joke, Lucindathought, and now this—two Wakwell firstsin one
day!

The door to the diner banged open loud enough to make L ucindajump. The round man with the basebdll
cap from the gas station cameingde, his clothes spotted with rain. “Hey, Wakwell,” he cdled. “Y our big
friend’ sover at the soreand | think he’ slooking for you.”

Mr. Wakwdl got to hisfeet and limped toward the door. “Ragnar? How did he come? In that machine
of theinferno?’

“Thetruck, yes” said Hartman, the gas station man, winking at the kids.

“Y ou children gtay here,” Mr. Wakwell told Tyler and Lucinda. “Don’t go away anywhere.” As he went
out the door with Hartman, the round man was saying, “1f you people at Ordinary Farm would just learn
to carry cell phones...” The door banged shut. Rosie, the proprietor, glared at it for amoment, then
turned back to his other customers, adl of whom had watched thiswith much interest.

After along moment’ssilence, Steve said, “Hey, you seen any ghosts?’

Tyler dmost dropped his milkshake, and L ucinda suddenly remembered the strange remark her brother
had made on the way into town. “Wh-what do you mean?’ he asked.

“Steve,” said Carmen, with awarning in her voice.

“I’'m just asking!” The boy turned back to Tyler. “ Our grandmother tells al these stories—she grew up
here and she knows dl these Indian legends. Crazy stuff, but kind of cool. Anyway, the Indians used to
think the gateway to the underworld was on your land. Or something like that. The spirit world.”
“Redly? Uh, cool. What € se does your grandmother say about—" Tyler began, then the door banged
mightily once more at the front of the coffee shop.

Mr. Walkwell leaned in the door and called, “Tyler, Lucinda, you come with me now. We must go.”
They |eft the café, the Carrillo kids trooping out behind them. Outside stood Ragnar, hislong hair and
beard stringy in therain and his big face flushed. “The big....the big cow, sheis abouit to give birth, |
think. The young ones—they can drive back with me.”

“Asyouwish,” Mr. Walkwell said. “1 am taking thewagon. If | andow, | andow. Anything thet is
meant to be...Heaven will make certain it happenswhen it should.”

“Bye!l” said Carmen. “Come see us—we' rejust over the ridge from you. Cresta Sol—there sabig sun
on thefront gate.”

“Thank you, Mr. WakwdI!” Almacried, sill holding her carving asthough it was addicate living thing.

“It' sbeautiful.”

Ragnar might be built like some kind of football player, but he drove the ancient, rattling truck like
somebody’ slittle old grandfather, hunched forward, both hands clutching the whed until hishairy



knuckles were white. Therain had mostly stopped, but afew drops still splattered the windshield.

“I thought we werein ahurry,” Tyler said as Ragnar maneuvered around a corner like the truck was
loaded with explosives.

“Shut up, boy,” the farmhand said, but not unkindly. “I have not been doing thisdriving long.”

“Huh. | never would have guessed.” Tyler scowled when Lucindakicked him. “Ow! It wasajoke!”
“Isthe...the dragon redly having ababy?’ she asked. “Isthat aproblem?’

Ragnar shook his head. “ She has had trouble with laying her eggs before—none of them have lived.
Nobody knows about dragons. They are old and strange creatures.”

They drovefor alittlewhilein silence. “Hey, those kids said that Ordinary Farm was, like, the gateway to
the spirit world or something,” Tyler said at lagt. It had obvioudy made abig impresson on him.

The blond man snorted. “ Those children say lots of things. Their grandmother isatae-teller, sothey are
full of stories.” Ragnar squinted at theroad. “ Thereisasay ing in my old country: ‘ The man who stands
at astrange threshold should be cautious before he crosses it, and he should glance thisway and that,
because who knows beforehand what foes may St waiting for him?”

Her brother leaned toward her. “Wdll, that couldn’t make less sense, could it?” he whispered.

The farm seemed to bein an uproar asthey pulled into the gravel driveway. Severd farmhands were at
the front door where Uncle Gideon was handing out orders. Their great-uncle was wearing awhite lab
coat, but he till had on his bedroom dippers and looked quite distracted.

“Thank goodness,” he said as Ragnar and the kids got out. “Where's Smos?’

“Y ou know hewill not go inthetruck,” Ragnar told him. “Hewill be here soon. He told me what to do.”
“Then come on. She staking along timeto give birth. It shard to tell from external temperature, but |
think she might have afever.” From the distance came anoise like a broken foghorn—obvioudy the
sound of an uncomfortable dragon. Gideon finaly noticed Tyler and Lucinda. “Y ou two run dong. Mrs.
Needlewill give you something to do.”

“Can’'t wecome?’ Tyler asked. “| want to see the dragon again.”

“No, you can’t. She’ s not used to you and she' sin distress. Besides, she'smaking alot of noise and it
might draw Alamu.”

“Draw awhat?” Tyler asked.

“Alamu. Her mate.” Gideon frowned and flapped his hands at the children. “Blast it, | don’'t havetimeto
talk to you two right now. Go oninsde.”

“So much for being onafarm,” Tyler grumbled to Lucinda as they went into the house.

“What' s that supposed to mean?’

“WEe re supposed to see stuff like this, aren’t we? The miracle of life and dl that garbage?’

“Y ou heard Uncle Gideon, didn’t you? Hello-o! Angry male dragon roaming around!” She couldn’t
believe her brother sometimes.

Tyler shook hishead. “They’re never going to tdl us anything. We re going to have to find things out
oursalves”

“What are you talking about, Tyler?’

“Oh, never mind.” He turned and stomped up the gtairs.

Brothers! Lucindathought. She' d begged her parentsto get adog instead, but nobody ever listened to
her.



CHAPTER 12

FArRM W ORK

After severd days of discomfort that kept the whole farm in astate of dert, Meseret finaly laid an egg.
Lucindasnuck aquick peek at the dragon’ s egg from the door of the Sick Barn. It looked like apartidly
deflated beach ball, a pale leathery sack big as the beanbag chair her brother spent most of histimein
back at home, headphones on, sneakered feet on the wall, GameBoss Portable held only squinting inches
infront of hiseyes.

They're sure making a lot of fuss over a big beanbag, she thought. It wasn't that she didn’t care;
there was just something about being around the dragon that upset her, something about the watchfulness
in the cresture’ s huge red-gold eyes. L ucinda often found herself making excusesto avoid being near the
dragon very long—not that anyone was urging her to stay. The Sick Barn was a busy place now and it
was easy to get in the way: Uncle Gideon and Mr. Wakwell hardly |eft Meseret’ sside for the first week.
Apparently thiswasthe third or fourth time Meseret had given birth and none of the other eggs hed
hatched, so everyone was worried.

The children spent most of their time that week with Mrs. Needle or Ragnar, doing chores and helping
out, or trying to. Tyler hated doing theinsdejobs, and hedidn’'t like Mrs. Needle at dl. Lucinda had
more mixed fedings about the Englishwoman. She remembered very little of the conversation they had
shared, but she remembered feding very grown-up and privileged to be spending time with someone so
interesting and specid. When Lucindacamein to the farm office one morning to ask a question and found
Mrs. Needle winding her long black hair into a French plest, it felt like sumbling onto afairy crestureina
patch of forest moonlight. Patience Needle was so pale, so lovely—and yet somehow asfierceasa
panther and more than alittle frightening. Lucindadidn’t redly know what to think.

Being around Ragnar was entirely different. He was obvioudy fairly old, but he looked like a barbarian
out of one of Tyler'sgames, or some long-haired professona wrestler. Ragnar didn’t try to be tough or
cool, dthough in hisown weird way heredly was cool.

“Where do you come from?’” she asked him one morning, amused by his pronunciation of “jam jar” as
‘yamyar.”

“Denmark, you would cdl it. But | have not been therein along time. Everything is different now, they
tell me.” He shook his head, staring out past the field whose wire fence he was fixing, as though he could
see Denmark just beyond. For al Lucindaknew, he could. (She had never been much good at
geography.)

Tyler seemed glad of this opportunity to rest for amoment and wipe the sweeat from hisface. They had
been working dl afternoon restringing wire fencesin the valey sun, and even though Ragnar did thelion’s
share of the chores—L ucinda sugpected this whole thing was more about babysitting them than getting
any actua labor out of them—it was till hot and tiring work. “Why did you come?’ Tyler asked. “Here,

| mean.”

Ragnar laughed. “ Things had gone sour for old Ragnar. | had little choice but to take Gideon'skind
offer.”

“l don't getit,” Lucindasaid.
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“And | hopeyou do not ‘get it,” hetold her, serious now. He bent and heaved up another bae of wirein
onehand asif it wasaroll of duminum foil, and directed Tyler whereto help steady it against the fence
post. “But you are Gideon'skin, which isfor the good. Others around him are sometimes forced to pay a
very high priceindeed.” He laughed again but it almost sounded angry. After that he began banging huge
meta staplesinto the post and it was too noisy for them to ask any other questions.

So many jobs! Feeding al the animals, doctoring them, repairing their cages and pens and tanks, aswell
astaking care of the farm’ s vegetable garden and house and kitchen. Not to mention the huge variety of
creatures—not just unicorns and dragons, but skittish, snarling wampus cats, hoop snakes, and even
something called a hodag, atruculent creature that |ooked like a badger covered with crocodile skin and
smelled like old cheese. Lucinda couldn’t begin to imagine how Uncle Gideon and his employees kept a
place like this going with only adozen or so employees, dthough Mr. Wakwell, for one, never actudly
seemed to stop working. Twice she had woken up in the middle of the night and gone out to the hal and
the bathroom there only to spot him through the window, driving his wagon acrossto the Sick Barn or
limping across the farm hauling bags of feed by moonlight. Didn't he ever deep? And how could
somebody who was so obvioudly crippled, or at least severely limited in his mobility, work so hard? She
had no ideawhat was wrong with his legs—she had asked Ragnar, but he only shook his head and said,
“Mr. Walkwell has his own stories. They are not mineto tell.”

Some things Ragnar would talk about, though. He was happy to tell her about the Carrillo kids they had
met at the store.

“They come from the farm next door,” hetold them.

“Thefamily has owned that land for avery long time. Those children’ s great-grandfather loaned old
Octavio workersto do repairs on the farmhouse, and helped him find people to do some of the other
jobs on the place—Gideon did not bring me and the others until later, you see. So the Carrillo family
does not know your uncl€e' s secrets but he likes them and trusts them. Sometimes he even goesto their
house for the Christian and American holy days.”

Lucindawasn't sure exactly what the last part meant—American holy days?—but she gathered that the
Carrillo kidsweren't congdered Officid Enemies of the Farm or anything, so it made alittle more sense
that Mr. Wakwell carved thingsfor them. Still, that wasthe last thing she ever would have imagined such
astrange, grumpy man doing.

Lucindaand Tyler quickly settled into aroutine. Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays they went with
Ragnar and did repairs and other small chores around the farm in the morning, then came back in the
afternoon to help the people working mostly insde. Lucindaran errands around the house, helped Pema
take care of the bed linens and other things, or helped Sarah and Azinza put things away in the pantry.
Azinzalooked like nothing less than a supermode and made Lucindafed like adwarf. The African girl
was at least Sx feet tall, with cropped hair and a profile like the most exquisite scul pture Lucinda had
ever seen. Her skin was so dark it had amost a blue sheen to it; beside the beauteous Azinza, Mrs.
Needle actualy appeared quite ordinary.

Tyler mostly wound up helping old Caesar as he made his rounds replacing lightbul bs and broken coat
hooks and hammering in nailsthat had worked their way out of the house' sancient paneling.

“Caesar angsalot,” Tyler told Lucinda one evening asthey went down to dinner. “And he can tell you
anything you want to know about polishing silver, that’ sfor sure. But when | ask him how he cameto the
farm, hejust says, ‘| wasin aworse place before, the good Lord knows,” and hewon’t say anything
else. Why won't any of them tell us anything? Did Uncle Gideon clone the people who live heretoo—is
that the big secret?’

On the working-outside days they usualy rode around with Ragnar, or Mr. Wakwell on the occasions
he was free. Sometimes Haneb came with them too. Lucindatried to thank him again for saving her from
being hurt by the unicorn, but the dender man was so shy that even her gratitude seemed to pain him. She



and Tyler usudly helped feed the anima s—hoop snakes and griffins both liked milk, Lucinda
learned—and sometimes even groomed them. Once Lucindagot to currycomb a unicorn, which was one
of the most exciting things she had ever done. Ragnar held its head (so that it wouldn't spear her with its
horn like an olive on atoothpick, Tyler explained in aloud stage whisper) while Lucinda brushed burrs
out of itsshaggy pale coat. Up closeit amelled alittlelike ahorse, but aso alittle like flowers and alittle
like something ese—something prickly and odd, like eectricity.

Sometimes they fed the baby animals, which was L ucinda s favorite chore. Once, Mr. Walkwell let her
put on a bird-headed glove to feed ababy griffin, which was about the size of ahousecat. It had a
four-legged body but ahead like abird, and was covered all over with golden down like ababy chick.
Despite having fiercelittle claws the baby griffin was more nervous about her than she was abot it.
Lucindahad to be very patient until it would accept the bits of worms and ground tunafish sheheld inthe
puppet’ s beak.

“If thisisababy, how big do they get?’ she asked.

Mr. Walkwell gestured to one of the older siblingsin the main pen afew yards avay—the aiglet, as
Uncle Gideon called the baby, had asmall cage of itsown. Tawny, feathered hind legs were tucked
under its body astheir owner napped, itstail occasonaly lifting to dap away flies. It was big—about the
sze of alion—and she was suddenly grateful that they didn’t have to get the baby out of the adults
enclosureto feed it. Thetall went dap again and the adult griffin Sghed inits deep, astrange noise that
might have come from atrumpet made of bone.

Asthefirst week passed, then the second and third, and June gave way to the first of July, Lucinda
began to get a sense of how the farm truly worked, but it only made her more confused. First of all, she
cametoredlize, it didn't ssemto beafarm at al. Gideon and hisworkers didn’t seem to beraising the
animalsfor any purpose, and except for the acres of grass that would be hay for winter feed, and the
orchard of fruit trees behind the house, the only norma thing the farm seemed to grow were the
vegetables and spices and herbsin Mrs. Needl€ s kitchen garden. It was a good-sized garden, full of
plants Lucinda had never seen before, and even had amysterious greenhouse with lots of elaborate,
Victorian-looking ironwork, but Mrs. Needle was't growing anything to sdll. In fact, nothing on the farm
seemed set up to make money or satisfy more than afew basic needs for the people who lived there.
No, Ordinary Farm was more a zoo than anything else—everything seemed to revolve around taking
care of dl thefantastic animas. But zoos made money by selling tickets to people, Lucindaknew, and
that certainly wasn't going on here (although Gideon could make millions, she redized—maybe
billions—if they ever did). So what was going on? If they weren’t making anything, and they weren't
showing anyone the dragons and unicorns, then how were they paying for dl the food the animalsand
people ate, and the medicine, and the people’ ssdaries, and...?

She hated to admit Tyler wasright, but the whole thing just didn’t make sense.

And there were alot of mouthsto feed. The herders, Kiwa, Jeg, and Hoka—"the Three Amigos,” as
Tyler cdled them—spent most of their timein ahut out by the pastureland, but came into the house to
edat. Besides them and Haneb and Ragnar and Mr. Walkwell, more than ahaf dozen other men of many
colors and sizes worked on the property and lived in abunkhouse near the reptile barn. Lucinda hadn’t
had a chance to learn their names yet. So what was that atogether—eighteen or nineteen peopleto be
fed and housed, not including hersaf and Tyler? And if the animals had been made, somehow, as Tyler
thought, then there had to be things she and her brother hadn’t seen—alaboratory and people to staff it.
So how did it al work? Was Uncle Gideon rich? Y ou’ d sure never know it from his old striped bathrobe
and histhreadbare pgjamas, which he seemed to be wearing most of the times she saw him, eveninthe
middle of ahot afternoon. In fact, rich or not, Lucindawas pretty sure hewas at least alittle crazy,
especialy when she thought about the scary way he had forced that promise out of them.

Stll, eveniif their great-uncle turned out to be the world' srichest loony, it didn’t explain the dragons.



It was aFriday, the third Friday since she and Tyler had come to Ordinary Farm, and Lucindawasin the
huge front parlor. The room had a marvel ous stained-glass window featuring a gorgeous snake—L ucinda
found hersdlf quite hypnotized by it—plusalarge collection of mirrors and clocks, which shewas giving
an offhand dusting when she heard the bell summoning everyoneto dinner. She was thinking with
pleasurable anticipation about the gpple brown betty Sarah was baking when Gideon waked in the front
door.

Lucindaassumed that he was on hisway to dinner aswell, but he only walked by her on hisway to the
daircase, hisface sagging and empty.

“Uncle Gideon?’

Hedidn’t even speak or look back as he trudged through adoor at the back of the stairs and off
somewhere into the depths of the house, his bathrobe flapping like the cape of a defeated superhero who
had just decided to retire from the crime-fighting business. Then Colin Needle came through the front
door aso, hisbony face twisted with anger.

“What' swrong?’ Lucindaasked him. “What'sgoing on?’

Colin was s0 upset that flecks of spit flew from his mouth as he spoke. “1 tried to tell him | was sorry. |
tried to tell him how upset | am too. But he never listensto me! Hejust pushed me asidelike | was
nothing.”

L ucinda had never seen the older boy show much emotion. Shefelt sorry for him, though—she' d been
on the other end of Gideon’s anger and knew what it felt like. “ Sorry about what? What' s happened?”
Colinlooked at her dmost blankly. Then he said, “Meseret’ segg isn't going to hatch. There' sababy
insde but no heartbeat. Again. It's happened every time.” Hisanger surged again. “But he blames my
mother for it! In spite of everything shetried to do!” He was getting loud now and it made Lucindaalittle
nervous—Gideon couldn’t have gone very far in such ashort time. “Like she’ s supposed to fix the
dragon, fix the money, fix everything that’' swrong with this stupid farm! Fix al his stupid mistaked”
“Colin, 'mredly sorry...” she began, but the boy was so consumed with hisfedingsthat hewasn't even
looking at her. Instead Colin turned and haf walked, half ran toward the kitchen.

Suddenly Lucindawasin no hurry to follow him. Shewasn't very hungry anymore. In fact, the thought of
apple brown betty made her somach turn.

CHAPTER 13

CHEEKY M ONKEY, SNEAKY SQUIRREL

Tyler woke up late on Saturday, the day after the bad news about Meseret’ s egg. Nobody was talking
much at the breakfast table—even the farmhands seemed depressed.
“It has happened three times before,” Ragnar said, shaking his head. “The eggswill not hatch. It beginsto
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look like shewill never give birth to aliving wormlet.”

For amoment Tyler thought the big man was making some weird joke about eggs. “ Omel ette?’
“Wormlet—a dragon child. Worm—that isthe word for dragon where | come from.” Ragnar smiled
sadly. “Wherel grew up, we were terrified of them. We would have thought the newsthat a
lindenwurm egg had died was cause for celebration. Now we all fear that Meseret and her mate will be
thelast of their kind.”

Ragnar grew up bdlieving in dragons? Tyler wondered where that might have been—in Storybook Land?
“What' s her mate’' sname, again?’

“Alamu.” Ragnar went back to the heavy work of shoveing in his breskfast, an immense pile of bread
and fruit and sausage. It was a process that even Tyler, who could put food away faster than hismom
could earn money to pay for it (as she dwaystold him), could only watch with stunned respect.

After finishing breakfagt, Tyler pocketed a nectarine for Zaza and headed back to hisroom. Thelittle
winged monkey cameto hiswindow at least once aday and happily took any scraps he gave her. He
had begun to think of her most as a pet.

He put the nectarine on a napkin on top of the dresser, then stretched out on the bed, wondering what he
was going to do today while everyone else seemed to be mourning a bad egg. He hoped Mr. Walkwell
didn’t have more dave labor in mind for him. The old man could be avery hard taskmagter, and he didn’t
particularly like Tyler’ s habit of asking lots of questions. He was agood teacher about farm things, but
about anything ese—forget it.

Something was poking uncomfortably into the back of Tyler's neck. He reached under hispillow and his
fingers found something crinkly and rough—ypaper. He sat up, unfolding it. Had someone | eft him anote?
No, heredized with astonishment, he' d seen this piece of paper before, yellowed with age and chewed
into afringe along the edges like a cowboy’ s chaps. It was the scrap of paper from the library, the one he
hed lost when the figure in the mirror startled him. But how had it wound up here?

The paper had been tattered to begin with and Tyler lying on it hadn’t helped things, so he had to smooth
it out very carefully. He squinted, trying to make out words. It was handwritten inink that had turned
mostly brown and the letters were funny, old-fashioned cursive with odd, stringy shapes. Some ancient
grocery list or something, perhaps from one of the old newspaper boxes they used in the barns to make
nesting materia for the basilisks and some of the smaller birds. The only interesting thing about it was
how it might have wound up in hisbed.

Then, just before he dropped the paper into the wastebasket, the word dragons jumped out at him.
Tyler held the faded | etters up to catch the morning light. There wasn't much |eft on the page that was
readable—most of it had been water smeared or shredded into confetti—but he could make out the
sentence:

...if dragons are not strictly fabulous, then we shall find them before, not during, the spread of
their talesinto Europe....

Fabulous? Wasn't that what people said on fashion shows or something—* You look fabulous,
dahling!” How could adragon be fabulous? He ought to ask somebody, but he suddenly felt jealous
about sharing thislittle bit of paper with anyone—it was, after al, thefirgt bit of the mystery that seemed
to be hisand hisaone. But who had put it here, since he had definitely not had it when he came back
from the library? Lucinda, and then forgot to tell him? One of the housekeepers?

Zaza. Of courseg, it had to be the monkey. Perhaps she had seen him drop it and thought she was
returning something of his. Did monkeysthink like that? Tyler went to the window to look for her, but
nothing living wasin sight except for asingle, fat black squirrd watching him from the branch where Zaza
often sat. The squirrel’ s staring eyes seemed an odd color, asif it weresick. Tyler didn't like the look of
it. He ducked his head back insde and pulled the window closed.

When he turned again to the scrap of paper another clear fragment of writing caught his eye, adarker
black swath of ink that had been protected by being folded in on itsdlf:



...andif, as| believe, this Breach or Fault shall prove to be a phenomenon of supernature, that is,
NATURE THAT HASNOT PREVIOUSLY BEEN DISCERNED OR DESCRIBED, then it could be |
owe it to all humanity to make public what | have found. Thislikely will be the dilemma from
whose solution my entire career will take direction.

Whatever the heck that meant. None of it made sense so far, dthough the words Breach and Fault
stuck in hismind. What was the person writing talking about? And who had written it? Octavio, the guy
inthe painting?

Thelibrary, he decided. That was where it had come from, and even though he didn’t like the place and
its creepy washstand mirror, that was where he' d have to look for more pieces. Tyler sghed. If you had
asked him amonth ago what he' d do with hisfirst free day of the summer, going to the library would not
have been the activity he' d have bet any money on.

“Redly?’ Lucindalooked up from her diary, saring at Tyler like he was some stranger pretending to be
her brother. Y ou want me to come with you? Y ou' re actudly asking me?’

Tyler groaned, weighing the flashlight in his hand. Wasthis going to be just what he feared, another stupid
argument with hissster? Why couldn’t shejust go dong with things?

“I mean...” She shook her head. “I'll do it, yeah. I'm just surprised. Y ou don’t usudly ask meto go with
you.”

“I dotoo.” A nervouslittle something in Tyler wastap ping itsfoot, but he was doing hisbest to ignoreiit.
“Whatever. The reason we have to go thereis because | think | found part of Octavio Tinker’ sdiary.”
“Redly?’ Her eyesgot big. “Uncle Gideon’ s grandfather, or whatever he was?’

“Yeah.” Hetook the folded page out of his pocket and held it out. “Here, look. Micekind of got it....”
She handed it back when she'd finished. “* Supernature’ ? | don’t understand it.”

“Nether do|, but | bet if wefind more, we will.”

“| don't want to get into any moretrouble, Tyler.”

He made a noise of frugtration. “Come on! Uncle Gideon’s practically daring usto find out what’ sgoing
on here. Don’t you want to know?’

She stared at him, then sighed. “ Okay. When do you want to go?’

“Now, when no one’ swatching. Well—I’ m not surewhere Coliniis”

“It' s okay—he' s off working on his computer.”

“Good. Do you haveto run any errandsfor the Wicked Witch of the West?’

“Oh, don’t be S0 mean,” she said, then shook her head. “ Anyway, she’ sin the kitchen, helping Sarah and
Azinzawith something. She told me she wouldn’t need me for an hour.”

“Perfect.” He resisted the urge to yank her onto her feet, but only barely. “Come on, then!”

Out in the hallway, when Zaza dropped down from nowhere onto Tyler’ s shoulder, Lucindajumped.
“Whoal” she said. “Oh, it’ sthe monkey. She scared me.”

“Shekind of likesto hang out with me.” He couldn’t help being alittle proud of it.

Zaza seemed nervous, turning in circles on his shoulder as they walked around the house and through the
garden and outbuildings toward the library hall. It seemed alonger trip thistime, Tyler thought, but the
house was dways funny that way.

The monkey suddenly legped up shrieking, wings flapping hard, nearly scaring Tyler and Lucindato
death. It took along time before she settled on Tyler’ s shoulder once more and went back to tugging
anxioudy at hishair. He looked up but couldn’t see anything in the trees or skies overhead that might



have frightened her.

Lucindawasimpressed by the library, al right—not so much by the picture of Uncle Octavio, who she
thought looked very full of himself, but by the sheer number of books. “ Thisis more than we havein our
whole school library,” she said. “More than in our whole city library!”

“Yeah, but most of "em are, | don’t know, crazy science and math books and stuff you wouldn’t
like—not asingle copy of Mallchickz Go to Malibu.”

“You're being acraphead again, Tyler. | haven’t read those books since | wasin fourth grade—when
you were reading Axel the Tow Truck Fixes a Flat.”

Helaughed in spite of himsdlf. How had she remembered that? He had redlly liked those stories—Axe
had a best friend who was a girl motorcycle and al the characters were cars and trucks. “Comeon,” he
sad, and switched on hisflashlight—this time he wasn't going to give away their presence by turning on
thelights. “I’ll show you the haunted room.”

Theroom didn’t look quite as creepy asit did before, but Lucinda didn’t exactly look like she wanted to
movein, either. “Why did you say *haunted' ?* she asked in awhisper.

Hetook her to the mirror at the washstand and swept the flashlight over it. At first it looked like nothing
more than an ordinary mirror, reflecting Tyler and hislight, Lucinda, and the room. After awhile, though,
it till looked like that.

“I don't getit,” hissgter said.

“It was different last time.” Tyler was embarrassed. He could hear the upset in hisown voice and didn’t
likeit—too much like alittle kid. “1 could see me, but | was different—different clothes and stuff. It
was't the same me. And the light in the room was different, too, like adifferent time of day. I’m not
lying, Lucindal”

“I believeyou,” she said, surprising him. “We ve seen unicorns and a dragon, so why couldn’t therebe a
haunted mirror?’

Tyler let out abreath. He hadn’t expected to be believed. Suddenly he felt so much lighter he dmost
thought he could float up into the air like Zaza. “Good. Anyway, it's also where | found this piece of
paper—on the floor here. We should look through the drawers.”

Most of the washstand drawers were empty, but in the bottom right drawer they found an ol d-fashioned
pen, the kind you dipped into a bottle of ink. Part of the length had been chewed off by something, and
the bottom of the drawer was broken so that they could see down to the darkness under the dresser.
Tyler wasjust pushing it closed again when Lucinda grabbed hisarm and pointed. A shred of yellowed
paper was caught in the jagged edge of the drawer’ s broken bottom. Tyler’ s heart began to beat more
quickly. It was only atatter the Sze of afingernail clipping, but when he pulled it out and held it up next to
the page with the writing, the paper was the exact same color.

They tried to move the washstand away from the wall, but it was either much heavier than it looked or
had been bolted to the wall, perhaps to keep the heavy mirror on top from tipping the whole thing over.
Tyler got down on his hands and knees and began probing the hole at the bottom of the drawer with the
ruined pen. Something was ill in there. He poked at it until swesat ran down into his eyes and dripped
onto the dusty floor, then findly had the idea of poking it out toward the front where he could get agrip
on it and gently ease the whole thing out.

Lucindaleaned in ashe held it up. It was aleather-bound notebook, full of pagesjust like the one he'd
found on his bed. The whole thing had been badly chewed by mice or some other scavengers, so that
many of the pageswere little more than tangled curls of paper. Still, aquick riffle through the pages
showed lots of writing—themice hadn’t ruined it all.

“Look at the cover,” he said. The chipped remnants of what had once been gold paint read:

..tyof Oavi M. T nker, Esqg.
Hefdt aripple of excitement so strong he shivered. “It’ sredly his—and we' ve got it. But we can't tell

anybody.”
Lucinda nodded, her eyeswide.



Outside, Zaza was waiting, perched on the top of Great-great-great-whatever Octavio’ s picture, peering
down at them as though not quite trusting that whatever came out of the retiring room was going to be the
same as whatever went in. Lucinda stared at the painting.

“What' sthat thing in hishand?’ she asked. “I’ ve never seen one of those before. Isit some musica
thing?’

“I don't know.” Tyler redlly looked at the golden thing for the first time. Besidesthe long, trumpetlike
tubes, it was made up of an overlapping series of jagged-edged circles and points, asif old Octavio had
just taken out the workings of some large clock and screwed them together in some random order. Then
Tyler noticed that in his other hand Octavio held ablack velvet bag, and suddenly he redlized thet it was
meant to hold the shiny device.

“Likethe picture was about that thing asmuch as about him,” he said quietly, but Lucindaheard him
and nodded as if she had been thinking the same thought.

They were hdfway back to the house when Zaza suddenly leaped off Tyler’s shoulder and flapped into
the air, making strange, shrill noises morelike abird than a monkey—like the sound the jays made a
home when something got too closeto their nests.

The big black squirrel again, or another just likeit, crouched silently on the branch of atree. Zaza darted
upward and flew at the squirrd, but it didn’t flinch, nor did the pale yellow eyes even blink. Therewas
definitely something wrong about the creature, but except for its size and eye color Tyler couldn’t have
said what. It watched calmly, unmoving, as Zazaflew &t it, chittering loudly, once, twice, threetimes.
Then the winged monkey gave up and flitted away between thetrees. Tyler and Lucinda began waking
toward the house again.

“What was that?’ His S ster’ s voice was a harsh whisper.

“A squirrel,” he said, trying to keep hisvoice calm. After dl, only ababy would be afraid of a squirrdl.
“Thenwhy doesit have eyeslikeagoat?’ she demanded.

“Yéelow, with that little Sdeways dot? Squirrelsdon't have eyeslike that.”

“Tyler Jenkins!” someone shouted.

He pulled up, looking around. “Who' sthat?’

“It' sMrs. Needle!”

“Maybe she needs you for something.”

“Shelscdling you, Tyler!”

She wasright, of course, but he wished shewasn't. “ Shoot,” he said. “Now what? Here, you take the
book. Go. Hideit in your room.”

“What are you talking about?’

“It'stoo big to go in my pocket, Lucinda, and | don’'t want her to know we found it!”

Shelooked at him, ready to argue, then Mrs. Needle called again from somewhere just ahead. For
someone so soft-gpoken, the woman could sure put some edge in her voice.

Lucindaabruptly grabbed the book, hid it insde her pants, and then doubled back around the corner of
the building. She vanished just as Mrs. Needle appeared from the other direction, dressed in black as
usual, alook of irritation on her paleface.

“Tyler Jenkins, I’'m very disgppointed in you,” she said. *'Y ou should know better than to go exploring
old buildings without permission. Some of them are dangerous.”

Hedid hisbest to look cam and innocent. “What do you mean?’

“Thelibrary, Tyler. It hasn't been maintained for years.” Mrs. Needle took hiswrist in her cold fingers
and began to lead him back toward the house. “Y ou should not bein there by yourself. Something
could...fal onyou. You could be badly hurt.” Shedidn’t sound like she' d regret it very much.

Tyler let himsdlf be marched across apatch of open ground, relieved that at least hisSister had gotten
away with the book. But how had Mrs. Needle known they were in the library? He and Lucindahadn’t



turned on any lightd

He looked up. The black squirrel was perched on the edge of the roof, squat and black as aloaf of
burned bread. Only the pale eyes had color, the unblinking stare that L ucinda had described so well.
Eyeslikeagoat.

CHAPTER 14

THE M oTHEROF ALL M OTHERS

From her window Lucindasaw Tyler walking past below, on hisway to the henhouse with abucket of
sogpy water, abrush, and an expression of extreme annoyance. Mrs. Needle had obvioudy put him to
work and it didn’t ook like he would be back any time soon. Shefelt that she ought to lock the door and
start looking through the old mouse-chewed notebook they’ d found, but it was too hot and stuffy—just
the thought of it made her fed deepy.

Sheknew Tyler would be furious with her if shedidn’t at least hide the notebook, though, so shelifted
her mattressand did it in on top of the lumpy boxspring, then went downgtairs.

She peered into the kitchen. Sarah and Pema were cleaning the counters.

“Comein,” the cook said when she saw Lucinda “Have somelemonade.” Sarah took a pitcher out of
the refrigerator while Lucinda got hersdlf aglass. “I hear you are going to eine Feler!” shesaid as
Lucindadrank.

“What' sthat? A fire?’

“Eine Feler—a celebration. Tomorrow. Y ou have invited been. It isa Fourth of July celebration at the
other farm, with the children.”

Which sounded okay if it wasthe kidsthey’ d met in the diner, the Carrillos. At least they were more or
lessthe same age as Tyler and her.

Lucindarinsed out her glass and put the lemonade back, then wandered out to the front of the house.
The porch was empty, the gravel-covered drive spreading in front of her. What she really wanted to do
was go see some animals—the unicorns, maybe, dthough they frightened her more than alittle. She
couldn’t forget that horn flashing past her face like the breathless swish of asword blade. And they were
sowild! She could imagine them leaping over any fence they wanted to, no matter how high, asfree and
uncaged as clouds.

Lucindaambled over to the henhouse. Tyler wasin afoul mood.

“Did you hidethe...thething?’ He opened his handslike he was playing charades. Book.

Sherolled her eyes. “Of course.” Shelooked a him for amoment, pushing soapy water back and forth
across the disgusting floor of the henhouse. The smdll of the place wasrevalting. To her astonishment,
though, she heard hersdf ask, “ Do you want some hel p?’
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He stopped scrubbing long enough to sare, asif some dien being had taken hissster’ splace. “Nah, |
can't. | haveto do it mysdf—the Wicked Witch told me. She' smad a mefor exploring.” He smiled.
“But thanks”

She was on her way back from the henhouse when she saw Colin Needle in the distance, crouching by
the door of the Sick Barn, examining the door latch.

“Hélo, Calin,” she said. He jumped up like he' d been burned.

“Oh! Hello, Lucinda. Niceto seeyou.” He waved his hands—at nothing, asfar as she could tell. “Can’t
stop to chat just now—Iloadsto do. Sorry!” He hurried past her, back toward the house, his stiff strides
much more rgpid than usua, like aman on gtilts hurrying to find a bathroom.

Lucindareached out. The door to the Sick Barn was open. She wondered why he' d been examining it
S0 carefully. She cautioudy stuck her head in. “Hello?” When she heard no answer, she stepped inside.
At firgt she thought there was no one esein the great high-ceilinged barn except her and the vast,
unmoving bulk of the dragon, stretched in itslong pen like a ship docked for repairs. Theideaof being
alone with such amonster was enough to make her back toward the door.

“Miss?” Thefarmhand Haneb was coming toward her from the other end of the barn, bulky from the
neck down in abaggy gray safety suit. Hislanky black hair hung in hisface and he held hishead at an
odd angleto hide hisscars.

“Do you comefor the boy Colin, miss?’ he asked her. “He has gone. Or for the master Wakwell or the
master Ragnar? They are both gone a so, to fetch more medicine.”

“Medicine?’ Shelet the door fall shut behind her. Asit banged closed adeep rumble came up from the
pen in response, asound that made Lucinda sinsdes vibrate beneath her ribs. “Is she still sick? | thought
shewasdl right.”

“Meseret?’ He shook his head sadly, still carefully keeping the scarred side away from her. “We do not
know. Perhapsitisjust the sadness of her egg...that it dies....” He shrugged, struggling to find words.
“Tolearn more, next week we give her...give her...” Hefrowned. “ Segping medicine. Then wetake
away egg, so Mr. Wakwel and Mr. Gideon can study it.”

It was by far the most she had ever heard Haneb say.

Lucinda stared at the pen, trying to look braver than she felt. Just the size of the dragon, its back
corrugated with scales like an dligator’ s but wide as abus, madeit hard for Lucindato get her breath.
Being this near to something so big and aive wasterrifying beyond explanation. If Meseret made a
sudden movement, L ucindaknew, she would turn and run out of the barn, no matter how embarrassed
she would be about it later.

The dragon lay with her egg between her forelegs like an exhausted puppy with afavorite toy. The rest of
her immense body was stretched, belly down, to the far end of the pen, her great hind legs dl but invisible
under the swell of her pale, shiny belly. The egg was sartlingly smal, no bigger around at itsbase than a
basketball, athough its narrow, oblong shape made it dmost twice that big. It was bizarre to think
something so big as Meseret could start out smaller than adeeping bag. Then, as Lucindasaw the
mother dragon’ s sagging, yellowed eye, she remembered again that this egg wouldn't be growing up to
be anything.

“Poor thing,” she said, dmost to hersdlf, stepping closer. Haneb carefully moved to Lucinda sleft Sdeas
they stood at the railing. “ She seems so exhausted. Like she'sjust given up.” Shelooked at Meseret’s
eye, mostly closed but till fascinating, inescapable. “Iseveryone suretheegg isn't dive?’

“Yes,” said Haneb, then hesitated. “If you want, | show you Mr. Gideon's magic, same | showed Master
Cadlin.

When she nodded, he pulled afireproof hood with a plastic face shield over his head, then shyly took
Lucinda sarm with histhickly gloved hand and led her along the edge of the dragon pen to an old meta
desk and alaptop computer. The dragon didn’t move, but her huge, half-lidded eye shifted dightly to
watch Lucinda—yes, to watch her, not Haneb, shefelt oddly sure. Wasit just because she was
unfamiliar? Lucinda stood on her tiptoes and leaned over therail. Thefire-colored eye widened, just a
little, but it was enough for Lucindato fed quite bonelessin her legs. Shelet herself back down
agan—dowly.



Meseret’ s head was the size of asmall sports car, agreat wedge of bone and scale and teeth with
backswept fins growing from just behind the orbits around her eyes. Her neck waslong and muscular,
but quickly spread out into the shoulders and the huge, folded membranes of her wings, whichgrew ina
batlike flare (asfar as Lucinda could tell—it was hard to make out many details with the dragon lying
down) between the uppermost toes of her forelegs and the top of her hips. The bottom two toes on each
sde, scarcely thicker than Lucinda s arms but long as tree branches, provided the struts on which the
wing skin stretched, like paper over the bal sa-wood bones of akite. For amoment Lucindalonged to
touch the near wing—it seemed so dedlicate, atrand ucent banner of flesh next to the castle of craggy
hide.

Haneb clumped past her in his strange suit. With his hood on he looked like arobot out of an ancient
science-fiction movie. He held some kind of plastic wand in one hand, attached by acurly cordto a
plastic box about the size and shape of a briefcase. He looked so strange and moved so dowly, she
amost expected him to vault over the walls of the pen like an astronaut in reduced gravity, but instead he
fumbled open the gate with hisfree hand and trudged inside.

Meseret rumbled again. Lucindafet the sound from the soles of her feet upward, but when it finished a
curious vibration remained in her skull, asthough her brain was till bouncing from the dragon’slow
growl. Sheredlized after afew momentsthat the hair on her neck and arms was standing up, her skin
tingling.

She couldn’t believe how small Haneb was compared to the bulk of the dragon—Meseret had raised her
head alittle and the top of his hood barely reached the bottom of her rolling eye! “Oh, be careful!” she
said, but she doubted he could hear her.

Haneb knelt beside the egg. The dragon’s rumble went up in pitch, but Haneb did not dow or stop. He
extended the wand toward the egg until it was only afew inches away, then moved it even more dowly
forward until it touched the waxy shell.

Lucinda suddenly redlized what he was doing—it was one of those ultrasound things, like they used on
pregnant women—and turned toward the desk and the computer screen. The black-and-white image
was moving and changing, amurky, confusing messthat only gradudly resolved itsdf into something like
ahuge wad of chewed gum wrapped in cellophane—the baby with itswings folded around it, she
guessed. The picture was completely still. When Haneb stopped moving the wand there was no other
movement: the thing in the egg might have been stone.

“Oh!” she said, and suddenly there weretearsin her eyes. How terrible! Thetiny baby dragon, dead in
itsegg that way, never to seelight or fed theair. “Oh, no. The poor little thing!”

Meseret’ svast eyeturned to Lucindaagain, ared-gold ball with athin black dit that went al the way
from the top to the bottom. The buzzing in Lucinda s head intengfied, as though whatever was stuck in
there had just discovered there was no way out and was beginning to get angry. Lucindactried to look
away, but the eye seemed to glow in the dark room so that even the great bulk of the dragon itsalf began
to fade into shadow and the glowing golden orb was dl she could see, burning likeacod, like atiny sun.
Something pushed at her thoughts again, afedling of anger and despair so powerful and so dienthat it
seemed like an éectrical sorm indde her—L ucinda could dmost fed lightning crackling and sputtering in
her skull. Everything went swvimmy behind her eyes—red, black, red, black, whirling and whirling...
Why was the ceiling suddenly sideways? Why was she standing pressed againgt awall, held by some
kind of flesh magnetism? Why was Haneb floating on his side before her, hisface full of darm?

“Miss, miss, you okay?Have you hurt?’

She groaned and closed her eyes. She couldn’t push hersdlf off thewall, but with her eyes closed, it felt
lesslikeawall and more like the ground. She opened her eyes again. Now it made sense. Shewaslying
on her back. Haneb was bending over her.

“What happened?’

“Youfdl. Haveyouill, miss?

“Oh, God, do | have what the dragon has? Am | going to die?’

Haneb actudly smiled. Theflash of white, extending to both sides of his ruined face and creasing the
scarred Sdein asurprising way, alowed her for thefirgt time to see him without seeing hiswoundsfirdt.



“No, miss. Y ou not going to die. Not from dragon illness—peopledon’t get it. | think just it isvery hot
for you today.”

Before Lucinda could reply, Meseret let out another degp, grumbling noise. For some reason thisone
seemed less despairing, more like...awarning.

“Oh,” Lucindasaid, staring at the dragon. “L ook!”

Meseret was up, swaying unevenly asif she had not stood in awhile, but ill up on her stout legs. The
crest of her back, which had only stretched ayard or two above Lucinda’ s head when the beast was
lying down, now arched high above like asuspension bridge. Meseret lifted her head, her huge nostrils
sucking air. The dragon bumped hard against the bars of the pen, making them rattle and creak, then
opened her mouth and growled. Lucinda stumbled back with her hands over her ears, doing her best not
to scream. It'sjust like King Kong, she thought, terrified. “ She' strying to get out!”

Haneb clutched her arm. “ She doesn’'t get out. Sheistied and the pen keeps her wings close. And sheis
not angry at us.” Hetugged Lucindatoward the door.

“Sowhy arewe running avay?’

“We are not running from her.” Haneb' s smile waslong gone, but histeeth were still showing likethe
snarl of afrightened dog. “ Alamu comes. Her mate.”

Meseret threw back her head and belched out an immense, rolling cloud of flame and black smoke that
rippled through the metal struts on the celling. Even from two or three dozen yards away, Lucinda could
fed the hesat like an oven door suddenly swung open.

“But why issheangry?’ Lucindasquedled. It wastrue—she could fedl the dragon’ sfury coiling like ahot
wirein her thoughts.

“Because hewill takethe egg if he can,” said Haneb, fumbling at the door. “Hewill est it. Hurry now.”
“But hecan't get in, can he?’

“Look up.” He pointed toward the celling with his padded glove. There were two huge skylight windows
among the sruts. “ Alamu is smdler than her. If he gets onto the roof he will come through easy.”

L ucinda hel ped Haneb wrestle open the heavy door. It fet like anightmare, one of those dreams where
you run but can’t escape. “We must quickly let Mr. Gideon know,” Haneb said asthey stcumbled outside.
He yanked off hishood. His black hair was damp and his scarred face shiny with sweat. The two of them
began to run away from the Sick Barn, headed back toward the main house. The air outside the barn had
astrange smel—acidic and prickly.

“What can Gideon...” she began, then fdll silent as a nightmarish shape came around the nearest corner
of the house,

Alamu was not even haf Meseret’ s size, but terrifyingly faster in his movements than the femae dragon.
He was covered with copper and black scaes that gleamed like arattlesnake’ s back in the clear morning
light, and as he reared up to more than twice Lucinda s height, the dragon flashed curving clawslike
bunches of ivory bananas. He turned his wedge-shaped head sideways, examining them, then dropped
back down suddenly and stretched his head forward, squinting in exactly their direction. Haneb jerked
Lucindato ahdlt. “Quiet,” he hissed. “ And do not move!”

She couldn’t have moved at that moment if she’ d wanted to.

Thedragon’ swings unfurled, dow and beautiful like a butterfly’ s emerging from a.cocoon. Then, histhin
body suddenly whipping into the air, the monster came flying straight at them.

He was on them before they could even duck. For amoment Lucinda could hear nothing but her
breathing and the rush of her blood, then something cracked past them like a snapped towe—atowel
big asamissile. Alamu flew over their heads, his sand-colored wings rippling along their edges, then
folded those wings so swiftly that he plummeted to the ground and landed with a thump that Lucinda felt
in her bones. Now that he was between them and the greater safety of the barn, Alamu began walking
toward them, hishead held low.

Haneb, holding Lucinda s hand in apainful grip, shoved her behind him and said, “Back! Go back into
that canning shed!”

“What?’ Shelooked over her shoulder and saw a small wooden shed a dozen yards away, built next to
one of thefarm’smany wells. The door was off. She couldn’t imagine it keeping the dragon off her for



more than afew seconds.

“Go!” hecried. “Please, miss, but go dow!” And then he stepped forward and away from her, clapping
his gloved handswith amuffled thump and caling out, “ Hal Hal Hal” to the dragon, over and over. Little
shudders ran down the length of its neck. Now Alamu was watching only Haneb, a snake watching a
hopelessly trapped mouse.

L ucinda backed into the doorway of the shed, but couldn’t bear to step inside where she wouldn't be
able to see what was happening. Haneb had stopped again and was standing utterly till asthe dragon
gtalked toward him on its hind legs, head extended on aline with Haneb’s own. As Alamu breathed in
and out, little flames danced around his nogtrils.

The creature paused and sniffed ddlicately at the air al around the unmoving Haneb, who had dropped
his hood somewhere in the excitement. Lucindawasterrified the monster would engulf the small man's
poor disfigured facein fire. Was this what had happened to him before? Were those dragon-scars?
Alamu’slong head moved closer on the supple neck, ayard of bone and teeth and muscle, theair in front
of the nogtrilsrippling in the heat. The copper and black scaes caught the light, glittering. The mouth
opened, showing the curving fangs and a snaky black tongue.

From somewhere far away came adeep, flat ringing—abell, but not quite like anything Lucinda had ever
heard.

The dragon stopped, dert and listening A moment later it snorted and turned away, then began to run
across the open space beside the Sick Barn, each step as heavy as the pounding of a dedgehammer, until
suddenly it legped into the air and sailed away from them again, tail lashing, a serpent wriggling acrossthe
sky.

Lucinda heard hersdlf breathing out. Haneb had dropped down to sit on the ground and was staring at his
hands as though he was astounded to discover he owned a pair. Lucindaran from the shed, shading her
eyes as shelooked up. Alamu flew fast but the Sky was big and clear: as he headed away over the house
toward the reptile barn and the far pastures, she had alast view of the dragon, sunlight glowing through
his trand ucent wings.

“Wow,” she breathed, then suddenly began to cry.

CHAPTER 15

BeaTiNG THE Bic CRAB

“Oh, Tyler, you redly should have seen him!” Lucindasaid as she climbed up next to him in the wagon.
“It wasthe mogt...l was so scared! But he was beautiful too! Like a snake or alizard—no, like abat—I
don’t know. And he was dl shiny and he breathed fire and | was so scared | thought he was going to kill
us—| wassurel’d diel”
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It wasthe day after Lucinda s dangerous adventure and she still hadn’t stopped talking about it. Tyler
was getting alittletired of hearing the story over and over, and glad that she wouldn’t be able to talk
about it a the Carrillos house. He was aso grumpy because with the upset |ast night and al the attention
given to Lucinda, he hadn’t found time to have a proper look at Octavio Tinker’ sjourna, or what
remained of it.

Stll, Tyler supposed, he' d fed awhole lot worseif his sister had been turned into dragon barbecue.
“And Haneb, he was sooo brave—did | tell you?’

“Yeeh, youtold me....”

“He stepped right out in front of it and he told meto go in the shed and hide. | thought he was going to
get burned to bitd If it wasn't for Mr. Walkwdll ringing that bell, the dragon would probably have killed
usboth. Alamu, right, it' sAlamu!” Lucindaadded bresthlesdy. “ That’ sthe dragon’s name. Alamu.” She
sad it morelike the name of some new boy in school than of something that had dmost turned her into
fried chicken. “He sredly scary—Alamu, | mean—and beautiful. But amazingly scary!”

“Y ou werelucky, girl,” said Ragnar as he finished adjusting the horse' s harness. The yellow-haired man
had carried her back to the house wrapped in a blanket after the dragon had flown away. Lucinda had
been shivering so much her teeth clicked together. “Y es, Haneb was brave, but if Mr. Walkwell had not
rung thefeeding bell over a the reptile barn you gtill might have been killed.”

“But | wanted to ask you last night—how did Mr. Wakwell even know what was happening to us?’
“We have atracking device on the male dragon,” announced Colin Needle. He had come out silently and
stood in the doorway, ligtening. “1 found it at a scientific supply company on theinternet. We aways have
to know where heis, just because of things like what happened last night.”

“Aren’'t you coming to the party, Colin?’ Lucindaasked.

“No, | havealot of important thingsto do.”

Tyler wondered what could be so important that it was worth skipping a party, especialy when you lived
on an isolated farm.

“It'sredlly too bad you can't go,” Lucindasaid. “It soundslikeit’s going to be fun.”

For amoment Colin Needle showed something like genuine regret—he actually looked human. “It' sal
right. The Carrillos...wdll, they don't like me much.”

“Gee” sad Tyler. “I wonder why.”

“Bequiet!” Lucindaelbowed her brother hard. “Nobody likes you, Tyler Jenkins.”

Colin stood and watched as Ragnar flipped the reins and the horse started around the long gravel
driveway. “Have agood time,” he said, then turned and walked back into the house.

“Wecan't leave yet,” Ragnar said. “We are ill waiting for Smos.”

“Mr. Wakwel’sgoing with us?’ asked Tyler.

“Helikesthe Carrillo clan.” Ragnar grinned. “Ha, | will tell you one thing from yesterday that would make
even the gods laugh. When the dragon came, Simos himsdlf drove the truck to the reptile barn! | did not
know he even knew how!” Heturned to Tyler. “He did not waste time looking for me or Gideon—when
helearned your sSister was at the Sick Barn with Alamu he knew he had to go quickly.”

“Cool!” said Tyler. He wished he d seen it—Mr. Wakwell forced to deal with the modern world.

“I hopeit didn’t hurt his poor feet,” Lucinda said dreamily.

“Then when he came walking back,” Ragnar went on, chortling, “al he said was, * Someone go and get
that stinking machine. Now | must bathe.” Poor fellow!”

Mr. Walkwell appeared at last and they set off. Tyler made afew driving jokes, but the wiry old man
only glared a him, maintaining adignified slence. The wagon rolled dong through the valey and over the
dry hillson thefar sde until they finally reached the road to the Carrillos farm. Ragnar hopped down to
unlatch the front gate, which was made of white-painted iron bars and had asmiling sun beneeth the
letters: CRESTA SOL DAIRY FARM. It seemed like the kind of thing you would seein smple colors



stamped on a carton of milk. After amoment Tyler redlized that it probably was just that—the logo for
the Carrillo family’ sdairy.

“What's* Cresta Sol’ mean, anyway?’ he asked. “It sounds like a toothpaste.”

“Maybeit’s Spanish for ‘My brother isvery ignorant,”” Lucinda suggested.

The long driveway was gravel, the huge front yard mostly dirt except for an old swing set. Two figures
Tyler recognized from the diner ran toward them, the boy, Steve, and his older sster Carmen, laughing
and shoving each other.

“Comeon,” Steve said when they reached the wagon. “ Alma s making something so she'sbeing all
artistic and she won't come out, but we put the Ping-Pong table up in the backyard and I’ ve already
beaten Carmen like ahundred times straight.”

“Liar,” hissigter said. “Y ou only won the last time because | stepped on one of your dolls and amost
brokemy leg.”

“It'snot adall,” Steve replied with dignity. “1t’sacollectible action figure of Helldiver from Deep End.”
“Deep End?You play that?” Tyler was more than interested.

“Play it?1 totaly own that puppy. Well, except the last level. Can't get past the Grand Central
Crustacean.”

“Oh, man, that was so hard. Took meforever.”

Steve' seyesbugged out. “You did it? Y ou besat the crab?’

“Once, yeah. But | was playing it on Easy.”

“Oh, man, | don’t care, you have got to come show me.”

Steve grabbed Tyler by the arm and dragged him toward the house just as awoman in jeans and atop
that looked like apainter’ s smock stepped out the door, so they al nearly collided. She was about the
same age as Tyler and Lucinda s mom, but she had long black hair pulled back in aponytail and wasa
little shorter and alittle more rounded.

“Y ou two must be Tyler and Lucinda,” she said. “ Steven, quit yanking on the guest’ sarm.”

“The crab, Mom! He totally knows how to begat the crab in Deep End.”

“I only did it once,” Tyler protested.

“That does sound impressive.” She amiled. “However, Steven, no disappearing to play games right now.
Stay outside and show our guests around—you can al play something together.” She turned to the new
arivas. “Hi, I'm SilviaCarrillo. Happy Fourth of duly.”

“Thanksfor inviting us,” Lucindasaid.

“Y ou want to play Ping-Pong? Or come in and get something to drink?’ Carmen spread her hands out.
She was wearing agrown-up-looking bracd et full of jingling slver charms. Tyler had to admit shewas
kind of pretty for agirl hissster'sage.

“Yes, everyone comein,” said SilviaCarrillo. * Simos, Ragnar, can | get you men abeer?’

“To take with me, please,” Ragnar said. Helooked genuinely regretful. “I have work to do back at the
farm, helping Gideon. | will come back tonight for everyone.”

“Working? On the Fourth?” Silvialaughed. “Y ou are way too dedicated.”

Steve and Carmen took them on aquick tour of the house. They looked into Steve' simpressively neat
room asthey went by and both boys gazed longingly at the game station. The youngest girl, Alma, waved
shyly from the room she shared with Carmen. “I’ll be out inaminute,” shecdled. “Hi, Lucinda, hi, Tyler.
Happy Fourth of July.”

The Carrillos had more room than Tyler and Lucindahad & home with Mom, but their furniturewas old
and thetelevison was small and thekids clothes|ooked like hand-me-downs. Still, they seemed pretty
cheerful. Tyler wasn't quite used to afamily who joked without being mean and who seemed to have as
much fun with each other asthe Carrillosdid.

At last they all trooped out to the covered patio in the backyard. At the edge of thepatioamanina



bright white shirt, jeans, and sandals was tending a brick barbecue. He turned as the children arrived,
smiled just enough to make his mustache twitch, then returned his attention to the cods.

“My dad’snot redlly as unsocial and rude as helooks,” Carmen said loudly. “He sjust more interested
in his barbecue than in people. Right, Dad?’

“Wait just afew minutestoo long and the coas cool off,” said Mr. Carrillo with hisback to them. “Then
the meat doesn’t cook right. That’s science.”

“Qur father, Hector Carrillo,” said Steve. “ Props for the mad barbecue genius.”

They drank lemonade and played Ping-Pong, and it was so norma and pleasant that for awhile Tyler
amost forgot about the mysteries of Ordinary Farm. Mr. Walkwell hobbled out to discuss the fine points
of barbecue with Mr. Carrillo. The old man had said yesto red wine, and now he seemed to be enjoying
himsdf. More Carrillo relatives arrived, aunts and uncles and cousins, everybody putting food on the
picnic table until it seemed there wasn't enough room |eft for people to it and eat. Casserole dishesand
salad bowls started to fill the Ping-Pong table too.

“Ohmy God,” said Lucinda. “There s enough food herefor an army!”

“Yep,” Tyler said happily. “ There sureis.”

A little old lady so short and round she might have been aMunchkin from theland of Oz, with hair the
shade of red Lucindawas used to seeing on lead singersin punk bands, smiled and said, “| hope you
brought your appetites, children.”

“ThisisLucindaand Tyler, Grandma,” Carmen said. “From next door. Thisis my Grandma Paz.”

“Ah.” Thetiny old lady now looked a them more carefully—maybe even alittle suspicioudy, Tyler
thought. “Y ou are the ones from the Tinker farm, yes?’

They both nodded.

She sighed. “ So young! Well...enjoy yoursaves.” She smiled sadly and headed back to the kitchen.
“Isit my imagination,” said Tyler quietly to hissgter asthey got into linetofill their dinner plates, “or was
she acting like we were going on some kind of suicide misson?’

By thetime Tyler had emptied histhird plate he was serioudy consdering finding some placeto lie down
and die, but he knew he’ d be dying happy.

What had been most surprising about the day was how comfortable Mr. Wakwell seemed. He drank his
wine, teased the Carrillo children, and talked at least alittle bit with almost everybody—it seemed like an
entirely different person had cometo the party inaMr. Wakwel costume. Tyler even saw himflirt alittle
with Grandma Paz, which made the old lady whoop with laughter and cover her mouth with a chubby
hand.

Little Almahad been standing near Mr. Walkwell for along time, her hands behind her back. When he
had finished talking to one of the Carrillo uncles, she stepped up and handed him along something the
size of apencil case, wrapped in yellow tissue paper. Mr. Walkwell opened it up, but in such away that
Tyler couldn’t seewhat wasinit. Mr. Walkwell looked at it for amoment, then looked a Alma, who
was stepping from one foot to the other as though she wanted to run away. He said something quietly to
her, laid his big brown hand on top of her head, then put the package into the pocket of hisoverdls. She
blushed furioudy but looked very happy.

“What' sthat dl about?’ Tyler asked.

“She'strying to learn now to carve wood like Mr. Walkwell,” Carmen said, “so she probably made him
apresent.”

“She’ s getting pretty good,” Steve said. “She mademeaT. rex out of soap, but | 1eft it in the shower and



now it'skind of ahaf rex.”

“You must bevery, very careful,” said Grandma Paz.

Tyler and Lucinda put down the dirty dishesthey had carried into the kitchen.

“They're doing fine, Mama,” Silvia Carrillo said.

“I don’t mean that.” The old woman shook her head. “1 mean wherethey stay. That Tinker farm. rdquo;
SiviaCarillo sad.

“I don’'t mean that.” The old woman shook her head. “1 mean wherethey stay. That Tinker farm. Itisa
dangerous place—tierra peligrosa.”

“Don't start with the stories, Mama, please,” begged Mrs. Carrillo.

“Everybody knows! My own abuela, my grandma, she was Y audanchi—an Indian. Shetold methe
stories. Back then, when the Indians lived here, a man went to find hiswife who died. He followed her
track all theway to that place, that valley. He found abig hole in the ground that led to the underworld,
the Place of the Spirits. When he got there he found al the ghosts of all the people that ever were.”
“Mama, quit trying to scare these poor children.”

“Not scare! Warn!” the old woman said stubbornly. “My abuela, she said that one day the ground
would open up and al theworld would fall into the Place of the Spirits! That the ghosts would come out,
ghosts and monsters!”

“Oh, cool, Grandma stelling astory,” Steve said, walking into the kitchen with astack of salad bowls.
“Carmen, come on!”

“Mongers?’ asked Tyler. Lucindalooked redly worried, but whether it was about the story or Tyler's
questions, he couldn’t tell. “What kind of monsters, exactly?’

But before the old lady could answer him, Mr. Carrillo popped his head through the door. “It’ sjust
about dark,” he said. “ Anybody want to see some fireworks?’

“Youkidsgo,” said Mrs. Carrillo. “My mother and | are going to finish the dishes—and have a
discussion about how to treat guests.”

Mr. Carrillo had abig family-sized box of fireworks—the kind that Lucindaand Tyler had dways been
told were too dangerous to use. As he and the other men set them up on the wide expanse of dirt in front
of the house, Mrs. Carrillo emerged. She uncoiled the garden hose and handed it to Steve. “If any sparks
go up, then you put them out,” shetold him.

“But | want to do some of thefireworks!”

“Honey, there sno wind and the things arefifty feet from the house,” protested Mr. Carrillo, but Silvia
Carrillo was unmoved.

“Yes, that all sounds good until the house catches onfire,” she said. “ Steve, you stand there with that
hose”

It was half an hour after the last True Volcano Blossom had sputtered out. Everyone had run out of things
to do except St around the back patio, stuffed and content, listening to the returning noise of the crickets
and Mr. Wakwe| blowing quiet tunes on asmple wooden flute—the gift, Tyler redized, that Almahad
carved for him. He could tell because of the enrgptured way Almasat at his feet watching the old man
play. The tune was so strange and the evening so warmly magica that he didn’'t even notice thelarge
approaching shape until Ragnar stepped from the driveway into the soft light of the back porch.

“Sorry | am so late come,” he said. “A lot to do.”

“Do you want anything to est?’ said Mrs. Carrillo. “There s plenty left.”

“I thank you, but no,” he said, smiling. “I think | will carry this group back. Tomorrow isnot aholy day



like today, so we will be early to work.”

“Let me send some back with you, then,” she said. “We have plenty of |eftovers.”

While she dragged Ragnar into the kitchen to load him down with chicken, potato salad, and black
beans, Steve sidled up to Tyler. “Quick, dude,” he whispered. “ Just show me how to do the Bubble
Cave”

They hurried into Steve’ sroom and fired up Deep End, and Tyler gave him aquick tutoria on how to
pick out the nonexploding bubble to ride through the cave and onto the next level, then | eft the other boy
struggling with the Grotto of Ghouls and went looking for the bathroom. Through the open bathroom
window he could hear Mr. Carrillo and Mr. Walkwell talking. The word trouble caught his attention, and
instead of turning on the water to wash his hands he moved closer to the screen.

“...That'sdl. | know helikesto keep hisbusinessto himsdf, but he needs to know about this.”

“What kind of men?” Mr. Walkwell asked. “They did not come to the house.”

“Meninsuits. They said they were with the agriculture bureau, but Hartman said they were in town the
day before and bought gas with aMission Software credit card. That' sthat guy Stillman’ s company, you
know, the guy who' sin the newsdl the time. Do you think they’re trying to find a place around here to
open afactory or something?’

“Who knows?’ Mr. Wakwell was doing his best to sound like he didn’t care, but Tyler could hear
something strangein hisvoice—was he alittle drunk?“ But if they come spying around the farm, | will
teach them alesson.”

“Don’t get yoursdlf in trouble, Smaos,” said Mr. Carrillo. Thetwo of them wandered away from the
vicinity of thewindow dill talking. Tyler washed his hands and went out, his head full of confusing
information. Men in suits asking about the farm? Old Indian ghost Stories? He had thought things were
aready as strange as they could get. Apparently he had been wrong.

On the way back to the farm, with the stars spread overhead and the horse clop-clopping aong, nobody
spokefor along time. At last Lucinda asked, “ Ragnar, why do the Carrillos keep talking about ghosts at
Ordinary Farm?1 don't think they know about the dragons or anything, but their grandmother wastelling
this story abouit. ..about...”

“The Place of the Spirits,” said Tyler. “ She said there were ghosts under the house, or something like
thet.”

Ragnar nodded, but asif he was thinking rather than agreeing. “1 do not think there are ghosts under the
house” hesaid at last. “I think that isfair to say.”

Lucindahad grown dreamy again. Her voice soft, she said, “When is Uncle Gideon going to tell us

what’ sreally going on at Ordinary Farm?” Tyler was glad she doing the asking for once, but he knew
they weren't going to learn anything that way.

Ragnar shook hishead. “I have nothing to do with that, child.”

“I hopeit’snot dead people,” Lucindasaid drowslly. “I hope Grandma Paz was wrong about that. |
don’t want to have to meet any dead people.”

Ragnar bregthed in sharply but said nothing. Mr. Walkwell, sitting beside him, made asound that Tyler at
firgt thought was alaugh. He only redlized when he heard it a second time that the old man had quietly
begun to snore.



CHAPTER 16

Humpty DuMPTY’S HANKY

“Itis't likeyou to go into town, young fellow,” said Gideon. “Are you courting someone? The young
woman at the Dairy Duchess stand, perhaps?’

Colin tried to smile a the old man’ s heavy-handed humor. “No, gir, | just wanted to do some shopping.
Look at some computer magazines.”

“Wdll, well, it' sa pleasure to have you, of course. | won't be able to spend any time with you—I havea
very important meeting—but you'll find plenty to do, I'm sure, ayoung fellow likeyou.” Hesaid it, as
most old people did, asthough Colin was somehow being unfair just by being young.

“I'll findthingsto do, ar.”

“Yes, certainly. | seeyou’ ve got your briefcase with you—very busnessike!” Gideon had brought dong
acase of hisown—or, rather, alarge box that Ragnar had stashed in the trunk while Colin watched from
an upstairs window. Colin knew what was in the box, too. But he had not, of course, bothered to
mention any of this.

“Where should we drop you off?" Ragnar asked. The big man wanted it clear that Colin was getting out
firdt, so that he wouldn't be seeing where Gideon was having his*important meeting.” They thought they
were S0 crafty! Colin dmost laughed. * Just at the store. Where should | meet you—and when?’

“I can’t imagine what I’ m doing will take more than an hour,” said Gideon. “Why don’t you meet us at
the café and we' |l have a sundae before we head back. Even your mother couldn’t disapprove of that,
could she? It' sthe day after the Fourth, after all—we deserve alittle celebration!”

“Oh, yes, Gideon,” said Calin, carefully suppressing any trace of sarcasmin hisvoice, “that would be

super.”

Colin knew exactly where Gideon was going because the antiques dedler, Jude Modesto, had taken the
bait of Colin’semail and told him where they would be meeting—at Gideon’ s * secret office.”

Gideon Goldring was not the kind of man to transact his businessin front of every curious soul in
Standard Valey, and there were obvious reasons he didn’t want to have Modesto (or anyone ese) visit
Ordinary Farm, so he had taken the precaution of leasing atiny officein asmal, haf-built business park
severd blocks away from Standard Valey’ smain street. Luckily for Colin it was il twenty minutes until
Gideon’ s mesting, so the old man and Ragnar were going to get a cup of coffeefirst. They invited Colin
to join them at the café but he declined politely. When they headed toward Rosi€' s, Colin walked into
the genera store, then straight through and out the back door. Once he was out of sight, he tucked his
briefcase under his arm and began to sprint toward the business park.

The building was smal, and except for a chiropractor’ s office and a secondhand store that was
apparently closed today there were no other businesses yet in place: Gideon' s office was on the second
floor above one of severa empty storefronts. Colin paused at the bottom of the stairslong enough to
dow his breathing and wipe the sweat from hisforehead, then walked up and pushed the door open.
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As Coalin had hoped, Jude M odesto had let himself into Gideon’s sparsely furnished office and was
waliting. The antiques deder was plump and pink, his bulk overflowing the inexpensive office chair, and
he had alittle tuft of amustache, which did not make him look as young and fashionable as he probably
thought it did. Modesto’ s glasses did halfway down his nose as he mopped swest from hisface with a
handkerchief. “Y ou kept mewaiting long enough,” he said crosdy, staring Colin up and down. “Look at
you—you'rejust akid! What do you want from me?’

Colin was very conscious that Gideon Goldring would be coming through the door in less than a quarter
of an hour, but he did his best not to look hurried. He settled into the big chair that he supposed must
usually be Gideon's, unlatched his briefcase, then paused and gave the antiques dedler his sternest 1ook.
“Just one question, Modesto. Are you rich enough?’

“What nonsenseisthis?” Modesto wiped hisforehead furioudy, asif to scrub away even the memory of
being talked to that way by amere boy. “I’m avery important man....”

“Yes, I'm sureyou are, but we're not talking about important, we' re talking about rich. I'masking
whether or not you would liketo beredly, readly rich. Are you happy dedling in trinkets, Modesto?
Setting things up for the people who have the real money? Or would you liketo get in on atruly big
score’—Colin hoped he wasn't overdoing the tough-guy lingo: he' d written the whole speech out and
memorized it the night before—" a score that will set you up for life?’

“Areyou somekind of crazy person?’ Modesto struggled to get up out of the low chair. He looked like
Humpty Dumpty abouit to fall off thewall. “Look, kid, I got your email and | said I’d meet you. Fine. I've
met you, and now you' d better get going. Just because you live in Tinker’ s house doesn’t mean you have
anything I’'m going to—"

“I have everything,” Colin said harshly. Time was getting short now and he had to hurry. “ Y ou'll never
get into Ordinary Farm on your own—Gideon Goldring will never let you. But if you help meyou'll get
accessto things you' ve never even dreamed of, things that make those antiques you' ve been sdlling for
him—those vases and obsidian knives—I ook like cheap souvenirs. Y ou'll be rich beyond your dreams.
Areyou redly that sure you're not interested?’

Jude Modesto stared at him. Humpty Dumpty’ s handkerchief came out, went back and forth acrossthe
wide, pink face. The chin, with itslittle sandy beard, twitched. “What are you offering? To get me onto
the property?’

“That's not going to happen. Now, asfor what | do have—do you want to find out? Y esor no?’
Modesto glowered. “ Y ou have five minutes, kid,” the fat man said at last. “ Start talking.”

“I won't need that much time,” Colin said. “Now listen. I’'m going to give you something today and
you're going to take it with you and get it tested. When you do, you' re going to be desperate to talk to
me—you’ re going to want to come and camp out by the gates of the farm. But you' re not going to do
that. Instead, you' re going to send me an email, and it sgoing to say oneword—'Yes. Andthen I'll et
you know where we go from there. Got it?’

Jude Modesto was clearly wrestling with the stillstrong impulse to heave himself up out of the chair and
storm out of the room, but he was a so impressed by Colin’s certainty. “Y ou know, you're avery rude
young man.”

“No, | just don't liketo waste time. Here.” Colin reached into his briefcase and pulled out a pill bottle.
Inside the bottle asmall, pale chip sat on afolded piece of dark cloth.

“That little white thing?’ Modesto squinted as he took the bottle. “What isit?’

“That' sfor you to find out. Remember, you' re not testing me—I’ mtesting you. | already know what it is.
But I'd suggest you give it to someone discreet—someone you redly trust. Because you' re not going to
want thisto be general knowledge.”

For thefirgt time, Jude Modesto looked less than certain of himsalf, even abit worried, asthough
Humpty Dumpty had just heard thet al the king’ s horses and men might not honor their
putting-him-together contract after al. “ Tested?’

“Yes. Oh, and I’d recommend you have it done by someonewith training in biology.”

M odesto was about to ask another question when they were both distracted by noise outside the office:
acar door damming downdairsin the parking lot. If it was Gideon, he was ten minutes early! Colin felt



like hewas going to be sick.

“I haveto hide,” he said, looking around in terror. WWhy couldn’t Gideon show up on time like he was
supposed to? “Where can | hide?’

“Don't look a me,” snapped Modesto, athough he seemed nervoustoo. “1 didn’t ask you to come.”
Colin wanted to hit the fat man. “But if he finds me here, that' sthe end of amultimillion-dollar ded for
you.”

Now they could clearly hear footsteps on the concrete steps outside. Colin was thinking of trying to force
the window open, despite the air conditioner built into the frame, when Modesto pointed at a couple of
fabric partitions with meta frames standing againgt the wall. “Hide behind those,” he suggested, wiping at
his swesting face again. “ But you better do it fast, kid.”

Colin set the two screens Sde by side, closeto thewall, leaving room to hide behind them, but then
realized that his feet would show at the bottom. He had just dragged abox behind one of the screens
when the door of the office began to open. Colin jumped up on the box and held his breath.
“Modesto? Ah, | seeyou let yoursdf in.” It was Gideon’svoice, dl right.

“Mr. Goldring. A pleasureto seeyou, Sir.”

“Yes, I'msure” Gideon's chair squesked as he sat down. Y ou know Ragnar, | think.”

“Mr. Lodbrok, niceto seeyou again,” said Modesto.

Colininched forward alittle, doing his best not to bump the fabric, and put his eye to the crack between
the two screens. If he hunched alittle he could just make out the area around the desk. Gideon |ooked
wilted by the heet, hisrooster comb of white hair abit bedraggled. His eyes, though, were il bright and
fierce. “ So, Modesto, I'm sure you' d like to know what we have in the box.”

“Of course,” the dedler said. “ Alwaysthe highlight of my day—no, my entire month. What have you
brought methistime?’

Gideon carefully lifted something out of the box. Colin couldn’t quite seeit, but Jude Modesto obvioudy
could. “Goodness!” he said. “I mean...goodness! Isthat ared-figured amphoral see? Oh, my, that's
one of the most astonishing Greek vases |’ ve ever ssen—might even be the Berlin painter!”

“Might indeed,” said Gideon with atone of deep satisfaction. “But I'll leave that to the experts. I'vea
couple more pieces for you. Some Phoenician glass and a Mesoamerican obsidian knife. Should be
worth afew dollars.” He chuckled.

“Oh, yes, they’relovely, lovely. Oh, I'll have no problems sdlling these, Mr. Goldring. What atreasure
trove old Mr. Tinker must have left you! | would dearly loveto have alook at it all someday—surely you
should have the collection regppraised, just to make sure the insurance is adequate!”

“No, I'm afraid not, Mr. Modesto. | have my ways, asyou know, and | don’t hold much with visitors.”
“But you wouldn’t even haveto see me!”

“I said no. Now, what do you think these might be worth?’

How much things were worth was a subject that interested Colin very much, and he listened carefully as
Jude Modesto made an estimate and wrote out a check as an advance.

It's still small change compared to what we could get, Colin thought. You think too small,
Gideon—too small!

“Thank you, dr,” said Gideon, tucking the check into hiswallet. “A pleasure doing businesswith you. Let
me know when you' ve finished the gppraisals and are putting the items up for—"

“Gideon,” said Ragnar suddenly. “ Someoneis coming up the stairs!”

And now Colin could hear it too—the thumping of what sounded like severd pairs of heavy fest.

“No onewould be...” Gideon began lightly, then suddenly histone changed as the door opened. Colin
couldn’t seeit, but he could see the look on Gideon's and Ragnar’ s faces—Ilike awolf had suddenly
gtrolled out of the dark and into the middle of camp.

“What the hell isgoing on?’ Gideon demanded.

“S-sorry to catch you by surprise,” said Jude M odesto, suddenly so nervous he was Stuttering alittle,
“but I’ d like to introduce you to my best client, Edward Stillman.”

“ Sillman!” Gideon said it like theworld sworst curse word. “What the hell are you doing here?
Modesto, you traitor!”



Ragnar turned on the antiques dedler. 1 should break your neck for this.”

M odesto squealed and tipped over his chair trying to get away. In the excitement Colin changed position
S0 that he could get a better view. Three men stood in the doorway. Two of them were extremdly tall,
muscular, and bald, so that they looked like twins even though one was black and one white. It wasn't
hard to guess that they were bodyguards. Between them stood someone Colin had never seen before, a
amdl, fit man with white hair—Edward Stillman, apparently.

Jude Modesto had taken refuge behind Stillman and his guards. Ragnar looked like he didn’t care how
many men he' d have to wade through to get his hands on the fat little antiques dedler. One of the
bodyguards reached menacingly into his coat, but Stillman raised a tanned, well-manicured hand. “Now,
now, no violence, please. Let’ s keep the guns holstered. Mr. Modesto didn’t sall you out, Gideon. | have
been hismain buyer for your collection for sometime. | just ingsted he let me meet with you in person.
Hedidn’'t know anything about our previous acquai ntance.”

“Previous acquaintance? Y ou cal trying to sted my wife, my farm, and my life’ swork a‘ previous
acquaintance ? Y ou redly have away with words, Stillman.” Gideon got up from hischair. “Come on,
Ragnar.”

“Not sofast.” Stillman gestured and one of the burly men moved forward. He and Ragnar stood chinto
chin, garing at each other. They were about the same size, but Stillman’s guard looked about thirty years
younger. Colin pulled back. Some bodyguards, he thought, and fdt ahystericd gigglerisngingdehim. |
could be waiting back here to kill this Stillman guy and they didn’t even search the place.

Colin suddenly redlized what wasredly at stake. These were bodyguards—armed bodyguards. If he
made a suspicious noise they would probably shoot him first and ask questionslater. The urgeto giggle
suddenly felt much more like an urge to throw up. Colin clenched histeeth together violently—he didn't
want to do either.

“Now, if everyone hasfinished demongtrating their toughness,” Stillman said, “ perhgps we can talk
business. Mr. Modesto, you are no longer needed—wait in my car, please. The driver isrunning the
engine and the ar-conditioning ison.”

“I won't forget thisl” Gideon shouted as Modesto scuttled out like acrab trying to get back to itstide
pool.

Colin had another, even more disturbing thought. This guy Stillman is Modesto’ s main buyer—he said
so! He's some kind of enemy of Gideon’s. And Modesto’ s going to give the piece of eggshell to
Stillman. Hisingdesfdt cold and heavy. What had he done? And more important, what would happen if
Gideon found out? At the very least, Colin and his mother would be thrown off the farm forever. The
only thing he redlly cared about would be taken away from him.

“You can't keegp me here, Stillman,” Gideon snarled. “Y ou’re scum and | don’t have anything to say to
you. We're going to walk out now and your hired thugs can’t stop us.”

Stillman smiled and shook his head. “ Please, Gideon. If you won't talk to me, | can have police and FBI
agents swarming dl over your farm by nightfal. Y ou redly don't want that to happen, do you?’

“Police? That' s nonsense!”

“Try meand find out.”

A hard slencefilled the room. When Gideon findly spoke, he sounded like he had been punched in the
stomach. “What...what are you talking about?’

“Oh, good, | have your attention,” Stillman said. “Sit down.” Gideon sat. Ragnar returned. “Gideon, my
life has changed agreet ded sincel saw you last. I’ m sure you' ve heard that my company, Mission
Software, has now gone public?’

Gideon glared at him and did not answer.

“It made me a pretty penny. More than afew pretty pennies, in fact.”

Mission Software—Ed Stillman! Colin had heard of him—the man was abillionaire. But why on earth
would someone like that know anything about their farm?

“If you just wanted to brag, Stillman,” said Gideon sourly, “you could have sent a pressrelease instead of
holding usa gunpoint.”

Edward Stillman laughed. “Y ou'rejust as charming as ever. | don’t see any guns out, do you? Now,



listen carefully. You and | both know that by al rights the farm should belong to me. It belongsto my
family, not yours. If Octavio had been in his right mind he would have made thet clear before he died.”
Colin amogt fel off hisbox again. Thiswas crazy! Stillman and Gideon—re ated?

“You'refull of crap,” spat Gideon, hisface an angry red.

“Youaren't evenaTinker,” said Stillman. “Y ou just married one. Stole one, to be more accurate.
Because Grace should have been mine.”

“Don’t you dare talk about her!” Gideon’s eyeswere amost popping out of his head. Ragnar put a
big hand on his shoulder, to calm him or perhagpsto restrain him. “Don’t you dare say aword about my
wifel”

Stillman shook his head. “I’ d hoped you would be more reasonable than this. Y ou won’t make a good
impression in court, you know, with spit flying out of your mouth likethat.” He sghed. “Wadll, it does't
matter. | have no urge to make friends with you, Goldring. | just wanted to tell you that I’ m going to get
that farm. | know there’ s more going on there than smply Octavio's collection of antiques. My uncle
Octavio was abrilliant, brilliant man—the world underestimated him, but | haven't. Hewould have
wanted meto have that farm and have accessto hisresearch.”

Gideon thrashed beneath Ragnar’ srestraining grip. “Liar! You aready tried to stedl it from mewith your
blasted lawvyers—but you lost! Thefamismine You'll never getit!”

Stillman shook his head again, like afather watching a child throw atantrum. “ Gideon, Gideon, the only
reason I’'m warning you isthat | would prefer to keep the police and FBI out of this. | don’t want the
authorities running loose on that farm any more than you do. | don’t know what’ sthere, but | do know
I’d rather not share it with the federd government. But if | can’t get the farm any other way, I'll let them
haveit before’ll let you haveit, you littlethief.” And now it was Stillman who was starting to turn red
beneath his deep tan. “ Do you understand me? One way or another, you' re as good as gone.”

“You can't do anything,” Gideon said. “Y ou dready lost once.”

“Oh, but | can,” said Stillman. “Because | discovered aletter that we didn’'t have the last time we went to
tridl—aletter from Grace” He grinned. He didn’t look quite so much like arefined billionaire now.
“That'sright. Y ou only kept that farm because the law decided Grace disappeared after old Octavio
died. But now | have aletter that makesit alot clearer what really happened.”

Gideon suddenly looked very old. “What...what are you talking about? What letter?”’

“Oh, | brought you a copy.” He gestured to one of the bodyguards, who produced a manila envelope
and handed it to Gideon. “ She wrote to my mother afew days before she so conveniently vanished. You
can see what she says, can't you?‘ Gideon is getting more angry and desperate dl thetime,’ | believe she
says. Also, ‘1 worry that there may be violence. It frightens me. Gideon frightensme.” Dear me, that
doesn't sound good, doesit?’

“Shedidn’t mean violent toward her,” said Gideon weskly. “ She was worried that | might lose my
temper with thet old...with Octavio.”

“Yes, yes, youwill explainit to ajury, I'm sure. And we will al be fascinated to hear again how my
swet little cousin Grace—beautiful, kind Grace—just happened to run away on the night her grandfather
died, leaving you the sole magter of Octavio Tinker’s property. How touching! How dramatic! How...
convenient!”

Gideon shoved the copy of the letter back into itsenvelope. “I’ll never give you a square inch of
Ordinary Farm. Nothing—not even a spoonful of dirt!”

Stillman shrugged. “1’m bored with you now, Gideon. Y ou' re just as petty asyou ever were. Don’'t you
reelize you can't win?’ Hetipped his head toward his bodyguards. “ Come on, gentlemen. We have
work to do—lawsuitsto file, murder investigations to reopen.”

“You'rebluffing,” Gideon said. “Y ou want the farm too much yoursdlf to risk getting the policeinvolved
agan.”

“Yes, youtdl yoursdf that.” Stillman stopped in the doorway. “Oh, and remember this—you' ve only
been surviving so far because I’ ve been buying your antiques. | know your finances better than you do,
and so far it’ ssuited meto keep the farm in business. But if | decide not to buy any more of what is
clearly my own family’ slegacy, and | passthe word among my collector friends, for good measure, that |



caught you selling fakes, where are you going to find the money to run that place, let done hire enough
lawyersto keep me from getting it?’ He laughed and walked out.

“That scum.” Colin could see Gideon' s face through the crack. He looked as though he' d been beaten
up. For amoment, despite years of didike, Colin amost felt sorry for him.

“Isheredly your wife' s clansman?’ asked Ragnar. He didn’t seem very sympathetic to Gideon's
position, although Colin always had troubl e reading the Norseman. “ Y ou did not tell me that.”

“Why should I? What difference doesit make? He' saliar. | had nothing to do with Grace disappearing.”
Helooked at Ragnar and his expression hardened. “ Y ou' re not questioning that, are you? Y ou don't
think I’d murder my wife, do you?’

“I judge no man,” Ragnar said.

“Thanksfor that vote of support,” Gideon said hitterly. “Come on. We have to pick up the boy and go
home.”

“We promised himice cream.”

“I don't giveadamn,” said Gideon.

Coalin crouched silently until he heard them leaving, then went to the window and watched them get into
the truck, Gideon moving like avery, very old man. It was only as he watched them drive away that he
realized they would probably beat him back to the coffee shop, and that Gideon’ s bad mood would get
worseif they had to wait for him.

They did and it did. Colin didn’t get any ice cream. Gideon and Ragnar looked like they’d just come
from afunera. The drive homewas avery quiet one.

CHAPTER 17

AINT GoING TO TARRY

After dinner Tyler knocked on hissister’ sdoor and actudly waited until she said, “Comein,” before
burgting in. He ran to the window and drew the curtains while L ucinda watched, puzzled.

“What' sthat about?’

Tyler waved away the question. “ So where' sthe book?’

Lucinda pulled it out from under her mattress. She was curious, but not quite asworked up as her
brother. While they had been taking care of the baby griffinswith Ragnar, Tyler had just kept hopping
from foot to foot asif he had to use the bathroom. Badly.

“Let melook,” he said now. “Comeon, | found it!”

“Booger. We both found it. Besides, it's hard to find anything left to read.” She leafed through afew
pages. Chewed-page confetti rolled out in little showers. “ The mice have chewed amost dl of it.”
“Here, let me see” But ingtead of snatching it, he waited until she put it in his hands, then carefully pushed
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the shredded pages apart. “L ook, here’ s some bitsin the middie they didn’t get. Redlly weird old
handwriting.” He spread a page asflat as he could and began to read out loud.

“ But here is my question: Why must we think of it as simply a fourth dimension? Perhapsit would
be more instructive to consider it as akin to earth’ s terramagnetic field—as something that
surrounds and per meates the dimensions we perceive rather than being simply one more
dimension. At the places of intersection, the lines of force would cohere, much as the lines of an
electromagnetic pole cohere, albeit invisibly, and influence physicsin our three known dimensions,
and perhaps beyond them. If so, then the structure of the Breach itself might be something
familiar to most scientists, a Fibonacci spiral.

“This Breach, as| named it in the first of these journals, or Fault Line, as | have begun to call it
since setting my sights on California as the most propitious spot for prospecting, has now become
my central obsession. (‘Fault’ is by way of a small jest, since the earth of America’s western coast
isrotten with faults of the seismic variety, coupled with the fact that several people have
suggested my fascination with this line of study is a bit of a ‘fault.’)

“Man, it just goeson likethis” Tyler grumbled. “ Old Octavio has atotaly bad case of
can't-tak-normd-English.”

“Do you want meto read it instead?’
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“If it does take the form of a Fibonacci spiral, there would not only be a point of intersection with
physical space, but at that intersection would be found areas of greater concentration of what is
currently thought to be a single medium of unchanging density—the fourth dimension expressed
as a cohered monopole at the center of a fifth-dimensional rolling vortex. That isto say, at the
heart of the infolding there would be a place where a near infinite expression of that medium
would be located in a very small part of our four-dimensional matrix. Would that not be a very
merry thing to find?

“1n any case, Father and Mother are both quite put out with these kinds of * maunderings,” as
Father putsit, and forbid me from such research until at least the time when | have received a
doctorate and may pursue knowledge without the shame of being perceived a ‘ crackpot’...”
“Man, thisguy isthe mayor of Mad Scientist Town!” said Tyler, laughing.

“But what doesit dl mean?’ she asked. “What' safourth dimenson?’

“How should I know? In my science class we learned how to make arocket out of aplastic soda
bottle.” Tyler riffled through the pages of the ruined notebook. “ That’ s about dl thereisleft to read—just
afew words and sentences here and there and some math stuff. The only thing for certainisthat he's
saying there san earlier diary, and if old Octavio’ sthe kind of guy who keeps diariesthere might be a
whole bunch of them stashed away somewhere and not eaten by mice.” Tyler handed her back the
notebook. “Hideit again. If there re more I’ m going to find them. If anybody’ sgoing to tell uswhat’s
going on with this place, it’sthe guy who built it.”

Something fell againg the window.

Both Tyler and Lucindajumped. Suddenly frightened, L ucinda shoved the diary under her pillow.

Tyler went to the window and pulled back the curtain. “I knew | wasright,” hesaid. “I knew it! Look
outside, Luce”

Lucinda stood up and stared out the window. The cherry tree filled much of her view, its blossoms gone
and the leaves turning purple-brown.

“What do you see?’ he asked.

“Jud the usud Suff.”

“Okay. Stand there and watch for aminute.” Tyler clattered out of the room and down the sairs.
Lucindashook her head. What was it now—more ghosts? Tree ghosts? Midafternoon tree ghosts?
Tyler gppeared afew momentslater in the overgrown patch of dry grass under the window. He stood



there for amoment, then started walking, in the direction of the library and the rest of the unused wing
without even looking back. Lucindareached up to tap on the glassto get his attention, but before she
could do it something dark hopped onto a branch high above Tyler’ s head. It squatted for amoment, fat
asatoad and just as ill, then jumped effortlesdy to the next tree.

It wasfollowing him.

Tyler turned around suddenly, heading back again toward the kitchen and dining room. The black
squirrd followed, changing direction itsalf afew moments after he did. Lucindafelt a sudden surge of
panic, athough it seemed ridiculous—what could asquirrdl, even abig one, do to aboy Tyler' ssize?
Stll, she couldn’t help pulling up the window to warn him.

“Tyler!”

Hedidn't turn, but the squirrel did, fixing her with the queasy ydlow of its stare. For amoment shefet
sure the anima wastruly looking at her—as if marking her for future attention. She swallowed hard and
rattled the window back down. Her brother and his hopping pursuer vanished from sight.

Tyler came back into the room a short while later. “Did you see?’

“That creepy squirrel again—and it was following you!”

“Y esh—duh. It' sbeen doing it for days. Everywhere | go, unless I’m out with the farm people. Even
then | keep thinking | seeit, hiding up in the trees, watching. And it keeps Zaza away—I hardly ever see
her now.”

“What' s going on? Why would it do that?’ Shefdt suddenly chilly, asif she had afever. Those eyed

“I don’'t know. It started when | found the library. | think Mrs.... | think somebody’ susing it to keep an
eyeonme.”

“Y ou were going to say Mrs. Needle.”

“Y eah, well, she cregps me out. | think she' sawitch or something.”

“Tyler Jenkind Do you hear yoursdf? A witch? Thisisn't one of your video games.”

“Anditisn’t oneof your ‘We redl friends, everybody learnsalesson, thenweadl hug’ TV shows, either.
There' s some creepy stuff going on around here, and I’ m not just talking about dragons and. ..and hoop
Snakes.”

Lucinda sat down on the bed, too tired to argue. She didn’t want Mrs. Needle to be bad. Shedidn’t
careif every body hugged, but she did need friends. She was londy with only her brother for afriend.
Shewasn't used toit.

“Look, just do meafavor,” hesaid. “I want you to go to that library and seeif you can find any more of
Octavio' s notebook. If | go that thing is going to follow me and somebody is going to know about it.”
Thelibrary? Where Tyler said he' d seen aghost? She absolutely did not want to do that. “How do you
know it won't just follow me?’

“Because I’ m going to take Secret Squirrel for alittle walk around the property.”

Lucindanever redly said yes, but she didn’t say no forcefully enough to stop him, either. She watched
from her window as Tyler wandered past, looking around like alittle kid playing army spy—trying to
convince the squirrel he was doing something secret and important, she guessed. She was too nervous to
be disgusted—and maybe, just maybe, Tyler was right, because within afew secondsthe black squirrel
regppeared, then waited until Tyler had rounded the corner and headed out toward the front of the house
before it hopped after him, its weight making even some of the bigger branches bounce and sway.
Lucindaforced hersdf to follow her brother out of the house, but headed in the opposite direction. She
didn’t look up for fear of what she might see, but once she heard arattling noise above her head that
froze her in her tracks. She stayed that way for long seconds, heart beating, breathless, until ablue jay
squawked loudly and flew away past her and the treeswere sllent again.



Slence and dust greeted her inddethelibrary. In the fading evening light danting in through the big
windows she could see the footprints she and Tyler had left during their last visit—or at |least she hoped
that’ swho had |eft them. The place was hdf in shadows and extremely creepy, but Lucindawas afraid to
turn the lights on in case someone at the house should notice.

Why didn’'t | bring a flashlight? She had to admit it—Tyler was better at this ninjaspy-stuff than she
was.

Her footsteps made little smacking noises as she crossed the library to the picture of Octavio Tinker.
What wasthat thing in his hand, that weird brass tangle of curves and whedls? Why wasiit the brightest
thing in the picture? The old man’s eyes seemed to sparkle with self-regard—I know and you don’t! He
must have been as hard to put up with as Uncle Gideon.

Lucindaknew she should investigate the little room with the mirror—after al, that was where the other
piece of journa had been found—but she honestly didn’t know whether or not she could walk into a
place that Tyler said was haunted. Instead she stalled by exploring the rows and rows of books. A lot of
thelibrary was shelved in dphabetical order by subject. She found nothing under “ Ordinary Farm,”
athough that seemed alittle too obvious anyway, but shelooked under “Tinker” and actualy found a
book about Octavio, titled Octavio Tinker, the Crystal Prophet. Her excitement faded alittle when she
saw that it was some sort of biography written for kids, abook at least sixty years old with corny-looking
black-and-white photos and lots of weird diagrams. Still, she took it off the shelf. It might not be old
Octavio'sjournd but it was something.

Shewandered up and down the aides, scanning the shelves of books and trailing her fingers acrosstheir
dusty spines. None of the volumes seemed to be newer than decades old, and none of them looked
obvioudy likeajournd, dthough it would take years to open them al and make sure. She was about to
give up when something caught her eye.

Sandard Valley.

There were at least ahaf dozen booksin arow with those words on the cover. She pulled them from the
shelf, tried to swipe the dust from the floor so she could sit, then realized it was hopeless and took them
back to the chairs near the front of the building. Three of them were stapled piles of paper—Y okut
County phone books (“containing Canning, Standard Valley, Tentpole, and Harper’s Creek”). There
were no listingsfor Tinker or Ordinary Farm in any of them, so she put them aside. Another wasa
hardbound book from some organization caled the Cdifornia Grangetitled Yokut County Grange,
followed by alist of nearby towns, each one with anumber, one of which was* Standard Vadley #723.”
Sheleafed throughiit, but it was just some kind of farming thing with information about water rights and
who to contact in Sacramento or Washington, D.C., about various farming problems. Sheflipped it onto
the pile with the phone books.

Thelast onedidn’t look any more interesting than the others—something titled Building Allotments and
Land Surveys of Sandard Valley, 1963—hbut it fell open right to apage titled “ Property: O. Tinker,” a
sort of blueprint drawing of buildings and other things. Even as she stared at it, something like acool
breeze whispered down the stacks, ruffling her hair and making her gasp. She looked around in surprise
but the library was empty and al the windows she could see were closed.

Lucinda hurriedly shelved the other books, but held on to the land surveys. Then she took a deep breath
as shewalked back acrossthe library to the door between the shelves—Tyler’ s haunted mirror room.
The key was il in the lock.

After the chilly vigitation she had just experienced her brother’ stalk of ghosts seemed even more
meaningful than before. Sheredly, really didn’t want to go in. Still, as she turned and saw old Octavio's
painted, half-amused eyes on her, she knew she didn’t want to just walk out, either. Thiswasamystery.
Thiswasan adventure. She reminded hersalf of al the brave heroinesin the books she' d read, took one
more bresth, and walked in, the book clutched to her chest like armor.

It doesn’'t feel any more haunted than the rest of the library, shetold hersdlf. It wasjust old, and



dusty, and probably—ick—spidery.

Sheforced herself forward. Likeit or not, she'd have to pull out al the dresser drawers and seeif
anything had falen down behind them. She should probably look under the bed aswell, the horrible,
cobwebby bed....

She stopped, staring into the mirror. No one looked back but herself, so for amoment she didn’'t even
understand why she felt so darmed. Then she saw that on the wall in the mirror room somebody hed
written aword in the dust: OLIS. She turned, hoping that the strange word would be theretoo, in the red
room, that it was just some stupid thing her brother had traced on thewall...but it wasn't. The strange
word only existed in themirror.

Lucindadidn’t stop running until she was back in the overgrown garden. The sun was going down and a
little wind had sprung up, but this time the cooling breezes of the outside world were welcome.

She was walking aong toward the kitchen door in the growing dark when atall figure stepped out of the
shadows, startling her so that she amost dropped the book clutched to her chest.

“What you doing, missy?’ It was Caesar, the man who brought Gideon histrays and who helped out
around the house. He looked at her with concern. “Y ou look like you seen ahaunt.”

She actudly laughed—he didn’t know how right hewas! Or maybe he did. She didn’t know and she
didn’t care. She was sick of mysteries and just wanted to get into her room and pull the blankets over
her. “I’m okay.”

“Didn’t mean to scare you. Just taking the old vegetables and such out to the compost heap.” He showed
her the bag in his hand. “What you doing running around in the nearly dark?’

“Jud...exploring.”

He shook his head. “ This not the best place to go exploring after dark. ' Spose they aready told you
thet.”

“Everybody told usthat. But they won't tell uswhy.”

He gave her astrange look. “ And you and your brother all bound and determined to find out, huh?” He
shook his head again, dowly, asthough he couldn’t quite bring himself to believe it. He bent down until
his dark, broad face was at the same leve as her own. His breath smdled like cinammon. “L ook here,”
hewhispered. “I'll tdll you thisfor free. Y ou seen the best part. Y ou seen the animals, them unicorns and
al. Now go on home. There s other things happened here ain't so nice. Not so pretty. Y ou and your
brother too young to get tangled up in thiskind of nonsense—that old man and his crazy notions—and
we' ve had some bad people here too. Y ou go on home.”

“What?’ she asked as he straightened up. “What do you mean?’

“You heard me,” he said quietly as he walked past her, headed for the vegetable garden. When he spoke
again, it wasin anormd tone—alittle loud, even, as though someone el se might be listening. “Y ou have a
nice evening, Now, missy.”

As he vanished into the gloom, he was singing adow song L ucindadidn’t recognize.

“The big bell’stolling in Galilee
Ain't going to tarry here

Ohhhh Lordy

Ain't going to tarry here....”



CHAPTER 18

A HoLeEINTHE WORLD

Ragnar appeared at breakfast and announced to everyonein the kitchen, “1 have news, but it is not very
good, I'm afraid. Alamu found hisway into the Sick Barn and took the unhatched egg. Now we will not
be able to study it to learn what went wrong.”

“Oh, no.” Lucindalooked redly upset. Tyler usualy teased her about her obsession with cute little baby
animals—sheloved any nature program with tiger or bear or lion cubs—but he fdlt the sadness too.
These were the only dragonsin the world, after al: if they couldn’t reproduce, they would also be the
last. “When did it happen?’ he asked Ragnar.

“In the dawn. Hefooled us, for he usualy deepsuntil the sun ishigh. Haneb saw him flying away withitin
hismouth.”

Colin Needle had just walked into the room. “ That’ sterrible news!” he said, then began filling his plate.

Therest of July was hurrying past in around of daily chores and other even less satisfying activities. Tyler
felt more frustrated than ever. Mysteries bloomed around every corner but ansverswerealot less
common.

Uncle Gideon was barely to be seen. The people in the kitchen (who seemed to know pretty much most
of what went on at Ordinary Farm) said he stayed locked up in his study day and night, performing
experiments of some kind with Mrs. Needle. It meant alot of extrawork for Ragnar and Mr. Walkwell.
One evening Tyler ran into his great-uncle wandering alone in Mrs. Needl€ s vegetable garden, distracted
and apparently confused. When Tyler said hello the old man looked at him asif he didn’'t know who
Tyler was.

Was heill? Crazy? Whatever the case, it made Tyler nervous.

Worg of dl, though, every time Tyler went outside the house on his own the black squirrel followed him,
ignoring both his shouts of protest and his attempts to shake it out of the trees. Even when he threw rocks
at it, the squirrel scarcely reacted: if astone cametoo closeit moved just far enough to avoid being hit,
but other than that it seemed completely unafraid. Tyler knew he was being watched—but by whom
exactly, and why? Who could make asquirrd do something like that, anyway?

Prevented from exploring, Tyler devoted his afternoons and evenings to studying the few fragments about
Ordinary Farm he had collected—Octavio Tinker’s mouse-gnawed journd, the children’s book, and the
book of surveys Lucindahad brought back from the library and passed to him with shaking hands.
Lucinda s ghost message, OLIS, wasn't in the dictionary, and Tyler had combed the shredded pages of
Octavio'sdiary for any mention of OLI1Sthere, but with no luck. Another mystery.

The children’ sbook told him alittle about Octavio Tinker’ searly life. Born at the end of the nineteenth
century in upstate New Y ork, Octavio was a brilliant man who had been a pioneer in the science of
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crystals and had become famous—famous enough for a children’ s book to be published, anyway!—for
growing, at very high speeds, huge crystalsthat looked like diamonds and other jewels. He had
demonstrated thistechnique al over the world—there was even a picture of him growing some crystals
for President Franklin Roosevelt. But the picturethat really got Tyler' s attention was one labeled
“Professor Tinker and His Continuum-Scope.” The device he was holding in the photo |ooked very much
like the onein the painting, except bigger—Octavio, sporting avery impressive mustache, looked like he
was about to play asolo on the French horn.

Soit wasared thing, after al, something he' d actualy invented. After skimming therest of thekids
book, Tyler put it down and went back to the journal.

An hour later he had puzzled out afew more smeared or torn words and phrases, including
scientific-looking terms like “ crystalometry,” “Fulcandli’ s Cross” “flux growth,” “covaent bonding,” and
“node of pure Grailite,” but none of them meant anything to him at dl. (After checking the dictionary, he
suspected some of them might not even mean anything to his science teachers.) But he aso pried apart
two stuck pages and found a comparatively unchewed section of Octavio’ swritings that he read with
growing excitement:

The Chinese philosopher says, “ The adept must. . .learn the method directly from those skilled in
theart.... What iswritten in books is only enough for beginners. Therest is kept secret and is
given only in oral teaching.... Above all, belief is necessary. Disbelief brings failure.”

Under this, Octavio had added,

But as a general rule, believers are not scientists and scientists are not believers. Where can | find
someone to help me create the perfect Continuascope?

Thereit was, dthough spdled alittle differently—a Continuascope! And when he was thinking about
moving to Cdifornia, Octavio was gill thinking about improving the device. Tyler wasn't certain about the
rest of the passage—the dictionary said an * adept” was just someone who had secret knowledge.
Octavio had wanted secret knowledge and he had also wanted help building a scientific instrument. So it
wasinteresting, but it fill told Tyler precisely nothing. OLI1S hadn't led to anything, either. A whole
afternoon’ swork, and heredlly didn’t know any more than when he' d begun.

Sudying, hethought sourly. Grown-ups act like it’'s so great, like you can do anything in lifeif you
just study enough. Okay, I’ m studying! And in my own free time! And what do | get for it?

Nothing but nothing, was the obvious answer.

“And Coalin said he redlly wished he could go to school like we do—you know, ared school with other
kids and teachers and everything. He's homeschooled. His mom has always taught him here. [sn't that
sad? No wonder he doesn’t dways know how to behave....”

Lucindawas babbling away, but Tyler was sill doggedly going through the Octavio Tinker materid and
hardly paying attention—especially since she was babbling about Colin Needle, who Tyler thought was
about asinteresting as a pimple on someone’ s butt. He had the survey book in front of him open to the
Ordinary Farm pages as he made notes on a piece of binder paper.

“...S0 maybe you should try being nicer to him,” Lucindafinished. “Maybe he could help usfind out
some of this stuff you're so interested in.”

“Calin?’ Tyler couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

“Y ou want me to make friends with Junior Doctor Evil?’

“Heredlly seemslike he needsfriends, Tyler.”

“So does askunk. That doesn’t mean I'm stupid enough to pet one.”



“You are so mean!”

“Hold on.” He waved hishand a her. Something had finally clicked. “Come here, Luce. Look at this”
She scowled, but wandered over. “What?’

“Okay, thisiswhat the farm looked like in 1963. Mot of the buildings are pretty much the same, but
there’ salso abunch of stuff that isn't here anymore. See these buildings?’ He pointed to a cluster of
shapes on the survey map that looked as though they should be between the house and the library.
“Ther€ s nothing there now. Just agarden.”

“Maybe that’ sthe stuff that burned down in thefire.”

“What fire?’

“Ragnar said there was afire—it was along time ago. Uncle Gideon had alaboratory with al kinds of
guff init. And helogt it al because the lab burned down.”

“Wow, redly?’ Tyler stared at the plans. “ Okay, that probably explains some of the missing buildings.
But that' s not what | wanted to show you. Look at thismap. Redlly look at it.”

Lucinda squinted, wrinkling her forehead. “What am | looking at?’

“That'sjugt it. What are you looking a? Don't you notice anything?’ He put hisfinger on the survey and
traced the shape.

“Oh. Ohyeah! It...it dl kind of makesabig spird. Like ashell, or something. When you look at thefarm
buildings and the house buildings.”

It wastrue. Although they weren't al connected, the buildings marked on the plan seemed to spin off
from asingle empty point at the center of the property. The shapes of the actua buildings were already
strange and off-kilter, and the hole | eft by the burned-down buildings obscured it even more, so that
Tyler had never noticed the shape while walking around the real farm, but here on paper you could seeit
clearly.

“But why?" Lucindaasked. “Why build it like that?’

“Because Octavio Tinker was amagjor nutcase, probably.” Something ese was till puzzling him, but he
couldn’t figure it out—something missing, like anoise he hadn’t even noticed until it had stopped. “ That
guff in hisdiary soundslikeit comesright out of the Ultimate Scroll |1 strategy guide....”

“Wher€e sthe haunted house thing?’ Lucinda chewed her lip. “If that’ sthe reptile barn over there, and
that’ sthe front of the house, then the haunted house thing ought to beright...there.” She put her finger in
the center of the open space, the empty hub around which the buildings seemed to spin.

Tyler stared. “Whoa! You'reright. Lucinda, you'reright!” The “haunted housething,” ashissgter cdled
it, was the big, empty, windowless building they had passed when they first arrived at the farm, aweird
structure that looked kind of like a scary mansion out of amovie, with ancient gray boards and abig tub
that stretched down from it, like amosquito’ s stinging snout. “But that barn or whatever it is looks like
it's been around since alot farther back than 1963...s0 why isn't it on thismap?’

“It'snot abarn,” Lucindasaid, leaning on him to examine the picture. “Don’'t you remember? They told
us” Shechewed her lip. “It'sa...what isit? Oh yeah, agrain slo. But snce most of the animashere
don’t et grain, Uncle Gideon doesn’'t useit.”

“So hasit been hereall dong?’ He looked at the empty spot on the survey. “ Then it should be here on
thismap. But it isn't, so maybe they built it Snce then—wadll, that’ sjust weird. No one would build asilo
just to keep it empty....” Hetralled off. “Oh, man. Lucinda—silo! S-I-L-O!”

“So?What'sso...” It sank in. “Oh my God. But the message inthe mirror said ‘OLIS."”

“Yeah! That's SILO backward!”

Tyler laughed, still amazed how it had dl comeout. “1’ d bet dl my dlowance for the rest of my life that
something in that mirror istrying to send us amessage—and the messageis‘ Check the silo.””

It wasal Lucindacould do to keep him from going at once to explore the place. He felt like achild being
sent to bed early when she reminded him about the black squirrel, but he had to admit she had put her
finger on aproblem. For amoment he considered sending L ucindato explore the mystery in his place,
but she refused before he could even suggest it.

“Forget it—I’m not going in some crazy haunted slo,” she said very firmly. “If you want to get killed by
ghogts or collagpsing farm machinery or...or something, then you do it.”



That night Tyler lay awakefor hours, unableto fal adeep, trying to imagine away to thwart the spy
squirrel. 1t cameto himin thelong, quiet hour just after midnight—something he had seen in ashed at the
back of the house. He fell adeep at last and dreamed of buildings and people made of paper, dl
threatened by a spreading fire.

All the next day Tyler could hardly concentrate on anything, his mind so full of what he was going to do
that Ragnar and even shy Haneb wound up shouting a him to be careful. He thought he would go crazy
waiting for it to get dark enough for him to get started, but after finishing the day’ s chores he came back
to hisroom and collapsed on the bed. The room was stuffy with afternoon heat and he promptly fell
adeep. He woke up to Lucinda s knock on the door.

“Did you change your mind?’ she asked when he ssumbled over to let her in.

“No,” he said, suddenly panicked that he might have missed his chance. “What timeisit?’ Thelight
coming through his window was tinged with the shadows of gpproaching evening. * Shoot!”

He grabbed his sweatshirt, then went through the pockets to make sure he had not only hisflashlight but
extrabatteries.

“Did you put that thing out for me?” he asked.

Lucindawas watching him with ams crossed. “Yes, | did.”

“Right where | said?’

“The oak tree at the edge of the garden right where you said, yes.” She shook her head. “ Tyler, | don't
think thisisagood idea....”

“Y ou never think anything isagood idea unlessit includes watching televison or talking on the phone,”
hesad.

“That’ sredly mean, Tyler. And it’snot true, either. Who went into the library for you and saw the
message and found you that map?’

“Okay, I'm sorry. You'reright. But we have, like, two or three weeks | eft before we go home. What if
Uncle Gideon never tdls us anything? What if he never asks usback? In, like, another year we' Il be
wondering whether this even happened.”

“That doesn't seem very likdy.”

“Whatever. I'm going. If you gill want to help me, go downstairs and make sure nobody comes|ooking
for me.” He shouldered his backpack and let himself out, hoping he looked at least abit morelike
Indiana Jones than like some snot-nosed little kid running away from hometo go live under the picnic
table.

The dark shape made the branches tremble as it hopped aong above his head. Tyler did his best not to
look at it—not that he wanted to, anyway. The squirrel wasjust plain creepy at the best of times. But
now he had a bigger reason to look away.

That’sright, you ugly old devil squirrel. You just keep following me.

He stopped benesath the oak tree, dropped his backpack on the ground, and pretended to be tying his
shoes while hefdt aong the trunk for the long handle of the fruit-picker. Perfect—thereit was. Lucinda
hed |eft it leaning just where he wanted. He crouched, whistling tundessy, and waited.

After afew moments he heard the scuttle and spring of the squirrel leaping from a nearby tree to the oak.
Tyler kept tying and retying his shoe, waiting until the squirrdl, asit usualy did, moved to alower branch.
Thething was practicadly fearless. Well, thistime he' d give it something to think about.

The leavesrustled just above him and he looked up dowly. Thereit was, two limbs up, about four or five
feet out of Tyler’ sreach even if he jumped. But he wasn't going to jump. Instead he wrapped his hand



around the fruit-picker’ s handle and got onto his knees as though he was about to stand up. The squirrel
stopped moving, waiting to seeif he was going to throw arock as he had on so many other occasions.
He heaved up the fruit-picker like a giant butterfly net and whacked the basket over the squirrel just asiit
was about to leap to a higher branch. It squealed, thefirst time he’ d ever heard it make asound, a
ghastly, high-pitched rasp like something being burned dive. It was so horrible that Tyler dmost let go of
the handle. The thing struggled hard, scrabbling againgt the thick, strong fabric of the basket. It wasal he
could do to find the wooden peg bouncing around on the end of the rope, but at last he grabbed it and it
pulled the basket shut. The squirrel was il struggling like amad thing insdeit, but for the moment it was
caught, snorting and screeching in muffled rage. Tyler considered just bashing the basket againgt the tree
over and over until hekilled the thing, but had a sudden fear that he might only releaseit instead. Judging
by the noisesit was making, if it got out now it would want to do alot more than just follow him.

He left the fruit-picker propped against the branch, the rope tied astightly around the handle as he could
manage, to keep the basket closed. Tyler ran off toward the front of the house and the rest of the farm.

| didit! Hefélt like he could jump over thetdll, turreted farmhouse. So what do you think of that,
Squirrely?

Not much, judging by the furious sounds from the tree behind him. Not much at all.

It was only afew hundred yards from the house to the silo, if that was what the building redlly was, but as
thelights of the windows faded behind him he fdlt like he was scuttling across the dead surface of the
moon. When he thought he was out of sight of the most likely observers—people tended to cluster at the
kitchen end of the house—Tyler switched on hisflashlight. The ground was bumpy and uneven, covered
with dry grass, and he made as much noise as he dared. He' d seen arattlesnake once up by the unicorn
pasture. He didn’t want to step on one of those in the dark.

The moon was behind the silo so he didn’'t even see it until he was close enough to redize that a big black
something was blocking the stars. Staring up at the weird shape of it—it redly did look like a haunted
house—Tyler had some serious second thoughts about the whole thing.

Come on, stupid, hetold himsdf. Don’t be such a wuss. He knew he’ d never manage to trap the
squirrel again the same way—in fact, he was wondering if he' d ever be ableto go outside the house et al
with an angry devil squirrd after him. Thiswas probably his one chance.

He had walked past the tall old building enough timesto know it had adoor on the Side perpendicular to
the house. He crept around the sl o, shining hisflashlight and shuffling hisfeet loudly to warn away any
snakes (or extra-large spiders). He found the door and began to look for a handle, but instead the
weathered wood just dropped away under his hand with a quiet squeak as it siwung open. Not even
latched. Tyler swallowed and took a step into the silo, hisflashlight held before him like alaser pistol.

It was big insde—that was the first thing he noticed—abig, empty space with aceiling so far above his
head the flashlight beam couldn’t reach it. It was a so absolutely and completely empty.

Tyler was standing on alittle platform at the top of aflight of wooden steps that led down to the floor,
which was about twenty feet below ground level. He swept the flashlight around and down to the floor.
Nothing. Not even rats, which he had been thinking about in adightly worried way. He made hisway
down the creaking stairs and onto the bottom of the silo. Not just empty, but extremely clean—if anyone
had ever stored grain here, they had vacuumed the place out afterward. He shined hislight in every
corner but saw nothing. The place was empty. If there had been a secret here it must be long gone.

Then aglimmer on the floor caught his eye. He turned the light on it as he approached. Metal—the bolt
on atragpdoor in the floor near one edge of the room. The bolt had a brand-new lock through it.
Herattled it in frustration. New and very strong. He had brought a pocketknife, but using aknife on that
meta would be like trying to tunnel through a stone with a plastic teaspoon. Something was definitely
welird, though. Why |eave the front door unlocked but put some monster big lock on this door? What
was down there? How could he get through the lock without making so much noiseit would bring



everyone out of the house? And even if he cut the bolt somehow, how could he replace it so no one
would know? The whole thing seemed amost impossible, and certainly wasn't going to happen
tonight—yprobably his last moment of freedom before he suffered desth-by-monster-squirrel.

When he emerged from the dark silo Tyler was amazed to see how much brighter things looked in the
light of the moon. He waked around the slo on the far side from the house, shining hisflashlight beam
aong thewadlsin the unlikely chance there was another door he' d never seenin dl thetimes he' d gone
past the odd building.

There was no other door. There was, however, agap that had opened up between the walls of the silo
and the ground itself, like anarrow moat around amedieva cadtle.

Tyler got down on his knees and looked into the space between the silo and the earth. The walls of the
slo extended far down, amost certainly farther than the floor inside, which meant that if he went down far
enough and found away in, he would be on the underside of that tempting, frustratingly locked trapdoor.
The boards were thick, but they were also old and had buckled in places, warped by years of moist soil.
He hesitated before climbing down into the narrow space beside the foundations of the silo—if there
were going to be snakes or giant spiders anywhere, this would be the spot—but hisfrustration at theidea
of never finding out what wasin here was stronger.

It wasn't easy holding the flashlight in his mouth. Tyler was sure he was going to chip atooth, but he
needed both hands to make it down the crumbling earthen wall and into the soft dirt that had collected at
the bottom, up againgt the silo’ swooden boards. He crawled aong, pushing on them one after another.
There. That onewas loose.

He braced himself with hisfeet againgt the wood on either sde and began to pull at it. The nallsgavea
little. After awhile he redlized he could use the flashlight handle as a crowbar; soon he began to fed the
wood loosen. When the board finally came out he tossed it aside and stuck his hand through, swinging
the flashlight around in the gap beyond. Nothing. Still dark. He couldn’t even see the floor or the far wall,
but if he turned the flashlight up he could see wood close above him. That must be the floor with the
hatch door, heredized. If he could get through, he would indeed be under it!

He managed to work |oose the board next to the gap, and after what seemed like another half hour of
hard, sweaty work, it came free aswell. Thelast nail pulled out with a screech that did not echo. The gap
was just big enough now for him to get his shoulders through sideways.

Tyler had maneuvered his shoulders and arms through the space between the boards when the flashlight
fell out of hismouth. He grabbed at it in panic, overba anced, and tumbled through into suddenly freezing
blackness.

Nothing stopped him. Seconds went by and till he plunged downward, as though he was tumbling
through the utter emptiness of space. Hetried to scream, but no sound came out of his mouth.

Lucinda! Histhought waslike aleaf whipped in anicy wind. You wereright. I’m so stupid.. !

Fdling. Hefdl forever. And forever was cold.

CHAPTER 19
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THE SECReET (GUARDIAN

Lucindahad abad feding. Actudly she had severd.

Instead of dl of thefarm folk being clustered in the kitchen and dining room asthey usualy were—where
she could keep an eye on them, as Tyler had asked—most of them appeared to have chosen this night,
of al nights, to be somewhere else. Mr. Wakwell and Ragnar had gone out after dinner on some
mysterious specid task, the kitchen workerstold her, Uncle Gideon was smply absent again, and Haneb
was at the Sick Barn looking in on Meseret, who had been acting strangely since she had lost her
€9g—s0 much so that everyone was afraid she was sick with some unknown dragon illness. Even the
Three Amigos had vanished, perhaps gone with Mr. Wakwell and Ragnar, perhaps just back to their
cabin on thefar sde of the farm or off to the dormitory to play cards with the other farmhands—no one
could say. Only old Caesar, Sarah, the cook, and her two helpers, little Pemaand tall Azinza, were in the
kitchen, the women washing dishes while Caesar prepared to take atray with teaand sandwichesup to
Gideon.

Which meant, Lucindathought miserably, that Tyler could sumbleinto any number of people out there
and get both of them in serioustrouble.

She picked up adish towel and started drying.

“So where’'sMrs. Needle?’ she asked after awhile.

Azinzafrowned at her. “ Child, why do you ask so many questions tonight? Mrs. Needle, she does not
like ustalking about her.”

Sarah made asnorting noise. “ That isthe truth. Sheis secret like awall with no window, that one.”
Caesar paused in the kitchen doorway, the tray balanced on one hand. *Y ou womenfolk do know that
the devil findswork for idle hands, don’t you? And idle tonguestoo.” Shaking his head, he went out.

“I think Mrs. Needle have teawith Mr. Gideon,” Pema offered suddenly, breaking the silence that
followed. She had the habit of looking down and speaking very quietly, so that sometimesyou could only
hear the soft murmur of avoice, but no wordsat dl. She was pretty, too, like adoll, and athough she
looked older than Lucinda, shewas half a head shorter. Being around Pemamade Lucindafed likea
horse or something even clumsier.

“Oh, she' sprobably having teg, dl right,” said Sarah, her mouth tight and her pae skin flushed with some
emotion Lucindacouldn't quite read. “With her little friend.”

“Colin?’ asked Lucinda

“Hewishesthat weretrue,” Sarah said with asnort. “If she paid half as much mind to her fatherless child
as she doesto that animal, the boy wouldn't be up to such strange mischief....”

Pematook an audible breath. Even tall Azinzastraightened up as though Sarah had said something
dangerous. “ Y ou shouldn't talk s0,” Azinza hissed. “ She hearsthings.”

It felt like something cold had clutched the back of Lucinda s neck. “ Anima? What do you mean?’
“That...thing,” Sarah said, ignoring Azinza swarning shake of the head. The usualy cheerful cook folded
her arms across her bosom. “No, | won't be quiet. | am a Christian woman, whatever has happened to
me. Shetaksto that creature asif it were her own pet, and what isgodly in that? Sitsand talks, and |
swvear that it listens.”

Pemalaid asmall hand on the German cook’ s broad arm. “Please, Miss Sarah. Do not say any more.
Azinzaisright—it isfoolishnessto spesk ill of—’

“A witch?” Sarah scowled. “There, | said it. Don't these children have aright to know? She talkswith a
black squirrel and it chatters back at her, for all to see! And only our good Lord knows what she has
doneto Mr. Gideon to make him so foolish, so0...0...”

Even as Sarah suddenly, startlingly began to weep, Lucindaran out of the kitchen in terror.



Tyler wasright! Lucinda could hardly breathe. A witch! Mrs. Needle redly was awitch!

Sheran out into the yard, disoriented in the dark after the lights of the kitchen. She was sickened to think
of Tyler out there done, being watched by who knew what. She stumbled toward the middle of the open
gpace, wishing the moon would hurry out from behind the clouds. She thought she saw the bulk of the
slo now, but something was moving, something that caught the faintest sheen of moonlight. Tyler? She
wanted to cal out but didn’t know who might hear. The farm, which only a short while before had
seemed strange but mostly safe, now seemed to be anest of fearsome strangers.

If that was Tyler, he was moving away from the farmhouse—not toward the silo, but out toward the
pastures and the reptile barn. Perhaps he had aready tried the silo and now meant to explore some other
parts of the farm. He didn’t know how much danger hewasin! Shefelt like afool. Her brother had been
right, she had been wrong. She had wanted everything to be okay, just like she always did, and she had
kept her eyes closed to the things that seemed to suggest otherwise.

A shudder went through her at the memory of Mrs. Needl€' s cold, bright eyes, the woman’s pale hand
on hers. When had that been? She remembered drinking teawith her, but not being touched—Mrs.
Needle hardly ever touched anyone, even her own son. But now the memory of that cool white hand
lying across her own seemed as strong and painful asamemory of being burned.

The dark figure ahead of her was moving faster than she had thought. If it was Tyler, he was running.
Had something happened to him? In any case, she could not Ssmply let him roam the farm property
without being warned. Too many of the farm folk were out tonight, and he needed to hear what Sarah
and the others had said about Mrs. Needle.

Something came to her—anoise? No, it was afeding, adistinct sadness floating into her thoughtslike
thewail of aghogt, raising the hair on the back of her neck.

Lost.

Gone.

Lost.

The feding swept over Lucindaand made her stop where she was, quivering, asthough afreezing wind
had struck her. It waslike avoicein her head, a voice without wordsthat still spoke clearly of terrible
grief and an equdly terrible, deeply buried anger. Lucindafdt as though she couldn’t hold so much
sadness insde her—that she would burst like a balloon that had been inflated too far.

Then thefeding was gone, although a sensation of powerful unhappiness lingered for severa moments
after. Lucinda s cheeks felt cold. She touched them with her fingers and found that they were wet with
tears.

What was going on here? Wasit the ghost she' d seen in the mirror? What e se could fill her with such a
sensation of misery? Was the whole farm haunted?

While Lucinda had been distracted the dark shape, moving with surprising speed, had dmost
disappeared from her sight. She pushed hersdf away from the sheltering darkness of the buildings nearest
the house and out into the clouded moonlight, one shadow following another.

Whatever or whoever she had been trailing was long gone, and Lucindawas stumbling through a dark
wood at the far end of the pasturelands, just at the base of the hills that marked the edge of the property.
The moonlight seemed to have weakened, and she had turned around so many timesin the
shadow-spotted trees that she was't even quite sure which direction the house was in. Shewas crying a
little despite hersdf, frustrated and frightened, and was just about to Sit down and wait until people came
inthe morning to find her when she saw alight ashort way up the hill.



Wasit Tyler with hisflashlight? No, it wasn't aflashlight at dl, but the uneven, flickering light of afire. It
must be the herders—Kiwa, Jeg, and Hoka—who liked to Sit beside their campfire late into the night,
snging mournful, deep-throated songs that seemed to vibrate like plucked strings. Still, evenin the dark
shedidn’t think she could have ssumbled that far out of her way. Also, athough she could now hear a
sgngle gruff voiceraised in song, it didn’t sound anything like the music of the Three Amigos.
Lucindamoved closer, worry and hope fighting each other inside her chest. She could see the fire moving
and sparking in the gentle night breeze in a clearing just ahead, but there was no sign of the singer. She
paused at the edge of the clearing, darmed by the strangeness of the hoarse yet plaintive song, like the
howling of somelonely animd set to dow, rhythmic music.

Something was lying on the ground just a her feet. She bent and picked it up. A boot, smal asachild's
shoe, still warm from the leg and foot that had been iniit. Asif in adream, she reached her hand intoit,
then yanked it out, Sartled. It was Stuffed with shredded paper, which rustled beneath her fingers.
Something squeezed her arms againgt her sides with the strength of agiant snake. A huge hand folded
over her mouth.

L ucinda screamed but no sound came out except a muffled murmur. She was lifted clean off the ground,
feet kicking. Her hedlsbeat against the legs of her captor, but seemed to make no more impression than
kicking the trunk of an oak tree.

“Sssshh,” avoice whispered in her ear, the hot breath making her squirm in terror. “Hewill hear you. He
has little enough freedom—do not take thisfrom him.”

Then she recognized the voice. She was il frightened, but at |east she knew who held her.

“I"'m going to put you down,” Ragnar whispered. “ Do not run—it will startle him, which might be
dangerous. Do not speek, either. He will be off soon, to look to the fences.”

She had no ideawho “he’ was, but she nodded her head. The big man set her down asif she weighed no
more than a coffee cup. For amoment, overwhelmed by the strangeness of the night, the succession of
shocks and surprises, she dmost ran away despite her promise, but something inside held her back.

No one's hurt me. Ragnar wouldn’t do anything to me. Strongest of dl, though, to her surprise, was
that she wanted to know. For once she wanted nothing more than to get answersto the questions that
were svarming in her head like startled bees.

A moment later ashape came springing down the hillsde. There wasjust enough firelight to show its odd,
jerky movements. It was dancing, she redlized, leaping and capering with arms stretched high asif to
clutch at the gtars. From the waist up it had the shape of anaked man, dender and muscled, but below
that were the haunches and narrow, hooved feet of a deer or goat.

The head dipped down for an ingtant into the firdight and Lucindaamost screamed. The facewas Mr.
Wakwdl’s.

The animal-man leaped up again, then whirled around and was gone, bounding up the dopewith
tremendous speed and agility, disappearing over the crest of the hill. Lucinda, her knees suddenly too
weak to hold her weight, sank down to the ground beside the discarded boots, the paper that had spilled
from them crunching benegth her.

“He'sa...Mr. Wakwel’sa...” She shook her head, shocked. “What ishe?’

Ragnar laughed. “Heis one of the Old Ones, child. | do not know the right name for hiskind, but the
Graekers worshipped them aslittle short of gods. The Greeks, | mean. Sometimes | ill do say the
wrong words, despite dl my years here.”

Lucindapicked up Mr. Wakwd|’ s boot. The whole night felt like adream, but she knew it wasn't. “The
poor man. He hasto walk in these—no wonder he goes so dow. Always having to hidewhat heis.”
“Not dways.” Ragnar helped her up and led her across the clearing toward the stone circlein which the
fire burned. When she kndlt to warm her hands he crouched beside her. “ The nights are his—like this
one”

“Ishefrom...does Mr. Wakwell come from the same place as the dragons and the unicorns?’

Ragnar poked the fire with along branch. A few sparks drifted up and winked out. “1 do not know al of
Simos s story, because he was here long before the rest of us came...but in away that istrue. He isfrom
the same place asthe dragons. We dl are. But place isnot theright word. It ishard to explain.”



“Maybe somebody should try,” she said, but without anger. She had lost it back in the trees. “No one
ever telsmeor Tyler anything until wefind it out for oursalves.” A sudden thought made her heart race.
“Tyler! HE' sout exploring—I! haveto find him!”

“Hewill bewdl,” the bearded man said. “Nobody will come onto the farm and hurt him when Simosis
on guard.”

It wasn't people getting in from outs de she was worried about, but people who were aready here—one
person, anyway. “ Sarah and the others—they said that Mrs. Needleisawitch.”

Ragnar frowned and took amoment before answering. “1t istrue that where she came from that is what
they called her. They would have killed her for it too. But your great-uncle trusts her, and she has helped
him, thereis no doubt of that. After the firetook hislaboratory and dl histhings | thought he would waste
away in sorrow, but since then she has helped him find new life—new purpose.”

Lucinda s mind was gtill whirling with questions, but before she could ask anything el se Ragnar stiffened
and rose. A knife that she had not even seen was suddenly in hishand, glinting in thefirelight. A moment
later abizarre, lumpy shape came swinging down the hillside, sometimes upright, sometimes going on all
fours. Before she could do more than take afrightened breath, the weird thing came to asudden halt at
the edge of the clearing and split into two pieces, one of which fdl to the ground.

Mr. Walkwd| straightened and prodded with his hoof at the bundle he had just dumped. Herolled it
over, reveding apde face and dack, open mouth. He looked up from the motionless man at hisfeet and
cocked an eyebrow at Lucinda, who had shrunk back into Ragnar’ s shadow.

“What isthe child doing here?’ He seemed moreirritated than embarrassed to be standing in front of her
naked, dthough he was s0 shaggy he might aswell have been wearing trousers. Lucinda could not help
garing. Even trouserswould not have hidden the fact he had hoovesinstead of feet, and it was dmost
stranger to see him without his hat than without pants. Where hishair had blown back from hisforehead
in matted, swesty curls she could see pale, circular marks—the place where his goat horns grew, she
redlized, athough he had cut them off or filed them down. With his scraggly beard and thefire reflecting
red in hiseyes, he looked like the devil himsdlf. Lucinda should have been terrified, but the face was ill
Mr. Wakwdl’s, the man who hated cars and carved wooden toysfor children.

“Don’t blame Ragnar. It's...it smy fault,” shesaid. “| was out looking for Tyler. | got logt, and then... |
saw thefire...”

Ragnar crouched beside the man Mr. Wakwell had dumped on the ground. The stranger was wearing
dark clothesand adark stocking cap. “Where did you find him?’ Ragnar asked.

“Beside the Junction Road fence,” said Mr. Walkwell. “He only got afew steps past it. | came down on
him from behind. He did not havetimeto see me.”

The old man had just run out to Junction Road, then run back carrying alarge man on hisback, dl ina
quarter of an hour or less, Lucindaredlized. Here was another thing Tyler had been right about all
adong—Mr. Wakwell wasn't just inhumanly strong, he wasn't human at dl.

“Is...ishedead?’ Lucinda asked.

Ragnar shook his head. * Simos has only stunned him. We want these people to know they are not
welcome, and for that they must live to tell those who have hired them.” He had finished going through
the man’ s pockets. “Empty, of course. But | will wager that if you find his car, you may dso finda
telephone with the number for that greedy man, Stillman.” Ragnar sighed heavily. “Heisdigging to see
what he can find, or perhaps just reminding us heis out there. Thisisa problem that is not going away.”
“I don’'t understand,” Lucindaasked. “Who is Stillman?’

“A bad man. A rich man too. Heisadescendant of the Tinker family and he wantsthisfarm. Anything
ese, Gideon will havetotdl you himsdif.”

“If | find the telephone, | will bring it back. | do not understand those things and | do not want to,” Mr.
Wakwell said. Helooked sternly at L ucinda, as though she might have been about to peddie him acell
phone hersdlf. “It makes my head itch even listening to people talking into one.”

“They hardly work here, anyhow,” Ragnar said. He had pulled off the unconscious man’s clothes, leaving
himin only his underpants, socks, and undershirt. He didn’t look very dangerous now. “Heisready,
Smos”



Mr. Walkwell leaned down and scooped the man up like abag of groceries, then dung him acrosshis
shoulder. “1 will take him back. He and his master will have something to think about when he wakes
up.”

A moment later he had bounded off, so quickly that L ucinda had completely missed the point between
going and gone. She could smell him, though, atang that was not unpleasant, but still made her nogtrils
twitch.

“Asfor you, we take you back to the house,” Ragnar said. “Y ou have had enough questions answered
for one night, yes?’

Lucindanodded. Tyler would be safe. How could anything bad happen to him with amagical creature
like Mr. Walkwe| guarding the farm?

CHAPTER 20

L Ast ONE

Tyler wasn't fdling anymore. Now he seemed to be floating in darkness, but floating didn’t come close
to describing how uncomfortable he was. He was so dizzy that ordinarily he would havefdt sick to his
stomach—~but he couldn’t find his stomach. It didn’t even seem like he had abody. It seemed as though
hewas only abrain floating in somejar of dark liquid, eyeless, voiceess, helpless.

But he was gill cold—shockingly, shiveringly cold. No body, but still freezing—how unfair could things
oet?

Tyler tried to move and found he could fed hisbody alittle, but it seemed impossibly distant, asthough
his head was a kite and the rest of him was amile below him holding the string. He began to wonder if
something really bad had happened to him. Was he unconscious? Crippled? Worse, was he dead?

A kind of angry strength surged through him at the thought. Whatever was going on, hewas't just going
to accept it. Tyler Jenkinsdidn’t just et things happen to him—he made things happen. He exerted dll
the strength of histhoughtsto push the darkness away, to go somewhere, to wake up, to do something.
Nothing happened.

Hetried again and again. He thought of heroic things. He thought of terrible things and then told himself
only he could stop them from happening. He thought of the people he loved—his mom, hisdad, even
Lucinda (yes, he supposed heredlly did love her, as much of apain as she was sometimes)—but none of
these thoughts did anything to change the terrible facts. There was nothing to push againgt. Therewas
nothing to get away from. Hewaslost in complete emptiness, floating in unending black like abubblein a
tar pit.

Tyler cried, then, or at least he thought he did. It washard to tell.
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Hedidn’'t know how long he' d been drifting hel plesdy when he redlized for thefirst time that although he
gtill could not tell up from down or left from right, the blackness no longer seemed like asingle uniform
thing. He could fed little differencesthat, if he had been in water, would have been changesin pressure,
or colder or warmer currents. Some bits of the darkness seemed to be flowing over him, othersto be
flowing awvay. Some seemed moreinviting, someless. But did it mean anything?

When hefelt that warmer current again (he could just as accurately have caled it “ clearer” or “gentler” or
even just “safer”) hefirst tried to follow it, but after considering for amoment he changed his direction,
doing his best to reach out in the direction from which this new feding came—better to be moving
toward whatever caused that feding of greater safety, he thought, than away fromit. To hisrelief, he
thought he could actudly fed himsdf beginning to move, dthough not in any normal way.

Things were changing. He fdlt it—he was certain. Asthe currents of black washed over and through him,
the different sensations began to seem so strong that he dmost felt he could name them, dthough the
words that floated up in histhoughts were obvioudy nonsense, thingslike greenward and whenwise,
and once he even heard avoicein hishead saying, “A haf-turn toward yes, but on the nextward-facing
sde.” Still, hedidn’t have to understand how it worked to use it—it was a bit like typing class. After you
got the hang of how to do it, you didn’t even have to look down at your fingers on the keyboard
anymore, you just watched the words appear on the screen in front of you. He was learning—that was
what he was doing. He just didn’t know what exactly was being learned.

After atimelesstime, Tyler began to see the changes he had & first only felt. Light was growing around
him—not asingle glow, but streaks and sparks, asthough redlity itself was sarting up again, like avideo
game that had been stuck. Something drew him toward one of the smears of light, then amoment later
the glarewas dl around him—and then hefell through.

Cold, washisfirst thought. He could fed ground under hisfeet, hear wind in hisears. But it’s still so
cold!

His second thought was, Christmas. Because everything around him was white, white, white—the whole
world was covered in snow. Trees, rocks, the side of ahill, all banked and drowned in white. A winter
wilderness. The bitter wind even brought snow swirling up from the drifts on the ground, like puffs of
smoke. Tyler wasn't wearing anything but his ordinary clothes, nothing warmer than asweatshirt to keep
out thisicy chill. Hislost flashlight was lying in the snow beside him, as out of place ashe was. He bent
and picked it up. Already he wastrembling so hard he could barely stand.

Wheream|1? How'd | get here? Oh, man—’m gonna freeze to death!

A moment later two brown shapes tumbled out of the hill in front of him. One of them was huge, but both
of them were covered in fur. A cave, Tyler abruptly realized—they had come out of a cave, the big one
attacking and the small one falling backward. Now the big shape was up on its hind legs, claws and teeth
flashing. It was some kind of bear, and the small, huddled, doomed creature on the ground was a person
infur dothing, lying unmovingintheicy flakes.

Whoever the poor guy was, he was going to die, that was obvious. The bear was bigger than anything
Tyler had ever seen, taller than apolar bear but dark. 1t had dropped down onto four legs now and was
closing the distance between itself and the il figure. The bear had started out cautioudy but had clearly
decided its downed enemy posed no danger.

Freezing, shivering, ahundred yards away, Tyler suddenly redized he was about to watch a human being
die. He scrabbled in the snow with numb hands, trying to find arock, but the snow was too deep. He
began taking hopping steps down the deep snow of the hillsde, waving his arms and shouting.

“H-Hey! No! L-L-Leave him aone! H-H-Hey!”

The bear stopped. Tyler took another couple of awkward steps before he realized what he’ d just done.
“Oh, c-crap,” hesaid.

With afresh new med in sight, this one with its fur aready removed, the bear reared up and waved its



claws. It ducked its head, opened its huge, fanged muzzle, and roared, a sound so loud and deep that it
shook snow from some of thetrees. It was at least twice Tyler’ sheight and looked asimpossibly large
and deadly asaT. rex.

I’m gonna die, hethought. And | don’t even know how this happened....

There was aflurry of movement at the bear’ sfeet asthe small shape there rolled over and bent, then for
amoment actually seemed to be trying to tackle the monstrous animal. The bear took a step back and
doubled over, itsgrowl rising to abizarre coughing snarl asit nipped at its own belly where the long
handle of a spear was now wagging, the head sunk deep in the bear’ s guts. The monster took a step
toward the fur-covered figure in front of it, still snarling, and swiped with its massive paws, but the human
threw himself to the side and the strike narrowly missed. The bear hesitated for amoment but blood was
aready spattering the snow benegath it. It dropped to dl fours and lurched away unsteadily down the
hillside toward the trees, staining the snow with its blood asit went. As soon asit disappeared from sight,
the fur-clad warrior got to hisfeet again and looked to Tyler, who was standing knee-deep in the snow,
dumbfounded, shivering even harder as he redlized how close he had come to getting egten.

“The Great One would have killed me,” the spear widder said in atone of dull wonder, hisvoice
surprisingly high-pitched, asif he was no more than Tyler’ sown age. What showed of hisfacein the
crude fur hood was bloody. “Where do you come from?’

Tyler tried to say something, dthough he had afedling that the words California and Sandard Valley
wouldn’t mean much here, but his teeth were chattering so hard he couldn’t talk. Hewasn't cold any
longer, though, he suddenly redlized. Infact, hefdt surprisngly warm. He took a step forward and then
decided that he must have walked into a sudden blizzard, because suddenly everything was white and his
mouth wasfull of snow.

Heonly dimly fdt it asthe hooded stranger pulled hisface out of the snow and began to drag him back
toward the cave.

Tyler waslying on the floor beside the tiniest, most pathetic fire he had ever seen, three skinny sticksand
awad of damp grass. He was cold again, miserably 0, his body racked by shivers so strong he thought
they might break his bones. The man he had saved was crouched nearby, wiping blood from hisface
with a handful of snow. Thefeatures that began to appear from beneath the smears of red were smaller
and younger than Tyler had expected, athough it was ill hard to tell because of the remaining mud and
blood.

The stranger looked at him with amixture of mistrust and pity. “Who are you? Why did you risk your life
for me?Why do you wear such strange skins? Are you from the Ghost Lands?’

That sounded vaguely familiar, but Tyler wastoo busy shaking himself to piecesto try to answer any of it.
The caverman, if that was what he was, watched him for amoment, then pulled Tyler into agtting
position, tugged him back against his own chest, then untied the rawhide laces of the rough jacket or
poncho he was wearing. When he had it undone and opened, he cradled Tyler againgt hisbody likea
child and then closed the thick hide garment around them both.

After afew moments Tyler began to warm up, just enough o that he could fed the sting of returning
fedling down his spine. He pulled his hands up and tucked them into his armpits to get warm. They began
to tingle and smart too. After afew more moments Tyler realized from contours of the bare skin he could
fed pressng againgt hisback that it was not acaveman in whose lifesaving embrace he was being
warmed and who had just stabbed a stone-headed spear into the biggest bear Tyler could ever imagine.
It was a cavewoman. A girl, even.



“Do you have aname?’ Tyler asked her. Now that he didn’t feel quite so much like hewas going to die,
the weirdness of the whole adventure had begun to overwhelm him. How had he ended up here? Where
was he, anyway? Somewhere on present-day Earth, or back in time, likein amovie? And why could he
understand this girl’ s speech? He could hear the harsh, unfamiliar words she spoke even as the meaning
of what she said bloomed in his head.

“Nothing asstrange as‘ Ty-ler,”” shetold him. “They cdled me Last One because | was the youngest,
but they are al dead now. | suppose | am Last Onefor redl.” From the sadness of what she said he
would have expected at least atear, but dthough claw marks on her forehead and cheeks still dribbled
blood, she had the hard, secretive face Tyler had seen on some of the men waiting at the Veteran's
Hospital bus stop back home, the mark of adifficult and frightening life.

Back home. How was he going to get home?

“You saved me,” Last One said. “The Great One would have killed me for trying to take his cave. | was
only looking for someplace to get warm and | was cardess. | should have smelled hisfresh stink.”

“I haveto go,” Tyler said, struggling to hisfeet. “My family...my sister.” He shook hishead. “I haveto
go back.” But how would he get there? He had stepped out of thin air, it seemed.

“Youwill dieif you go outsde,” shetold him. “It will be dark soon and the bear isnot deed. If helives,
he will be back. Onelike him took al my family. | do not know what we did to anger the Great Ones
$0.” Her matted hair fell in her face as shelooked at Tyler’ sthin clothes, his soaked athletic shoes. “Heis
not the only hunter, either. And your skinswill not keep you warm out there, | think.”

“But | haveto go.” Hedidn’t doubt anything she said, but with returning fedling in his hands and feet he
was aso swept by atremendous, aching loneliness. Whether he had actualy somehow traveled back in
timeto the ice age or this was some even stranger place, he couldn’t stand to think he might be stuck
here. If he waited through the night he might not be able to find the spot where he had arrived. “I haveto
go,” hesad again.

She sighed. It was weird to hear such amodern sound of frustration herein this place. “Then | will come
with you, because otherwise you will be dead before morning.”

“Y ou don't need to do that.”

“My lifeisyoursnow.” She said it assmply asif she wastaking about the weather. “ The Great One
would have taken me, otherwise.”

He had been right, Tyler decided as he tottered out into the cold wind with the girl beside him. Although
he was dready starting to shiver badly, he could still see traces of his deep footprints coming down the
hill, traces that would be gone by morning. Not that it hel ped him much—the prints Smply stopped at a
point halfway up the dope—but even that was something.

He hated where the footprints began. There was nothing here but cold air and snow, but he closed his
eyestightly and tried to ignore the wind, his own trembling body, and the idea that the wounded, angry
bear might be back at any moment. What had led him to this cold world? A fedling, atrace of something
he couldn’t explain. What could take him back? Something similar, he hoped.

For along moment he couldn’t see or fed anything except the beginnings of what it was going to be like
to freeze to death here on the hillsde. Then the girl took hishand in her own and the trace of warmth,
instead of distracting him, reminded him of what he was|ooking for—home.

Something like afaint light in the distance dmost startled him into opening his eyes, but it was not alight
from the world around him, it was alight ingde his thoughts. Tyler moved toward it, or it moved toward
him. It wasn't easy—other currents pushed and pulled at him, trying to tug him off the track, but he did
his best to ignore them and to keep moving forward. The light became stronger, but whatever resisted
him became stronger, too, until Tyler felt that he was trying to shove hisway through weter that was
hardening intoice dl around him.

Lucinda, hethought. She'll get hurt if I’'m not around. | have to get back. She needs me to help her
be brave.

And he needed her, too, he redlized, to remind him there were other ways to do things besides charging
sraight ahead.

The thought gave him anidea: Tyler changed his angle and found he could move toward the light not by



fighting hisway, but by dipping ahead through the areas of |east res stance while remembering away's
what hisfind destination was. Thelight came closer—alight he could fed in hisbones, so that he
wondered if hewas glowing from theinsde out like an X-ray. He reached for it. He found it and stepped
through.

It was only asthe warmth rose dl around him that he redlized the girl from the winter world was il
holding on to hishand.

Tyler opened his eyes. For amoment disappoi ntment washed over him like adrowning tide. It wastoo
dark to see anything, but he could fedl rough stone under his hands. It was another cave, more rock and
dirt. He wasn't home—he hadn’t managed to do anything!

He crawled forward, pulling hisflashlight out of his sweeatshirt pocket and shining it over therock walls. It
seemed to be something like the bear cave. Then he saw aflat roof above him that looked too solid and
smooth to be natura stone.

Thegirl had scrambled away from him, cowering from the light, obvioudly terrified.

“It'sokay,” hetold her. “It'sjust aflashlight. See?’

“Uhawa ganu dut?” she asked, eyeswide with darm.

“Huh? Can’'t you understand me?’ He shook his head. Why should things suddenly be any lessweird on
thisfarm?

The flashlight beam reveded the trgpdoor in theflat calling above them, and Tyler findly redized where
they were—in the silo, under the floor. He swegpt the light back across the cavern and saw that the silo
had been built on top of acrevicein the ground, agreat mouth of rock and dirt. He and the girl named
Last One had just crawled out of it.

The Fault Line, hethought. Octavio Tinker’s Fault Line! Thisisit!

He clambered up the ladder bolted to the cavern wall next to the trapdoor, but the door was locked, and
al hisrattling and shaking couldn’t open it. They were trapped in adesarted building.

Ohwell, he thought, then began to shout. “Hello! Help! Somebody help usl” He pounded on the
trapdoor. “Ragnar? Mr. Wakwel |? Somebody? Help!”

He had been calling for about five minutes when the trapdoor above him rattled and he heard the snap of
the lock opening. The door lifted and fell back with an echoing thunk, then abright beam of light came
through the opening in the celling and swept the cavernous room, blinding Tyler for amoment. The
cavegirl growled in fear. Tyler svung up hisown light asif in salf-defense and the light moved off him. A
dark shape clambered down the ladder and dropped to the floor.

“Oh, Jenkins, youidiot,” said Colin Needle, shaking hishead in glesful disgust as helooked from Tyler to
the cavegirl. “Y ou just couldn’t mind your own business, could you? And now you' ve really messed up.
Y ou might aswell go pack your bags.”

CHAPTER 21

A BLow TOTHE BRAIN
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Onething Colin redlly liked about those Jenkins kids. they were their own worst enemies. It never
seemed to have occurred to them that he might be keeping track of where they were. Both of their rooms
empty after nightfall? Something had to be up. Noisesin the silo, a building that was kept empty at all
times? Who esewould it be?

But it wasn't just Tyler Jenkins he had discovered in the Fault Line cavern. Therewasagirl, too, a
stranger—Pa edlithic, from thelooks of her. It happened occasondly with the Fault Line, these
spontaneous manifestations. Like stuff washed up on abeach, he supposed, or left behind ona
riverbank, tossed out of the flow of time. It wasn't thefirst time and it wouldn't be the last. But Jenkins
screwing up so badly—that was something Colin had been waiting for.

“I’'m serious,” he said. “ Go pack your suitcase. Y ou're as good as gone.”

“You creep!” Tyler somped toward him, pointing afinger. “Whéat are you doing, following me
everywherel go?’

“Gideon should never have brought you to the farm.” Colin turned his back and went quickly up the
ladder and through the trgpdoor, into the empty silo. “But now he' sgoing to redlize his mistake, because
I’'m going to tel him what you' ve been doing—messing with hisbiggest, most important secret.” He
shoved open the door and went out into the warm night.

“Ohyeah?’ said Tyler. Heran up the ladder and out the door after Colin, waving hisflashlight like it was
a Star Wars light saber. Colin laughed—did the kid redlly want to pick afight? Hewas afull head
shorter than Colin was. Still, theidiot kept coming at him, and thelight got in Colin’ seyes, blinding him.
He had underestimated and did not get hishands up in time as Tyler Jenkins swung afist and hit himin
the neck. Colin stumbled back, choking, and the younger boy was on him with armswindmilling so fast
Colin was driven farther backward.

“Tyler, stop!” someone shouted even as Colin dipped and fell.

The Jenkins kid seized the advantage and began pummeling the sde of Colin’s head. Colin swung his
own right hand around and delivered a satisfyingly nasty blow to Tyler’ sface, then he was back in the
game again, dapping and scratching and butting with his head until he could get off his back. Another
flashlight was playing over them and someone was still shouting at them asthey jumped at each other.
“Tyler, no, no! Let go of him!” It was Lucinda svoice.

They wererolling, struggling with each other like wild animals. Jenkins managed to get on top of him
again and Colin was lashing out, hitting anything he could, when Tyler suddenly straightened up. Lucinda
had grabbed the neck of her brother’ s sweatshirt and was pulling as hard as she could. She had caught
him by surprise. Tyler fell back, dlowing Colin to struggle free.

“What are you two doing?’

The words were barely out of her mouth when Colin jumped past her and tackled her brother again—he
wasn't going to lose the advantage she’ d given him. Thetwo of them went down again, kicking and
thrashing so that dust flew up in acloud, obscuring the beam of Lucinda sflashlight. Then, suddenly,
there was triumph: Colin was atop the wretched Jenkins boy, sitting on his chest. He put hisforearm on
Tyler sthroat and heard the choking sounds begin. God, he was going to enjoy thid!

Then a shadow moved over Colin and something smashed down on his head, turning his bones and
musclesto water. After that, it al just went blank.

The next thing he fdt was athrobbing in his head like the aftermath of an explosion, asif something had
blown his skull into hot piecesthat were barely holding together.

My brain, hethought. Somebody knocked my bloody brain out.

Colintried to St up, but just the tiny movement of bracing his hands againgt the ground made him fed



dizzy and sick so he gave up. It was dark where helay, which wasjust aswell. Light in hiseyeswould
have fdt like ablowtorch.

“What' swith thisfarm?’ Lucindawas saying. “1 mean, Tyler, who are al these people? What are they
up to? Witches? Mongters? Magicians? Y ou were right, Tyler, you were so right, and it just keeps
getting crazier!”

“You think that’s crazy,” her brother answered, “but you haven't heard what happened to me yet.”

The painin Colin’s head was so bad that he began to think he might throw up. Herolled over onto his
hands and knees and crouched, his aching head againgt the cool dirt. The two Jenkins children fell slent.
When he could, Colin turned around and sat up, but even that careful movement made the world swim
and he groaned loudly. At this new sound the stranger in the hooded cape moved toward him, growling
quietly asif in reply and raising amenacing hand. The face in the hood was smeared with dirt so that
Colin could seelittle more than staring eyes and bared teeth, but the large rock in the cresture’ s dirty
paw made things clear: this was the bastard who had smashed in his skull. And if this spawn of the Fault
Line wanted to do it again, there wasn't much Colin could do to stop it. He raised trembling handsin
front of hisface.

“No! Don't hit him again!” cried Lucinda

The crouching shape stopped and cocked its head like adog when its name was called—hearing but not
quite understanding. “Na krut?” it asked. It wasagirl, or at least the voice sounded like it. “ Na krut?”
“Nah, | guessnot,” Tyler said. “Don't krut him.” He laughed alittle, which only made Colin acheto hit
him again. “Hey, | speak cave language!”

“Cave language?’ Lucindaasked.

“Yeah, you'll never guesswhere I’ vejust been, Luce. | think it wastheice age. It wasn't very easy
getting back, either—I’m till not quite sure how | did it.”

For amoment Colin forgot the throbbing misery of hishead. Tyler’ swordsrang in histhoughtslikea
sudden thunderclap. The ice age? Was that what the Jenkinskid had just said? That he'd gone
somewhere, not just been around when this prehistoric murderess had washed up out of some backwater
of time?

“Y eah, that' swhere the girl’ sfrom,” Tyler went on excitedly. “Her nameisLast One, or at least that's
what she told me when she could still talk. Do you think she' |l learn how again? She sure took care of
Junior Doctor Evil.” He turned toward Colin. “Hey, Needle, had enough? Y ou step to me, you better
step up strong.”

“Spare me your trashy hip-hop video didogue,” Colin told him, but insde he was suddenly very
frightened. Wasit true? Could Tyler Jenkins navigate the Fault Line without an instrument? This could
change everything. Even if Colin’s grand scheme worked out, the one he had spent months planning,
Gideon would probably still prefer these stupid, heedlesskids. It was unfair beyond belief! They had to
go—they’d ruin everything. “Y ou’ ve gonetoo far thistime, Jenkins,” Colin snarled. “Gideon isgoing to
have you both out of here by tomorrow morning.”

“Colin, please,” said Lucinda. “Whatever we did wrong, we' re sorry. Tyler, what are you talking about?
|ce age? Where did she come from, redly?’

“I told you, | went to theice age...| think. Anyway, it wastotaly snowy, and there wasthis giant
monster bear, and shekilled it with aspear.” He shook his head as though even he was having trouble
beievingital. “First | wasexploringthesloand ...l fel through. Through something. Wewereright,
Lucinda—that' swherethe Breach is, or the Fault Line, or whatever Octavio Tinker called it. It' sacave
undernegth the silo. It slike aholein time or something!”

Shock and fear washed over Colin. How had they found out all these things? Had someone spilled al the
secretsto them?* Are you actudly saying you traveled through the Fault Line?” He made hisvoice hard,
wanting to test Tyler. “ That you went into the pagt. . .and came back? That’ simpossible.”

“You cdling mealiar?’ The boy looked like he was about to jump al over Colin again but Lucinda
reached out a hand toward him. “1 came back by...l don’'t know. | came back the same way | got there.
| found the spot | camein and just...thought about going back. Sort of.” He shrugged, at alossfor
words.



So it wastrue. But Colin was only defeated, he redlized, if Gideon found out. Otherwise they were just
annoying kids. Maybe it wouldn't be such agood ideato tell Gideon Goldring, after l—who knew what
informeation might come out of such an argument?

Lucindawaswaking in circles. “lce age? Thisisal so crazy! | didn’'t even get to tell you what happened
to me. Mr. Wakwell—heisn't even human! He's some kind of part man, part animd. A faun, | think.”
Tyler stared a her asif she had lost her mind. “What, like Bambi?’

“No, you know, likethe guy in what’ s-it-caled—Narnia”

“Mr. Wakwell isalion?’ Now Tyler sank down in the dirt beside the cavegirl, shaking hishead. “1 don’'t
getit”

“I'll explain later, but he' sagoat-man. | think it'scaled afaun.”

Oh, they were a cute little comedy act, these two, Colin thought. He would dance for joy when hewas
findly rid of them. “Not just afaun, but atutelary spirit,” he said, wiping some of the dirt and blood from
hisface with the deeve of hisswesater. “To be precise, Mr. Wakwell isthe geniusloci of Ordinary

Farm.” Hewasfeding hisway back to control again. “How did you find out about Mr. Walkwell,
Lucinda?’

She told him about thefire, the snging, and the man Mr. Walkwell had captured.

“Stillman?’ said Colin. Hetried to sound casud, but his heart was thundering. What had he gotten himsdlf
into? He had thought he was only manipulating that fat fool Modesto, but Stillman wasabillionaireand he
wanted the whole farm! Still, it wastoo late to turn back now. “I think I" ve heard the name, but | can’t
imagine what interest he' d havein somelittlefarm like ours.”

“Ohyeah,” sneered Tyler. “Somelittle farm. Right. Somelittle farm with dragons and monstersand a
hole that eads back amillion yearsinto theice age.”

“Y ou' d better keep your mouth shut about that,” Colin told him. “I won't be able to save you if you start
babbling about visting the past.”

“What are you taking about? Why should | keep my mouth shut? And why would you want to save me?
Especidly after | kicked your butt.”

Colin bit back hisanger. “ After your primitive friend hit me, you mean.” Hetook abreath. Calm, hetold
himsdf. Calm. “Becauseif you keep your mouth shut and do it my way, Gideon will think it wasjust an
overflow from the Fault Line. It happens occasiondly—that' s where the griffin eggs came from, they
judt...showed up one day. Sometimes the Fault Line opens up enough that we could step into it if we
dared. Other timesit just sort of spitsthings out. We haveto tell him it was one of those Situations,
becauseif you tell Gideon you went into the Fault Line on your own and came back, he/'Il know you
were messing around with the silo and he'll go completely berserk. He redlly will kick you out ina
heartbest.”

Lucindalooked upset, but her brother looked suspicious. “ That still doesn't explain why you want to help
us. You hate my guts, Needle. Admit it.”

He hegitated. “I'll admit | don’t like you much, Jenkins. But your sister has been niceto me, and I’ d hate
to see her punished for something you did.” Which wasjust true enough that he could say it with
convincing feding: Lucinda had been kind to him. Colin wasn't used toit.

Lucinda Jenkins looked at her brother with an expression amost of triumph, an expression that said,
See? | told you! Sheturned to Colin and smiled. “ Thank you, Colin. That's generous of you.”

Hefdt alittle bad—»but only alittle. “Wel, if you agree, we' d better figure out how we' re going to
explain that”—thug, he thought, looking at the creature who had hit him; but he didn’t say the word, only
gestured—"to Gideon.”

“Hangon,” sad Tyler. “That’sdl fine, but how can Gideon afford to get rid of us, anyway?We know al
about this place now. We could tell everyone what we' ve seen.”

Coalin laughed. “Hewouldn’t just let you go. He d have my mother brew up one of her specid medicines
and adjust your memories. She' sgood at that—it’ s sort of like hypnotism. She' shad to do it witha
couple of government inspectors over the years.” He couldn’t help noticing that Lucinda s expression had
completely changed. The girl waslooking a him asthough she had just remembered he was a space dien
who wanted to egt her. “Lucinda? Did | say something that upset you?”



“N-no,” she said, shaking her head rapidly. “No, Colin. Go on.”

He had no ideawhat that was about, but he didn’t have time to waste worrying about it. He was trying to
get thiswhole disastrous night back under control. Colin couldn’t afford anything that would upset his
plans before he met with Modesto again; there could be no more excitement on the farm, no more
upheavds, starting now.

Both Jenkins kids were watching him, waiting to hear what he said next. The cavegirl who had almost
knocked hishead in now crouched beside them, cowed and anxious. With nothing but hiswits, Colin had
taken control of abad situation and was back in charge.

Hewasvery proud of himsdf.

CHAPTER 22

AT LAst, SOME ANSWERS

Uncle Gideon was wearing his bathrobe and dippers, asusual. Severa days growth of gray beard
furred his cheeks and he smelled more than allittle stae, like clothes that had been hanging in adamp
bathroom for acouple of days. Still, hiswits seemed as sharp asever: after Tyler finished tdling hisstory
(or at least the carefully crafted version Colin had prepared, in which Tyler was an innocent victim of the
Fault Line instead of someone who had broken the rules to explore the silo), Gideon stared at him for
severd moments with open suspicion. It wasal Tyler could do not to squirm under that disbelieving
gaze.

Hedidn't likeletting Colin Needle call the shots on this, but he was glad he didn’t haveto tell anyone
about Octavio Tinker’ sdiary or any of the other things he and L ucinda had collected. And now that he
wasfacing his great-uncle smistrustful gaze, Tyler had to admit that the last thing he wanted to be telling
Gideon Goldring wasthe actud truth.

“Wadll...that’ s quite some news,” Gideon said &t lagt, Sraightening in hischair. “ So the Fault Lineis active
again—just conjured up anice age for afew minutes and spewed out this young woman? How lucky for
you, Tyler, that the manifestation barely touched you—how lucky for al of usl | don’t know whét |
would havetold your mother if we' dlost you instead of gaining anew farmhand.” He looked entertained
by theideain a sour sort of way, then grinned at Tyler and Lucinda. “But now you two know our biggest
secret! Y ou should be honored.”

Tyler was il shivering alittle. Honored! | could have been killed! In dl the excitement that fact had
kind of escaped him until now. Okay, maybe it was my own fault, but they ought to have warning
signs up around that thing!

Most of the farm folk had gathered in the kitchen. The cavegirl had aready fdlen into the gentle clutches
of Sarah and therest of the kitchen staff, who had taken her off to bathe her and dress her in something
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more suitable to a Cdlifornia summer than her heavy, greasy anima hides. Tyler wondered whether she
would redly become afarmhand—obvioudy, no one had asked the girl whether that waswhat she
wanted.

Asif senang Tyler’ sthoughts, Gideon said, “Now, what shall we name our newest arrival?’

“She’ sgot aname—she' scdled Last One.”

“What sort of nameisthat for amodern young woman?’ Gideon chuckled. “No, we'll call her...I know.
We'll cdl her Ooola. That wasthe name of Alley Oop’ s girlfriend in the Sunday comics—quite
gppropriate for ayoung Paeolithic lady, don’t you think?”’

Tyler had no ideawhat the crazy old fellow was talking about, but he was too tired and too grateful not
to bein trouble to argue about it. “Why can't shetalk our language anymore?’ he asked. “When | met
her | could understand her and she could understand me too.”

“Ah, but she never could speak our language,” said Gideon. “Whileyou'reinthefield of the Fault Line,
thereisasort of, | don’t know, instantaneous trandation that goes on. Mind to mind, so that although
both parties might be speaking completely different languages, their own languages, they can il
understand each other. | think it's one of the waysin which the flow of time protectsitsdf—that is, it
lessens the potential for something catastrophic happening. Prevents paradoxes.” Gideon warmed to his
subject, asif he was beginning to enjoy himsdlf alittle. “If you wereto St on top of the Fault
Line—aways assuming that you actudly could, and it was aday in which there was no, well, activity
there—then you' d probably be able to understand each other again, because there’ s usualy aleakage of
energy intheimmediate vicinity.” He grew stern again. “Don’t even think abouit trying that, young man.”
“Il won't,” said Tyler. “I promise.”

“That' s also the reason cdll phones and even regular telephones and other eectronic thingsdon’t aways
work right around here. It'sthe Fault Line.” He shook his head.

“No, young Ooolawill just haveto learn English like Sarah and Ragnar and dl the othersdid. Don't
worry, we ve done dl thisbefore.”

“So everyone here' sfrom the past?’ Lucindaasked. Tyler looked at Ragnar and the herdsmen, the
Three Amigos, who were talking in quiet voices at the table afew yards away. No sgn of Mr. Walkwell
yet, he couldn’t help noticing. He wondered how he was supposed to treat the man now that he knew he
had goat legs. It was al pretty weird.

“The past? More or less,” said Gideon, but the old man suddenly looked alittle cagey. “ To be honest,
not even my grandfather Octavio knew exactly how the Fault Line works, for al hisresearch. He
believed it might open not just on other times but on dternate versons of Earth aswell.” He chewed the
insde of hischeek. “So far I've only observed timerifts, but who knows? We re a the leading edge of a
science no one else has even dreamed of.” Pride deepened hisvoice.

“Then why are you keeping it asecret?’ Lucinda asked. “ Shouldn't there be people here, scientistsfrom
al over theworld?’

“Good God, child, are you mad?’ Gideon sat up in hischair asif someone had just tried to stedl the
bathrobe right off his skinny back. “It wouldn't be scientists, it would be the government. And they
wouldn't just be studying it, they’ d be trying to figure out how to use it—trying to change the past, who
knows? Next thing, the entire fabric of time and space would collapse. Hand it over to the so-called
authorities? Not bloody likely.”

“But what are you doing with it, Uncle Gideon?’ Lucindaasked. Tyler wasimpressed. He d never seen
his sister S0 serious about something that didn’t have commercial breaks and well-known guest sars.
“Why do you get to bein charge of something o...s0 big, so important?’

Gideon flushed red. “Because Octavio Tinker discovered it, dl by himsdf! Hetried to get the
government’ s help when he wasfirst searching for it and they laughed at him. Every university in America
treated him like he was a crackpot! It belongsto the Tinkers—it belonged to me and my wife—and I'm
going to hold on to it, thank you very much.” He had gone from calm to quivering in afew moments.
“And just because you know about it now, girl, don’t think that you can tell me what to do with my own
property. If someone called the government in here tomorrow, you know what they’ d get? Nothing!
Because I’ ve got enough dynamite to blow the whole thing into aheap of dirt, and I’d do it gladly before



I’d let anyone wdtz in here and start telling me how the Fault Line should be used.” Hewasn't just
trembling now, hewasred in the face and breathing hard. For amoment Tyler felt certain that Gideon
Goldring was going to reach out and grab hissister by the throat.

“Your tea, Gideon,” said Mrs. Needle. She’ d swept in without Tyler even noticing, appearing behind the
old man’'schair likeamagic trick. “Don’'t shout at Lucinda. She' sagood girl and she'sjust concerned
about doing theright thing.” She gave hissster one of her cold smiles, but for once Lucindadidn’t
respond, looking away as though she didn’t want to meet the Englishwoman's eye.

“You'reright, of course, Patience.” Gideon looked at histeabut didn’t touch it. “I1t'sdl abit much, that's
al”

“Of course. Y ou have atremendous responsibility, Gideon.” Mrs. Needlelaid apaehand on his
shoulder. “A redl burden. Y ou have decisons to make. Thereisagreat weight on you right now.” The
hand looked like awhite tarantula.

Gideon shook his head, suddenly camer, even abit weary-looking. “In any case, now you kids know the
greatest of our secrets here at Ordinary Farm. I’ m sorry you had to wait so long, but as Patience so aptly
putsit, it's atremendous responsibility. Now you redly are part of the family.”

Tyler nodded, but apart of him wondered what that meant exactly. They had dready been part of the
family when they arrived, which was more than any of the rest of these people could say. He looked
around at the group. The Three Amigos and Ragnar and the others seemed to be in acheerful mood, as
if the truth of the Fault Line was a secret none of them had much liked keeping. It wasamost likea
party, but there were other strange currents that Tyler couldn’t understand.

“Sothat’sit?’ heasked. “ There' sjust thisbig...holein the universe? In time or whatever? And it just
happens to be here?’

Gideon had been staring at histea. “What? No, boy, it doesn’t just happen to be here. Octavio Tinker
went searching al over theworld for aplacelike this. The only other spot that had the same likelihood
turned out to be in the middle of the ocean about athousand miles south of Madagascar—not a great
location for an experimentd site” He grinned. * Octavio found the Fault Line, he bought the land, he built
thehouse. | think | will have alittle of thet cider, Sarah.”

Mrs. Needle seemed about to say something disapproving but kept her mouth closed, though her lips
thinned to aline. “ Shouldn’t these children be getting to bed, Gideon?’ she asked instead. “ After all,
they’ ve had avery busy day—especidly Tyler.”

“He had abit of an adventure, Patience, that’ sal. Boysare sturdy! | know | was at that age.”

“Ohyes, but before that Tyler did his chores, and then dl that boyish larking around, messing aboi. ..
chasing squirrels. He must be ready to deep like the dead.” She caught Tyler’ s gaze and something
flashed in her eyes, acold, poisonous glint that made his heart flutter.

She knows, hethought. She knows exactly what | did.

“But Uncle Gideon, what is the Fault Line, redly?’ Lucindaasked. “Did dl the people here just pop out
of it?1 il don't understand.”

Before thair great-uncle could answer, Sarah, Azinza, and Pema emerged from the back with ayoung
woman Tyler at first didn’t recognize. Her eyes were wide, asthough at any moment she might have to
run for her life. Her wet reddish hair curled around her face, and she was draped in a colorful length of
fabric far too long for her—one of Azinza sdresses. It was only when Tyler redlized that the thin red lines
on her face were doctored cuts that he realized it was the cavegirl, Last One.

“Ah, our newest guest!” said Gideon, with al the forced good fellowship of a department store Santa.
“Ooola, welcome to the family. Someone get her some cider.”

“Don’'t be mad, Gideon,” said Mrs. Needle. “She' s probably never had strong drink in her life. If you
could bring her some water, Sarah, and something to eat. Not too much, though, or she'll likely make
hersdf sck.”

Tyler didn’t like the way that Gideon had just taken away the girl’ sred name. He wanted to say again
that she dready had aname, a perfectly good one that meant something to her, but he knew he would
samply belaughed into silence by the old man. He was dizzy with the warmth of the kitchen, and despite
the nastiness of her intent, Mrs. Needle had been right—he was a so extremdly tired.



“To go back to your question, Lucinda,” said Gideon, “ Octavio Tinker was decades ahead of histime.
He deduced the existence of what he cdled the ‘fifth dimensond trangt,” and then proved it when he
found this place. | won't bother to try to explain it al—it’ svery complicated. But the smplest way to
imagineit isthat thefirg three dimensons are space, the fourth istime, and the fifth is probability.”
Gideon made around shape with his hands, then indicated astraight line running through the middle of it.
“The Earth hasfifth-dimensiond trangit polesjust like it has magnetic poles. That' sthe point wherethe
fifth dimension trangits our four-dimensiona space.”

He sat back with his cider, raised the glass, and took two large swallows. “ So here’ sto old Octavio. He
may have been atightfisted, mean-spirited son of agun, but he sure proved dl those other eggheads
wrong. Because we' re itting right on top of thefifth-dimensond trangt. The place where our Earth
comesinto contact with al the other earthsit has ever been—and we don't even know about al the
possible earths. The Fault Lineisadoorway into time.” He sighed, suddenly looking as though the air
had leaked out of him. “If only we knew how to navigate it—how to find our way back frominddeit.

Y ou're lucky that ice age bit of it stayed open long enough to let you out, boy. Y ou could have been lost
init forever.” He looked down at his glass. Suddenly he looked very old. “Lost forever...”

“Now, Gideon, you'll scare the children.” Mrs. Needle had resumed her “nice’ voice—she sounded like
Mary Poppins.

Only this Mary Poppins rides a broomstick, Tyler thought, not an umbrella.

Hedidn't redlly understand what Gideon was talking about—he had found his own way out easily
enough. Well, maybe easy wasn't theright word, but..."Y ou mean you can’t go into it and come out
agan?’

Gideon shook his head sadly. “We used to be able to navigate it. Octavio and my...” He stopped and
took a breath. “Octavio had an instrument that alowed him to movein and out of the Fault Line—to
travel through it like an explorer with acompass or asailor with a sextant. It was cdled the
Continuascope. But it waslost severa yearsback....”

Suddenly Tyler waswide awake. “ That thing in the painting,” he said, unaware for amoment he'd said it
out loud.

“Tyler!” Lucindawarned him, but it wastoo late.

“What are you taking about, child?” Gideon demanded, his voice suddenly harsh. “What painting?’
Tyler swalowed. It wastoo late to turn back. “ There sapainting of ...of Octavio Tinker. Inthelibrary.
He s holding something—it looks kind of like aweird musicd instrument, right?—and | dwayswondered
what it was.”

Gideon gared a him with narrowed eyes. “ And what were you doing in the library, boy?’
“Judt...exploring. After my choreswere done.”

For severa heartbeats no one said anything. Then the dangerous moment—and it had felt quite
dangerous—abruptly passed.

Gideon dumped back in his chair and took another gulp of cider. “That wasit, dl right. The
Continuascope, the world' s only fifth-dimensiona navigation device. It worked by
crystalometry—genius, pure, egant genius. But it'slost now.”

“But can't you make another one?” asked Lucinda.

“Hah!” Gideon'slaugh was hitter. “How could | replicate his genius—his secrets? The records are lost
too. Logt...” He shook his head in defeated anger. “Y ou don’t understand how old Tinker worked!
Making sure that everyone around him knew only alittle bit of what there wasto know. Then when it
went wrong, there was nothing that could be done—nothing!”

Something important had dipped past himin dl thetalk, Tyler redized, some crucid detail, but he
couldn’t figure out what it was. He looked around. Ragnar and Sarah and the others were listening to the
conversation, and everyone looked horribly tense.

“I'm...I"'m pretty tired,” Tyler said at |ast. It was not a sentence he would ever have imagined himsalf
using, especialy when it seemed so many questions could at |ast be asked and answered, but he was
very aware that he was no longer thinking very clearly. If he accidentally gave away that he had found
Octavio'sdiary, or that he had gone to the Fault Line by choice and then navigated hisway out of it on



his own, who knew what Gideon would do?

Gideon looked into his emptying mug of cider. “Y ou two go on up to your rooms—plenty of timeto talk.
Wedtill have you for awhilelonger. But thisisall top secret! Y ou two made me a promise,
remember....” Gideon'seyesfilled with dark emotions.

“Sure.” Tyler nodded and got to hisfeet. “We made you a promise.” He swayed alittle, and Lucinda
stepped forward and put a hand under his elbow.

“Comeon,” she said. “Good night, everybody.”

Tyler couldn’t help noticing that a number of new, quiet conversations had aready started in the room
before they even reached the door.

“Tyler!” Lucindawhispered asthey climbed the sairs. “Y ou were so totaly right about Mrs. Needle
being awitch!”

Hetried to concentrate while she told him about the kitchen conversation, but it only confirmed what he
had aready known in his heart. “Bad,” he said. “ She' sbad. But there’' s more than that going on. They
gl haven't told us...” He shook hishead. “I can’t think, Luce. Too tired. Tomorrow...”

“But there were people trying to get onto the property—Mr. Wakwell caught one. And...and | think |
heard the ghost. | heard itin my head! I'm scared, Tyler. | want to go home.”

“Areyou kidding?' He was 0 exhausted he was durring hiswords. “ Things are just getting good.”
Tyler left hissgter in the hallway. He managed only to kick off his shoes before he fdll on the bed and
tumbled down into a deep deep.

CHAPTER 23

THE L oST AND THE L EFT BEHIND

Lucindatill found it hard to believe that Ragnar had been born more than athousand years ago. He
looked like an ordinary man—somebody’ s motorcycle-riding dad, maybe. She leaned over the cart.
“Areyouredly al from...from the past?”’

“That question again?’ He smiled, but only barely. “It isthe past to you, child. To methisisthefuture,
athough | would never have dreamed it to be s0.”

“But how doesit work?’ asked Tyler. “How did Gideon find you?’

Ragnar shrugged. “ He was not looking for me. He was hunting for worms—dragons, you would say—to
bring back. He got meingtead. Asto how it al works, it ismagic, whatever Gideon callsit, so | cantell
you nothing about it.” He gestured to the bags of feed stacked on the cart. “Now, are you going to help
me?’

Lucindatook abucket and filled it with the damp mash that the sea goats liked. She threw handfuls over
the fence and watched them scramble out of their shallow tub of water after it, diding over the wet floor
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of their pen, hissing and bobbing their heads. She would miss feeding them and the other animalswhen
they went home. It was hard to bdieve thar time at the farm was aimost over.

“But...what wasit like?" she asked Ragnar at last.

“| do not know what you mean.”

“When you first came here. Were you scared?’

Now hedid laugh, but it was't much happier than the smile. “What | |eft behind—that was my desth,
and that wasfearful. Coming here| faced nothing worse than an unfamiliar place and anew tongueto
learn. Of course, | did not understand that | had left my own time behind aswell.”

“Youdidn't know?’

“Of course not, child. Not &t first.” He heaved a broken cage up onto the cart. “What was | to think? It
was strange enough that | had escaped the doom that was upon me. When | cameto thisplace, | saw
only afamat firs.”

“Oh, tell me about it.” Lucindawent back for another bucket of mash. “I redly want to hear.”

“How did Gideon find hisway around?’ Tyler asked. “Wasit redly that Continuascope thing? How did
it work?’

“That craft is beyond me—and anyway, the deviceisgone.” He shook his head. “ Sometimes it seems
that everything good in this place has been logt.”

“What do you mean?’ Lucindaasked. “This placeisamazing!”

Ragnar lifted severa of the heavy sacks off and dropped them to the ground with a dusty thump. “The
friends |’ ve met heretell mewe Norsemen are agloomy lot. Still, I cannot help thinking this house and
perhaps all the magic of this placeis cursed. Certainly it has seemed so since the night Gideon’ swife
disappeared.”

“Disappeared?’ Lucindathought of the room so full of pictures of the dark-haired woman that it had
seemed like ardigious hrine. “| thought shedied.”

“Nothing so smple.” Hefrowned. “ She was swallowed by the Fault Line.”

For amoment Lucinda couldn’'t spesk—she fdt cold dl over. “ Svallowed?”

“Thatiswhat | call it. | do not speak Gideon' stongue of science. She went in and she did not come out.
It wasthe mogt ill-fated night of al.”

“Where?’ Tyler demanded. “Where was she when it happened?’

Ragnar gave him astrange look. “I do not know. Somewherein the Fault Line. It isthe family’s
gift—but it isalso acurse, | sometimesthink.” Helooked up suddenly, hisface stricken. “1 am sorry!
Gods, | anafool.”

“Why areyou sorry?’ Lucinda asked.

“Because | have called your family cursed.”

Lucinda had to think about it for amoment before she understood. “Oh, right. | keep forgetting that

we' re related to Gideon.”

“Not to Gideon, intruth,” Ragnar said. “To hiswife. And through her to Octavio himsdlf.”

Now Tyler wasthe puzzled one. “What doesthat mean?’

“You are of the Tinker clan. Grace was a Tinker—Qctavio’ s granddaughter. Gideon and Grace never
had children. Y ou are not related by blood to Gideon, but to Octavio.”

“Soisthat why we' re here?” said Tyler, dowly. “Me and Lucinda? Because we' re old Octavio’s blood
relations?’

Ragnar heaved up another bunch of feed sacks. “1 do not know why you are here, boy. Gideon has
many thoughts he does not share with me. Still, | am glad you two came. It has brought some new lifeto
this place—life that was needed.” He looked almost wistful.

Lucindafdt asthough she was suddenly seeing things clearly that she had only glimpsed before through a
fog. “ So Gideon married into the family.”

“Yes. It wasagainst Octavio' swishes, at least at first.” Ragnar said. “ Gideon came to work with the old
man and help him build hisdevice, but he dso fell inlove with Octavio’ s granddaughter, who he had seen
grow from a child to awoman. There was much anger, a least at first, when the two of them married.”
“Octavio was angry?’



“So | amtold, but he cameto accept it at last. And for some years things were good. Then came the bad
night when Grace vanished into the Fault Line and was|ogt. That same night, Octavio Tinker’ s heart
failled and he died.”

“Ohmy God!” Lucindasaid. “ That'sso terrible! How did it al happen?’

Ragnar shook hishead. “I was not there. It isnot my story to tell. Already | have talked and
talked—talked too much. We have work to do. Besides, what more do you need to know? The whole
sad gtory isin these words—Gideon lost hiswife and histhane on the same night.”

“Histhane? What' sthat mean?’ Tyler asked.

“Ah, it isnot aword of your time, but mine. The onewho held his cath—hislord, you might say.”
“ThisisAmerica” Tyler told him. “Wedon't havelords”

Ragnar’ s hdf smile returned. “Words change—men do not. In al ways Octavio was Gideon'slord. But
it wastheloss of Gracethat crippled him. He searched years for her, until the Continuascope was lost
too.” Helooked around, then lowered his head alittle between his big shoulders and said quietly, “He
was dready alittle mad, | think, when the Continuascope was lost in the |aboratory fire and he could not
even search for her anymore.” He shook his head.

“So shejust disgppeared into the Fault Line,” Tyler said dowly. Lucindacould not help noticing the
strange expression on her brother’ sface—he waslogt in thought, staring at nothing, asif hewas on the
last level of some game and completely absorbed. Why was he zoning out when they werefindly getting
some answers?

“Why did Gideon bring you and the others here?’ she asked.

The big man snorted. “Y ou would rather talk than work, | see. He brought us because he needed
workersto keep the farm going. ..workers who will keep the secrets.”

Tyler abruptly stood up. “1 have to go back to the house!” He turned and headed off at atrot.

“What about your chores, boy?’ Ragnar called.

“I'll be back, honest!”

Lucinda stared after him, wondering what was going on. She had a sinking feding that she was going to
wind up doing his share of the work aswell as her own.

A hot, swesty hour or so later Ragnar finally sent her back to the house to get lunch while he went to talk
to Mr. Wakwell about some fencing.

Lucindawas rinsing the worst of the dust off her face and hands &t the faucet outside the Sick Barn when
shefdt the hairs at the back of her neck begin to rise. She even looked around to seeif someone was
standing behind her, but no one wasin sight: she was aone with the concrete bulk of the huge barn. Then
the weird, powerful sense of someone else' sfedlings flooded into her again, bringing a sense of lossas
sudden and shocking as being doused with abucket of cold water.

Lost..lost.. lost...!

Her firgt impulse was to run away—hbut how could she run away from thoughtsin her own head?
Lucindalifted her handsto her cheeks and found they were wet. The force of the misery—whoever’'s
misery it was—had brought her to tears.

Go away, ghost, she thought desperately. Leave me alone!

But it would not go away, and she spun in helpless circles, holding her head. 1t was only then, asthough
she had turned toward the sun with eyes closed and fdlt its hest, that she redlized she could tell wherethe
painful, unhappy thoughts were coming from.

The Sick Barn.

Lucindalooked around but there was ill no onein sight. She walked dowly to the front of the great
concrete tube. The overwhelming sense of someone ese smisery was growing alittleless, but it till
battered her mind like astrong wind.

The door to the Sick Barn was open, propped with astone so it wouldn’t latch shut. Lucinda poked her



head in, heart beating fast and prepared for amost anything, but there waslittle to see. In fact, except for
the huge bulk of Meseret sprawled in deep, tethered to the floor with massive bands of canvas, and
some movement in some of the smaller pens and cages, the place seemed empty. But who had left the
door propped? And whaose terrible, mournful thoughts had invaded her mind? Wasit the ghost in the
library mirror? Or something worse—some horror conjured up out of its natura time and place by
Gideon'sFault Line?

And then Meseret’ s great, red-gold eyeflicked open, asif agypsy fortune-teller had lifted the cloth
cover off acrystd bal. Thelong, narrow reptilian pupil widened alittle and severa ideas thundered in her
brain at the sametime.

NOT EGG THIEF.
WHAT WANT HERE?
SAD SAD SO SAD!

Lucindadidn’t hear individua words, but instead felt the meanings with the suddenness that a splash of
paint would shout “Red!” Asthe dien ideas cascaded over her, a sudden, clear understanding came with
them: the voice she had been hearing in her head, the mournful thoughts that she had mistaken for ghodts,
had come from Meseret.

The dragon wasin her head.

Lucinda sfirst impulse wasto turn and run, but the misery that she could fed as clearly as heat or cold
held her. Theimmense reptile let out afloor-rumbling groan and tried to stand, but the heavy canvas
restraining straps, each one aswide as a bedshest, kept her belly against the floor and her winged
forelegs pinned againgt her sides.

“Oh, you poor thing...,” Lucindasaid, then trailed off in sudden fear as the dragon stopped struggling
and turned her terrifying eyeon Lucinda. “I'm...I’m sorry you'retied up,” she said, her voicelittle more
than asgueak. “1’m so sorry your egg...your baby...died.”

Now, asif her idea had leaped between them in the same way the dragon’ s thoughts had jumped to
Lucinda, the dragon shuddered and shook her massive head from sideto sde asif to shakeit free of
something. Lucinda guessed from the downess of the great beast’ s movements that Meseret was
drugged.

NO DEAD! Drugged or not, Meseret could still make theinside of Lucinda s head rattle like it was
thunderstruck. NO DEAD! TAKEN!

It took Lucindaamoment to make sense of the thoughts.

“Taken?You mean...by Alamu?’ It hadn’t occurred to her until that moment that it might not be very
smart to argue with agiant winged monster forty feet long—especialy onethat was clearly angry and
upset. But ingtead of the burgt of anger she feared—or even a scorching belch of fire, which could reach
her even where she was standing, she abruptly redized—what cameto her was only asquall of misery,
like cold wind and dark clouds.

NOT LITTLE WORM. NOT HIM!
LOST. TAKEN. EVERYTHING GONE.



And then there were images with the ideas, picturesin her head that L ucinda could not make sense of—a
setting sun, atangle of bones, acliff wal of sheer red stonelooming above drifts of sand.

NO QUICKENING. NO BABY.

Lucinda saw an image of something that was neither adragon baby nor ahuman infant—more of a
shining point of light, like awe coming door opened into darkness.

GONE...

It was too much, the power of the dragon’ s thoughts, the strangeness of them. It felt like having a
stranger pull on her arm and shout in her face in aforeign language, shrieking for help. Lucindatook a
few stumbling steps backward. Something creaked behind her and she saw Haneb standing in the
doorway, pulling his protective hood back on as he returned from somewhere outside, his scarred face
wide-eyed with surprise to find Lucinda standing beside the dragon’ s pen.

A moment later she was rocked off her feet by Meseret’ s bellow of anger and pain, her ears popping
with the pressure.

EGG THIEF! The thoughts crashed through Lucinda s head like an avalanche, dmost knocking her
down again even as she struggled to rise. HIM. THISONE. EGG THIEF!

Haneb hurried toward her, head down as though he crossed a battlefield beneath ahail of bullets. He
grabbed her arm and pulled her to her feet, then yanked her toward the door.

“What you doing?’ he shouted, his voice muffled by the hood, his eyes frantic behind the faceplate. He
grabbed her arm and began pulling her. “No suit! Dangerous! Come away! Come away now!”

He can’t hear what she said, Lucindathought. He can’t hear her thoughts like | can.

“It' syou,” she said wonderingly as they reached the door. Behind her the dragon groaned. “ She'scaling
you athief. She says you took it.”

“What?" Haneb still had hishood on, but his sartled look was easy to see even through the protective
mask. “What you saying?’

“Meseret. The dragon. She saysyou stole her egg.”

For amoment his eyeswidened even farther, as though they might leap right out of his skull. Then Haneb
turned on his heds and ran away from her acrossthe farmyard.



CHAPTER 24

SQUIRREL M EETS WORLD

Tyler wasn't sure he understood everything she was saying—his sister was pretty worked up.

“S0, hang on—the dragon talked to you?’

“Not talked, not exactly. But it totally communicated with me, Tyler. I’'m not kidding! | could get most
of what it meant. It kept saying—she kept saying—that Haneb stole her egg! And when | said it out loud
Haneb got this super-guilty look and ran away!”

“But why would he stedl an egg? It’ s not like they don’t feed people around here.”

“Tyler! I'm serioud Thisisthe craziest thing yet!”

“I am being serious—and it may not be the craziest thing happening around here. . .dthough talking
dragons is pretty hard to besat.”

For amoment Tyler thought she was going to go into her old hurt-fedings act, but instead she findly
noticed the papers spread dl over hisbed. “What are you doing? And why did you just take off and
disappear likethat?’

“Ohyeah. Well, see...” Hewas about to launch into an explanation of everything he' d been thinking, but
something about her face made him say insteed, “Y ou know, that’ sredlly amazingly weird, what
happened with the dragon, Luce. Do you think you can do it again?’

She seemed surprised to be asked. “1 don't know. Maybe. Shewas redlly upset and | think she’ son
some kind of drugs—tranquilized.” She shook her head. “1 ill don’t understand why Haneb would stedl
anegg from her.”

“Maybe she got that wrong.”

Lucinda frowned. “ She seemed pretty certain. But he wouldn’t do that, would he? He' s so nice.”

Tyler shrugged. “Who knows? WEe releaving in acouple of days and we re not going to figure everything
out by then.” He saw her expression. “ Y es, even | admit it. We re not going to solve al the riddles—not
thistime. These people are crazy and this placeistotaly nuts—it’ s like someone crashed a bunch of
amusement park ridestogether. Whee! It' sthe Haunted Monster Time-Trave Train!”

Lucindalaughed. “Okay, now I’m asking again. What' s al the paper, and why did you take off and leave
meto do dl the work?’

“Sorry about that. | was just trying to find out more about the Continuascope. Because | have an idea.”

“ Another idea? How are we going to get dmost killed thistime?’

Now Tyler laughed. “Hey, you' re the one who keeps messing with the dragons, not me.”

“Jugt tell meyour idea.”

“Okay, but first | want to hide al this stuff. | aready took notes on the parts | want to look up at the
library, so | don’t need to takeit with me.”

“Notes? Library?’ Lucinda pretended to ook around the room. “Where did my little brother go?
Someone stole my little brother!”

“Very funny. But I'm not kidding, we haveto hideit. Gideon'll fresk out if he knowswe found al this
stuff and didn’t tell him. Besides, you know the Wicked Witch is going to be going through these rooms
after we'regone.”
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Lucindashivered. “I don’'t know. Maybe we should hide it somewhere else on the farm—Iike the reptile
barn or something?’

“When? And it might be hard to get to it when we come back next time.”

“If we come back.” Lucinda actually sounded like she wanted to, despite al the frightening, crazy things
that had happened. Tyler was impressed. “How about our bathroom?” she asked. “Isthere anywhere to
hideit in there?’

They trooped in and began investigating. After abit, Tyler stood on the toilet seat and began pushing a
the boards of the celling until he found one that wasloose. “1 think | can get this off,” he said as he began
towiggleit back and forth.

Lucinda hardly seemed to hear him. Shewas staring at Tyler’ s hairbrush on the counter of thesink like
she was hypnotized.

When he had the board off, he held out his hand. “ Get me the tuff, would you? | just want to seeif it fits
up here okay.” But hissster didn’t respond. “Lucinda?’

“Oh, Tyler!” She sounded redly upset. “I think | know how that horrible squirrel kept finding you.”
“What do you mean?’

“Mrs. Needle. She made me get some hairs from your hairbrush. | just remembered.” She shook her
head. “1t seemskind of likeadream, but I'm sureit’ sredl.”

“What are you talking about? Hair?’

Shetold him astrange, digointed story about drinking teaand watching deight-of-hand tricksin Mrs.
Needle sroom. 1 can’t remember when it happened. But that’ s like voodoo, isn't it? They take your
hair and make adoll or something? Oh, Tyler, I'm so sorry! Shetricked me!”

For about haf amoment he remembered that nasty, hissing, yellow-eyed creature chasing after him and
was redlly angry with her. That was Lucinda s big problem—she wanted to pretend like things were
okay even when they weren't. Oh, no, Mrs. Needle was a perfectly nicelady! Then Tyler looked &t his
sster again and really saw the misery on her face, her red, brimming eyes.

“It' sokay, Luce. Shetricked you. It would have fooled me too. In fact, she probably gave you some
kind of drugs or something.”

She wiped the tears from her eyes with an angry swipe of her hand. “1 hate her! How could anyone be so
meen?’

“Hey, she' sawitch.” He meant it asajoke, but saying it suddenly madeit red to him again. Their
enemies were not bullies from school or snoopy assistant principals making sure they didn't talk too loud
at the lunch tables. No, one of them was ared witch who could do magic. Another was a super-rich guy
who wanted the farm and would send crooks and spiesto get it for him, people who would probably
bump off acouple of nosy kidsif they got in theway. Tyler suddenly felt abit weak in the knees. “Come
on,” hetold Lucinda. “Let’ s go get the stuff and hideit.”

They had just picked up the diary and other papers when something banged againgt the curtained
window and they both jumped. “It'sokay,” hesaid. “It'sjust Zaza” Helifted the curtain, looking around
for the squirrel, then opened the window and let the monkey in.

She hop-fluttered onto the bed, then up to Tyler’ s shoulder, chattering softly. “1 was wondering when
you were going to drop by,” he said, digging for some pieces of dried apple he had in his pocket. Zaza
patted Tyler’ s hair in excitement, then grabbed for the apple. Tyler scratched her little round head. “I’'m
gonnamissyou. | wish | could take you with me.” Helaughed. “Man, everybody at school would go
nutd”

“I’d liketo bring Alamu to school,” said Lucinda. “On aleash. Allison Keltner and those other snooty
girlsfrom the svimming club wouldn’t be going ‘| have one of those, but it’sbigger’ about him, would
they?” She chortled. “Then I'd let him burn Allison’ shair off.”

“Whoa, sis. Y ou' re getting pretty hardcore.” Talk about the dragons reminded him of something. “Hey,
Zaza,” he sad, scratching her chin, “do you know where that Continuascope thing is? Do you?’ He gave
her the last piece of apple. “If you know whereit is, I'd sure like to know.”

Tiny pieces of chewed fruit fell from Zaza s handsinto the neck of Tyler' s T-shirt. “ She doesn’t
understand you,” said Lucindaindulgently.



“Ohno?’ said Tyler. “Who' d have thought that the dragon could understand you? C'mon.” He started
gathering up the papers. “Let’ sfinish hiding this. And | never told you my idea, Lucinda.”

“Ohyeeh. What isit?’

“Y ou know the ghost haunting the mirror in thelibrary? | think it's Grace.”

All through dinner Tyler watched the other resdents of Ordinary Farm, wondering what they knew and
what they might be hiding. Ragnar had told them the histories of most of the other farmhands. Haneb had
come from the ancient Middle East. He had been a child when Gideon brought him back, aong with the
two dragons, who had a so been babies. Lucinda had been very interested in Haneb' s background. Tyler
figured she had a soft spot for the scarred man and was hoping there was some reason that he' d done
what the dragon believed he' d done, other than to make aking-sized omelette.

The Three Amigos were Mongolian herdsmen, which was pretty much what they seemed like. The only
surprise about them was that they had come from no farther back than the early part of the twentieth
century—Tyler would have been equaly willing to believe they had been born two thousand years or
more in the past. Things hadn’t changed much in Mongoliaduring thet time, gpparently.

The only onethat Ragnar had seemed reluctant to talk about was Caesar, and not because of the old
man himsdif.

“Someone ese came with him” was al Ragnar had said. “ A very evil man named Kingaree. | have met
many fearful men and beasts, but no other has put unease into me as he did. He isthe only one of uswho
hasleft thefarm, and if we never see him again that will go well with me.” If the six-and-a-haf-foot
Viking was afraid of someone, Tyler didn’t realy want to meet the guy, either.

Sarah was from medievd Germany, Azinza some kind of disgraced princess from West Africa, Pema
from ancient Tibet. Caesar and the mysterious Kingaree had both come from the American south before
the Civil War. In fact, every one of the people of Ordinary Farm seemed to have some amazing story,
and that was leaving out Mr. Wakwell, a creature as rare as the unicorns and dragons he took care of. It
was S0 frustrating to find this out so soon before leaving.

And what if they weren't invited back? Even if Gideon didn’t know dl the trouble they’ d been into, he
didn’t exactly seem to bein love with having them. Tyler tried not to think about what Colin had said
about Mrs. Needlefixing their memories.

He watched his great-uncle, who was making one of hisinfrequent appearances a the dinner table. The
old man wastaking animatedly with Mr. Wakwd| but still managing to put away afar quantity of
macaroni casserole, which seemed to be agood sign. From overheard snatches, Tyler could tell that Mr.
Walkwell was discussing the intruder he had caught; and Gideon, at least for today, was invigorated by it
and seemed to have more purpose to him.

If 1 tell him1 think | found Grace he'll have to bring us back, won't he? And if | tell himthat |
found my way back out of the Fault Line he' [l want me around to help.

Tyler dmost opened his mouth to say something, but achill ran over him and he turned to catch the
barest moment of Mrs. Needl€ s dark, cold eyes on him before she looked away.

Maybe for once he' d hold off for alittle while, Tyler decided. Play it safe. Because he was beginning to
understand that more was at stake here than just an old man collecting crazy animasout of aholein
time

Tyler knew hereally should get some degp—even if tomorrow wastheir last day on the farm, they il
had to get up at the same horribly early hour—but his mind would not rest. He sat in bed with the same
questions going through his head over and over, like birdsfluttering in a cage that wastoo small.



Wasthe spirit in the mirror redly Grace, Gideon’slost wife? How serious was the threat to Gideon and
the farm from that Stillman guy that Ragnar had told them about? Could dragons redlly talk, and could his
sgter understand them? And, perhaps most puzzling of dl, had heredly falleninto aholein timethen
found his own way out again? Could he do it again? Everyone said that only the Continuascope would
alow someone to navigate the Fault Line. Was he, Tyler Jenkins, specid or had hejust been incredibly
lucky?

Something flickered at the corner of his eye, drawing his attention. He looked up to see Zaza's
wide-eyed face at the window. Tyler got out of bed and threw open the window, but she only hopped
around hiswindow frame in agitation, then threw hersdf backward into the air before swooping up back
up again to the window.

“What' sthe matter, Zaza?' he asked quietly, in case the black squirrel had returned.

She climbed onto his shoulder and chattered at him, her tail lashing. Thefur onit wasal puffed out, like
she was spooked or something. Tyler peered past her but saw only darkness. He was about to climb
back into bed when something glinted below him. Tyler leaned forward and squinted into the night, but
couldn’t see anything. Then abeam of light hit himin the eyes.

Zazalet out achirp of fear and legped off him and out the window. Tyler rubbed hiseyes, dazzled. A trio
of dark shapes stood on the ground below, swinging flashlights around. For amoment he thought they
were Stillman’s spies and his heart raced. Then heredlized that unless they had been recruited from
Munchkinland, they were too smal to be grown-ups. There were three of them, and he suddenly redlized
they seemed morethan abit familiar.

“Tyler?" the stockiest one called up to him. “That you, man? Oh, boy, this house goes on forever . We
thought we were never going to find you.”

“Steve Carrillo!” Tyler said in aloud whisper. “What are you guys doing here? No, don't answer. Just
don’'t move, stay quiet, and I’ll be down in asecond. And turn off those flashlights!”

Tyler pulled his clothes on right over his pgamas, then hurried across the corridor and woke up Lucinda.
Shefollowed him on tiptoes down the stairs. Outside, they found all three Carrillos, Steven and his
ggters, Carmen and Alma, wearing dark hooded swesatshirts and dark pants and carrying flashlights.

“Y ou look like you’ re going to the ninja convention or something,” Tyler whispered. He looked back at
the house to see if anyone was obvioudy watching, but the only lights were at the far end, the kitchen and
dining room. “Why are you here?’

“Dude, we only cameto find out if you were dead or not!” said Steve.

“I told him we shouldn’t do this, but Steven thinks he' sa spy or something,” said Carmen. “He said we
could find you guys roomseasy,” she added. “My brother, the genius.”

Stevesad, “Actudly, yeah, we were about to give up when we saw you hanging out the window. How
come you two never called us back?’

“What do you mean, called you back?’ asked Lucinda.

“Wel€ft, like, twenty messages,” Steven said. * She dways said you were out somewhere, doing
chores.”

“She?’ asked Lucinda. “Y ou mean Mrs. Needle?”’

Tyler was getting nervous now. “Lucinda, we have get them out of here before someone hearsus.”
“Wedidn't meanto get you introuble,” said Alma. “ But Steven kept saying maybe they murdered you or
something.”

“No, we'refine, but we ve got to get you away from the house or we' re dl definitely inalot of trouble.”
Tyler couldn’t even guess what Uncle Gideon would do if he knew the Carrillo kids were on the
property—go crazy, just for starters.

He was about to lead them around the back of the house toward the Sick Barn when he saw a
movement at the corner of his eye, something dinking by above their heads. He looked up, and with a
gnking heart saw adark shape hunkering down along the roofline—the squirrel, that rotten, nasty
squirre.

And it’ s probably not really happy with me, either, after last time, he thought. Wonder how long it
was stuck in the fruit picker?



How did the thing communicate with Mrs. Needle? Could it be telling her right now that there were
strangers on the property? Wasiit too late aready—was she fetching Gideon?

It didn't matter, Tyler redized. They had to assume shedidn’'t know. He leaned closeto Lucinda “Take
’em to the library—but give me about five minutesfirg.”

“I don’t want to go there, Tyler.”

“We haveto. It' sthe only place that’sfar enough from the house that no one' s going to know they’re
here”

“We could just send them back the way they ca—"

“No! They must have been incredibly lucky to get here without Mr. Wakwell or Ragnar spotting
them—they wouldn't be that lucky twice.”

“Mr. Wakwd | wouldn't hurt us,” said Alma confidently. “Helikesus.”

“It’' salittle more complicated than that,” Tyler told her. “Look, Luce, just do it. Give me five minutes. I'll
meet you there.” And without waiting for any more conversation, he took off at atrot in the opposite
direction from the library, across the farm toward the pastures and animal barns.

Tyler had only put afew hundred feet between himself and the house when something ran up hisleg from
behind and bit him on the back between his shirt and pants. He let out a muffled shriek and tripped,
crashing to the ground and rolling, the scratching, nipping thing still trapped againgt his body by hisown
clothing.

Ashe struggled to get away, it was dl Tyler could manage not to scream at the top of hislungs, but he
knew that if he did that there would be no turning back—the Carrillos would be found, Uncle Gideon
would go thermonuclear, and he and Lucindawould be sent away never to return. He managed to pull
his shirt up enough to get his hands around the scratching, struggling thing and throw it away from him. It
hit the ground and rolled, and by the single dull light above the door of anearby barn he saw the black
squirrel spring back onto itsfeet, itstall held high behind its back; its yellow eyes dmost glowing with
malice. It was by far the biggest squirrel he' d ever seen, big asalarge house cat. It took afew skittering
steps toward him and hissed like a snake.

Tyler turned and ran.

At firgt he thought the squirrel would only follow him alittle ways, then go back to the trees and rooftops
whereit felt comfortable, but when he looked back the thing was digging adong the ground after him likea
mad black rabbit. Tyler swore under his breath. He didn’t think the creature could actudly kill
him—could it?>—but it could sure rip him up with those vicious claws and teeth, and it dready had him
bleeding in ahdf dozen places, wounds that were now beginning to sting with every step.

Tyler was headed toward the big stretch of open land where the unicornslived, trying franticaly to think
of ways he could escape the creature but not coming up with any. He scrambled over afence, but had
gone only afew more steps before the squirrel caught up and leaped onto him again, scrabbling itsway
up hisside and back and shoulder, straight onto his head.

Now Tyler did scream and threw up hisarms, managing by pure luck to didodge the creature beforeit
got itsclaws sunk into hisscalp. It hissed again asit fell, and when it hit the ground it turned and came
after him. He could amost swear its chatter was alanguage, and the words were not friendly ones.

At the last moment he found afallen branch from one of the live oaks, and just as the black squirrel took
abounding legp toward him again he swung and managed to smack it hard. The squirrel fell but got up,
legping up hisarm so quickly that it was hafway through the twigs and dried leaves a the end of the stick
before he could throw the branch away with the squirrel init. Thistime he did not bother to look back
but smply ran across the pasture asfast as he could.

I’m going to be murdered—by a squirrel! Hewastoo frightened even to be embarrassed, but it was
certainly going to be the stupidest death of any student in the history of Chavez Middle School.

Tyler was out into open land now, with dry knee-high grass and only an occasional stunted tree. Just
before him was the long, low trough where the unicorns came to feed, rushing in like a hurricane when
Mr. Wakwell or one of the herdsmen summoned them.

And there, a last, was agleam of an idea. As he ran through the grass he bent and picked up thefirst
stick he passed, but it was so thin he threw it away. The second one was too heavy to be much usein



defending himsdf from something as small and quick asthe squirrdl, but Tyler had adifferent idea.
When he reached the trough he ran around it in atight circle, banging on it with the stick ashard ashe
could, over and over. A dozen yards away the dark, compact shape of the squirrel appeared from a
clump of high grass and hopped toward him, little more than ashadow in thelight of apartid summer
moon.

Tyler put the trough between him and the squirrel and waited. It hopped closer. Now he could hear its
hiss, loud as ateskettle. He held the stick up in front of him and the squirrel stopped, waiting to see what
hewould do. They stared at each other, and Tyler felt asif he was looking at something that was more
than amere anima—there was anasty, crud little intelligence behind those dotted eyes.

Then he heard the sound, that rumble like an gpproaching storm, and his heart seemed to swell in his
chest. He hadn’t known what they would do at night—if they were even close enough to hear. The
rumble grew louder. The squirrel froze, looking around, and the yellow eyes bulged.

“Yeah!” Tyler screamed. “ Y eah! How yalike me now?’ He turned and sprinted for the nearest tree.
The squirrel hesitated a moment, and that was amoment too long. Asit jumped after him the unicorns
suddenly burst out of the trees at the top of the nearest rise and came crashing into the meadow like a
flood from aruptured dam, right over the pot where the squirrel was legping through the low grass.
Within moments the entire pasture around Tyler’ stree was a seething ocean of pale sides and swinging
manes, of kicking hooves and needle-sharp horns.

The unicornsfindly galloped off ten minutes later, clearly irritated that they had been summoned for no
purpose—that they had found no food in the trough. Tyler climbed down and began limping hisway
back toward the library, promising them slently that he would make it up to them someday. He owed
them. Nothing else seemed to be moving, athough there might have been adow, broken squirming in the
trampled grass.

“Hey, Squirrdly—kinda sucksto be you, huh?’ he called over his shoulder.

As he pulled the library door open, Lucindaran to meet him with aflashlight. “Oh, Tyler,” she moaned,
“it' sterrible!”

“WEe |l figure out something to do. They can probably snesk back close to dawn—I don’t think Mr.
Walkwell’ s going to be out there dl night long, do you?’

“No, it'snot that! Steven’s...gone.”

“What? What are you talking about?’

“Comeon.” She grabbed hisarm and hustled him across the darkened library, their footsteps echoing.
Tyler suddenly knew where they were going and his heart sank.

The door to the retiring room across from Octavio' s portrait was open. Almaand Carmen were looking
in every corner of the smdl room with their flashlights when Tyler arrived. Carmen, the older girl, shone
her light & him.

“Oh, Tyler, what happened to you?’

Lucinda saw hiswoundsfor thefirg time. “Oh! Areyou okay?’

“Never mind me—what happened to Steve?’

“Wedon't know,” Lucindasaid. “We weretalking, then we looked up and he wasn't there anymore.
The door to thisroom was open, and he...hewasjust gone. He snot anywhere elsein thelibrary.
We velooked for him everywhere. He' s disappeared!”

Tyler stared at the mirror above the washbasin. At the moment it was as dark as a piece of volcanic
glass. He reached up afinger and tentatively touched the surface.

Hisfinger went straight through.

“Oh, thisisbad—red bad.” He swallowed and turned to the three girls. They looked terrified. Tyler
wasn't too happy about things himsdlf. “Uh...1 think | know where he' sgone.”



CHAPTER 25

A M OTHER'S HEART

Lucindastared at her brother. He was speaking English but she couldn’t understand him. “What do you
mean you're ‘ going in after him’ ? Going in where?’

“Judt...” He glanced at Carmen and Alma, who both looked frightened. “Never mind. We can't waste
any more time—it might be bigger in therethan it isin here. Infact, it could lead anywhere.”

“Tyler, what are you talking about?” Now L ucindawas beginning to be redly scared too. “We haveto
get Ragnar or somebody.”

“Notime.” To her surprise, Tyler scrambled up onto the washbasin and braced himself on the frame, asif
he wanted to take aredly, realy closelook at his own face. She was just about to ask him what he was
looking a so carefully when he closed his eyes and then let himsdlf fal forward into the mirror,
disappearing through its surface like aman making a perfect dive into il weter.

“Tyler!” she shouted, but he was gone. She scrambled forward in time to see him walking away from
her—her brother no longer existed on her side of the mirror, only inside the reflected world. The
ghost-Tyler disgppeared around a corner. Behind her, Lucindaheard little Almabegin to cry.
“What'sgoing on?’ demanded Carmen, who was close to tears hersdlf. “ Thisistotally crazy!”
Lucindawas fighting her own very strong urge to just run upstairs to her room and put her head under her
pillow until the whole problem went away. Her brother had just jumped into amirror. What next? She
squeezed her eyes shut, fighting the urge to scream for help.

| just want to go home now. | really, really want to go home. She wanted to deep in her own room
and see her friends. She wanted to clamp on her headphones and listen to normal music and think about
boys and television and what was happening at school. No monsters. No magical mirrors.

But when Lucinda opened her eyes again, Almaand Carmen were saring at her, terrified, waiting for her
to do something, and she redlized that thiswas not the time to run away and hide.

“It'sokay,” shetold them. “Tyler knowswhat he' sdoing.” One thing at a time, Lucinda, shetold
hersdf. “So you guys came over herein the middle of the night because we never answered our
messages?’

Carmen looked at her terrified little sster and made a decision. She took a deep breath, and when she
gpoke she no longer sounded like she was about to break down. “We...we kept calling you. And that
English lady kept saying you couldn’t come to the phone, or that you were busy, always something. But
you never caled back, and our grandmawas just nodding her head like she knew it dl dong, and we
were wondering if you guyswere sick or something. After awhile, we wereredly worried!”
Almanodded. “ And then tonight, that helicopter—Steve said maybe it was one of those ambulance
helicopters, and that they might be sneaking you out to ahospital or something.”
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“I told him that was dumb,” Carmen said, “but hewaslike, ‘I’m going! Y ou can’t stop me!” So we came
withhim.”

Lucindagrabbed the girl’ s hand. “Hold on—what helicopter?’

“It wasthishig one—really big, but redly quiet. It went right past our house about an hour after dark,
and Steveand | saw it,” Carmen explained. “For along timeit just hovered by the edge of your property
with most of itslights off, but then it went farther inand | think it landed. | don’t know—it was hard to
Lucinda had abad feding. A big helicopter? That had to be the people that Mr. Walkwell and Ragnar
were watching out for—like that guy they’ d captured out by Junction Road, the one they said was
working for that Stillman guy. But a helicopter, landing on thefarm at night?

She had to do something about this.

“Ligten,” shetold Carmen and Alma. “| haveto go tell people what you saw. It’ simportant that you guys
don’'t go anywhere or et anyone see you—redlly, really important. Trust me. Just stay here and wait for
Tyler to find Steven. He |l be back—they’ |l both be back.” But even as she said it shefelt a cold squeeze
in her chest, adread as deep asthe day their dad had told them he was moving out. She stared at the
dark mirror, reflecting nothing at this moment but a shadowed wall. Where had her brother gone? What
was happening to him right this moment?

“Sday here?’ Carmen sad. “By oursaves? Are you psycho?’

“Trust me,” Lucindatold her. “1t'll be alot less scary herethan anywheredse.”

Little Almalooked at her solemnly. The girl’ stears had dried now and she seemed to have found her
srength. “It'sokay, Carmen,” shetold her sster. “We'll wait here, Lucinda. Y ou go.”

Lucindaturned and ran acrossthe library.

Only Sarah, Azinza, and Pemawere dtill in the kitchen, leisurely scrubbing out the last of the dishes and
preparing for tomorrow’ s breskfast.

“What are you doing up o late, child?’ asked Sarah.

“And why do you want Ragnar? He has gone to the Sick Barn, | think. The dragon is very difficult again
today.”

“Shelost her baby,” said Azinzain her lordly manner. “Of course sheissad.”

Lucindadidn’'t stay to answer their questions—she was terrified that Mrs. Needle might appear. She
thanked the women and headed out toward the Sick Barn. Things were getting more confused every
moment. What was she supposed to do if she couldn’t find Ragnar? Wake up Gideon so he could learn
there were strangers on the property? Including the Carrillo kids, one of whom had apparently fallen
through amirror and into the Fault Line?

She could fed the unhappiness of Meseret in her head while she was till fifty yards away from the Sick
Barn. The dragon was making a strange, low groaning that Lucinda had never heard before. Thefirst
waves of Meseret’ s powerful thoughts, just beginning to wash over Lucinda s mind, were dmost
incoherent—in no recognizable form except anguish and fury.

NO NO NO NONONONO...!

Lucinda hesitated at the door of the immense concrete cylinder, suddenly afraid to step insde. It waslike



walking into a blazing oven of unhgppy emotions.

“Ragnar?’ she cdled, but no one answered. “Ragnar? Mr. Walkwel |7’

She stepped through the door. She could see the dragon’ s back as the monster writhed in her pen, the
restraints creaking asthey stretched. A shape in awhite hooded safety suit was standing at the edge of
the pen, aming arifle at Meseret’ svast, shuddering bulk.

“Stop!” Lucinda shrieked. “What are you doing? Don't shoot her!” She ran toward the pen. The figure
turned its facel ess plastic-shielded head toward her for amoment, waved violently at her to stay back,
then turned to the dragon again and pulled the trigger. Lucinda couldn’t even hear the sound of the gun
firing over the dragon’ s groaning, and nothing seemed to happen: Meseret till struggled on, her thoughts
flooding Lucinda s head in ameaninglessroar of upset.

NONONO..!

Haneb pulled off the hood. His black hair was lank with swest, his scarred face full of amazement and
fear. “Get back! Sheisdangeroud | give her medicineto deep!”

“Medicine?’ Sheturned to look at the dragon and saw aclump of feathers wagging on Meseret’ s near
haunch, so red it was dmost orange under the bright fluorescent lights. “Isthat...adart?” She could fedl
the chaos of the dragon’ sthoughts begin to calm alittle.

“To make her deep, yes! But stay back. Half hour until she deeps, maybe an hour.”

The dragon groaned again, this one a sound that was amost human in its misery. Her thoughts, perhaps
because of the sedative, were clear enough now for Lucindato understand.

EGG THIEF RUNS EGG GOESAWAY...GOING NOW...FLY, FLY!

Lucindaturned on Haneb. “ She' s upset about her egg again. What did you do to her? Why does she
think you stoleit?’

Haneb'slook of dismay turned to something deeper—an expression of utter panic. “ She speaksto
you?’

“What did you do? Why does she hate you so much?’

Hetook afew steps back. If this had been avampire movie, Lucindafelt sure, he would have been
flashing his crucifix at her. Then, to her astonishment, the little man began to weep.

“I did not want!” he cried. “I did not want take the egg! Please do not tell Mr. Gideon! Mr. Colin make
me take!”

Meseret groaned and thrashed. Her head snaked around on her long neck as she began to bite at her
restraints. If she was about to fall unconscious, L ucinda thought, she was doing a pretty good job of not
showing it. She turned back to Haneb, who had fallen to his knees. “What do you mean, Colin made
you?’

“Hewant egg. He made metake it or hetell Gideon | snegk out to the town one day. Just to look! But
Colin say Gideon send me back to where | come from if | don’t help him. Now the great she-dragon
wantsto kill mel” He was so upset she could hardly understand him, and the pounding of Meseret's



thoughtsin her skull wasn't making it any easier, but she was beginning to get the point.
“Youmean...Colin hasthe egg? It didn’'t get stolen by the other dragon—Dby Alamu?’

But Haneb wasn't talking anymore. He had buried hisface in his hands and was sobbing.

Now the dragon began to fight even harder. EGG! her thoughts bellowed. TAKING AWAY NOW!
STEALING! Andwith theideasasort of vison cameinto Lucinda s head—of ahunched, dightly
glowing shape moving through the dark, not so much seen as sensed, like the night vision option on that
combat game of Tyler's. But the object that the glowing figure carried glowed more brightly still—an
egg-shaped smear of warmth.

It's happening right now, Lucindaredized. She can sense someone taking her egg away right now!
YES EGG! Meseret was biting ever more frantically againgt the restraints, not caring if her teeth dug into
her own scaled skin. Blood dribbled down her side, purple-black under the fluorescents. EGG! NOW!
The thoughts were still understandable, but wavery, asthough they came from benegth water. The
sedative might, at last, be starting to take effect, Lucinda decided with relief.

Then one of the heavy restraints, frayed by Meseret’ s teeth, snapped with a gunshot noise—Pow!
Another went, and then another—Pow! Pow! Pow! —like fireworks. A moment later the dragon had
freed enough of hersdlf to get her midsection up over the edge of the pen, bending back the metal fence
at thetop like it was no more than a cheap spoon stuck in frozen ice cream. Her head stretched over the
edge, one of the restraints fill flapping like ascarf around her neck. Her red-gold eyeswere wide,
rolling, and Lucinda gave up any thought of trying to communicate with this many-ton mongrosty. The
ideathat her stolen egg was somewhere close by had al but driven the dragon mad, and the sedative
was't hel ping much. Lucinda screamed to Haneb, but the little man was crouching, holding hishead. He
had faced the male dragon bravely, but something about this situation was too much for him. Helooked
like hewaswaiting to die.

Still wrapped in torn restraints, Meseret dragged the bulk of her body out of the pen, her long,
wing-fringed front legs hunching and stretching as she struggled across the room, knocking over the
tables, smashing the equipment. One of the trailing harnesses caught in a set of shelves and the whole
thing was yanked off the wall and onto the concrete floor, scattering liquids and broken glass
everywhere. The dragon crashed past both Lucinda and Haneb and butted the door of the Sick Barn
with her huge head, smashing it off its hinges, but the rest of the door frame and the semi-circular wall
was concrete and she could not get past it. She roared in desperate frustration—L ucinda could hear it
echoing acrossthefarm.

EGG! EGG! The creature’ sthoughts were so furious and powerful that they burned in Lucinda s head
likefire. She bashed at the wall around the broken door like the biggest woodpecker in the universe, but
the concrete would not yield even to her great strength. With another bellow of frustration, she turned
and headed toward the other end of the Sick Barn.

Lucindawas right in the dragon’ sway.

Everything around her seemed to ooze into astately crawl, like adow-motion video replay. Only her
thoughts were moving quickly. The tranquilizer rifle was gone, buried under debris, and Haneb was il
down on the floor—he might even be dead aready, felled by flying metal.

Lucinda bent and picked up the box by her foot that ssid TRANQ. DARTS in large, felt-tipped | etters.
Undernegath it had been written BIG ANIMALS—THIAM, PHENC, SCOP MI X, which she hoped
meant the drugs were already in the darts.

Meseret was coming toward her, stripping metal shelves from the wall with her lashing tail, obliviousto
anything except the big back door with its metal shutters at the far end of the Sick Barn.
Lucindareached carefully into the box. There was only one dart left, acylindrical tube the sze of aroll of
toilet paper, marked like ahypodermic, with atail of feathers at one end and athick needle about four
incheslong covered with aplagtic cap.

Meseret was on top of her, big as abus and seemingly blind with rage. Lucindatried hard to keep her
eyes open as the monster bore down on her. She held up her trembling hand, ready to try to punch
through the ridiculoudy thick skin with the needle, but at the last moment the dragon swerved around her.
Lucindahad only ahalf second of relief before the remains of Meseret’ s restraints whipped over her as



the dragon thundered past, knocking the needle from Lucinda s hand and tangling her in canvas straps.

It got worse.

Before she even had a chance to scream Lucindawas jerked off her feet and dragged backward across
the laboratory floor, through upturned tables and bits of broken glassware, asthe dragon crawled swiftly
across the barn toward the loading door. She couldn’t untangle her foot—her own weight was pulling the
knot of strapstight around her ankle. It was al she could do to pull herself double to get her head off the
floor.

The dragon smashed hard againgt the metal [oading door where the large animals were brought into the
barn on the flatcar. It rattled but did not give, and Lucinda sivung in the strgps and thumped painfully
againg thewall and the dragon’ simmense, scaly hip. Meseret groaned again.

OUT! EGG!

Lucindabanged hard into something else as the dragon twisted and threw herself once more againgt the
unyielding door. Meseret didn’t even know she was there and probably wouldn't care. Lucinda struggled
to get achest full of breath.

“Haneb!” she screamed. “ Open the door! She' sgoing to kill meif you don't!”

Again and again Lucindawas smacked bruisingly against hard surfaces as the dragon tried to batter
down the heavy door. She had hit her head at least twice and shewasfinding it hard to think. “Please,
Haneb!” she shouted, but she had no ideaif he was was even conscious.

Then Lucinda heard a deep bass rumble. She thought at first it was the dragon again, groaning in
frustration, but then she saw black sky and spotlights where a moment before there had only been the
loading gate. The door was rising. Either Haneb had heard her or Meseret had somehow triggered the
mechanism.

Lucindastruggled but she was still hopelesdy tangled. A moment later they were out into the darkness
and cold air. The dragon was running, dragging L ucinda aong the ground. Bump, bump, then something
struck her on the head.

Dizzy. Suddenly there was no ground anywhere, only rushing wind, and Lucindawas swinging freein
nothingness, whipped back and forth at the end of atangle of canvas straps as the ground fell avay
beneath them and the dragon took to the sky.

CHAPTER 26

THE YRARBIL

Going through the mirror was like crossing half asecond' sworth of freezing black space. Tyler rolled
across the washstand on the far side and hopped down to the floor. As he had guessed, everything in the
room was amirror reverse of the room he had just left except for one thing: the other room had been full
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of people, the Carrillo girlsand hissster, but he was donein thisone.

“Steve!” he shouted, and pushed through the door into what should have been the mirror version of the
library. “ Steve Carrillo!” It was only then that he realized he might be in more trouble than he had even
guessed.

Outside the door, he found himsdlf in an unfamiliar corridor—something that had nothing to do with what
he had left behind on the other side of the mirror. It was dark and covered with dirty, ancient wallpaper
like some parts of the house he had seen, but like nothing inthe redl library. One solitary, flickering oil
lamp gave the only light, awesk glow extending afew yards down the corridor on each sde. Hewould
have to choose adirection. He listened, but heard nothing.

“Steve?’

When nothing came back to him but afaint, distant scratching, he turned in the direction of the noise and
began carefully to make hisway forward. It was only as the door he had come through fell away behind
him that he wondered, Why an oil lamp? Old asthey were, the real house and library at least had
eectricity.

He turned the corridor and found anew oil lamp and aforking of theway. To hisright awide, dark
dtairway led downward—he could see afew levelsinto its depths before the light of the lamp would
carry no farther. The corridor itself led beside the open space of the stairwell. Two signs hung on the wall
below the lamp. One had an arrow pointing down and read RALLEC. The other pointed straight ahead
and said YRARBIL.

CELLAR and LIBRARY—it was easy enough to figure out, and sort of made sense for the far sde of
the mirror. What he didn’t understand was why there was a cellar here when there wasn't one under the
real house—at least not that he knew of—and why the library seemed so much farther away than the real
library—the onein his world.

Maybeit wasn't just amirror version, everything exactly the same but in reverse. Uncle Gideon had said
something about the Fault Line being about time, but Octavio Tinker had written in hisjourna that
dternate redities, dternate worlds, were possible too. So what was behind the washstand mirror at
Ordinary Farm might be only another version of Ordinary Farm.

Which meant, he suddenly redlized, that he had no real ideawhat might be here at all.

Heleaned over therailing, looking down the stairwdll into the lightless cdllar depths.

“Stevel” he called. “Y ou down there?’

A dry scratching whispered up from the depths, as if someone was dragging dead leaves and discarded
snake-skinsup the stairs. It didn’'t sound like Steve Carrillo a al, but it did sound like it was dowly
coming closer.

Tyler hurried dong the corridor toward the“YRARBIL.”

Hefound it at last, at the end of what seemed like amile of turning, poorly lit passages. It was at least as
big asthe red one, maybe bigger, and at least asfull of shelvesasthe other. It wasn't laid out in straight
lines, but in haphazard clusters of tables and shelves and other strange furniture. Infact, if there were such
things as haunted libraries, this sure looked like one of them. Many of theflickering lightsonthewals
here weren’t even il lamps but actua candles: their flames jiggled when he passed, which made his
shadow seem to dance and jump on thewalls.

“Steven? Steve Carrillo? Where are you?’

He thought he heard a noise, not the scratchy hiss and scrape he’ d heard on the cellar steps, but a
muffled sound like someone caling from another room. He made hisway quietly acrossthe big centra
space, looking without much interest at the backward-lettered spines of the books on the shelves. There
were pictureson thewall of thislibrary, too, athough he didn’t see anything quite like the big portrait of
Octavio Tinker. Most of these pictures showed weird-looking old people in even weirder clothing. A few
of them were of places—dark, stormy oceans and lonely mountaintops. Glass cases stood in some of the
library’ s open spaces, full of weird objects that looked as though they’ d come from the oldest, dustiest
attic imaginable. One purple-black ball caught his eye because it looked like a huge gem. He peered into
the case to read the label, which said GGE S REHTNAP.

Panther’ s Egg? What kind of silly crap wastheat? Not that there might not be some interesting thingsto



explore here some other time. If only the place wasn't so creepy.

Something rustled nearby and Tyler whirled around in time to see aflick of shadow disappearing behind
oneof thelibrary stacks. “ ... Steve?’ he caled. Nobody answered.

Now he went more quickly, trying to keep to the open spaces at the center of the room. Who knew how
big it was on thisside of the mirror? Maybe it was awhole world! Tyler began to fed quite hopeless
about ever finding the boy from the neighboring farm. Heraised hisvoice alittle. “ Steve?’

“ Ssssssssteeeeeeeeeey...” It wasn't an echo that whispered through the room but something stranger
and far more disturbing, as though a creature that had never spoken before wastrying to imitate his
voice. Tyler turned again and saw a cluster of shadows down one of the aides, something that looked as
though it was covered with swinging rags and moved in a hunched-over, sdeways motion likeacrab. It
was visible only for amoment, then scuttled away into the darkness beyond the candle flames again.
“Sssteeeee...,” the cracked voice whispered from of the shadows, then the shape appeared again, one
row nearer thistime. Therags waved like seaweed straining for the surface and the light.

Tyler ran.

He crossed the nearest part of the library in moments, trying to put as many shelves as he could between
himsdlf and whatever was following him. He found himsdlf in agdlery of ancient photographs aong the
back wall, black-and-white pictures of half-built machinery and monuments. A door stood gjar and he
ducked through it into a hallway beyond, closing it behind him as quietly as he could. The corridor was
lined with more old photos—children wearing ceremonia outfits so strange they |ooked like Halloween
costumes, fantastical combinations of scarves and turbans and long coats. He pushed himself back
againgt the wall between two pictures and tried to be absolutely slent.

When afew minutes had passed without any new noise, and the door between himself and the library ill
remained shut, he began to breathe alittle easier. He was just mopping the swest off hisforehead when a
voice spoke quietly beside hisear.

“I think it's gone now.”

Tyler squeaked and jumped. He looked up and down the halway but there was nothing and nobody to
be seen.

“I'm here,” the voi ce saild—awoman’ svoice, shaky with age but cam and refined, like something you
might hear on televison. “Turn around.”

Tyler turned, his heart beating so fast he felt wesk in the knees. Then he saw something moving and took
astep closer to the wall. One of the two rectangles he had stood between was not a photo like the others
but somekind of ironwork grilleinthewal. On the other sde of it, barely visblein the uneven lamplight,
was what |ooked like awoman’ s face and asuggestion of white hair.

“I didn’t mean to frighten you,” she said. “Who are you? Why are you out when the Bandersnatch is
hunting?’

“Bandersnatch?’ The name seemed familiar.

“That'sjust what | cdll it. Likeintheold story...or isit arhyme?’ She laughed alittle, and for thefirst
time shedidn’t sound quiteright. “I...I can’'t remember everything | should. Infact, | can’t remember
much of anything.”

It suddenly hit him who he might betalking to. “Grace? Are you Grace?’

Shedidn’'t seem to hear him. “Y ou redlly should find somewhere to hide. There' s nothing | can do for
you. I’m too frightened of that thing. It’'s been after mefor...for years”

“Where areyou?’ Tyler leaned forward, trying to get agood look at her face, but his sudden movement
gtartled her and she moved back. He was terrified he might lose her. “Don’'t go away! Where are you?
How can | get to where you are?’

“Youcan't. At least, | don’'t know how. I'm lost right now myself.” She sounded sad about it, but not
devadtated, asthough it happened fairly often.

“Y ou mean you can't get to me, either?’

“No.” Hethought he saw her shake her head. “But you need to find someplace safer. The Bandersnatch
can...wdll, it can find you. And it can be very quiet. It likesthe shadows. Look for thelight. There'sa
place at the top of thelibrary where it hardly ever goes. Too bright.” She started to move back from the



grating. “Be careful. What did the poem say? ‘ Bewar e the Jubjub bird...and shun... the frumious
Bandersnatch!” Something likethat.”

“Wait! Areyou Grace?’

The face hesitated, hdf gone into the shadows. “ Grace?’

“Isthat your name? Are you Grace? Gideon’ swife? I’ m his nephew, Tyler.”

“Grace.” She sounded asthough she was drifting away. “ The name...isfamiliar. Gideon? Gideon. |
remember...l think | remember.” For amoment she disappeared from the grille entirely, then her face
regppeared and her fingers came through the bars dangling something shiny. “Takethis. Giveit to...No,
Gideon, hegaveitto...” It did from her and chinked to thefloor, cailing therelike atiny, gleaming
snake.

When he stood up again with the gold locket and chain in his hand, she was gone.

Thelast thing Tyler had wanted to do was go back into the library, but he had to find Steve. The only
dternative wasto look for him down in the cdllar, and Tyler knew it would be along time before he
decided to do that.

Grace, if that was the woman behind the grating, had told him to head for the high part of the
library—that he would be safe where it was lightest. He moved as quickly acrossthe library floor ashe
could, staying out in the open, until he found the main staircase. Thisled up to alevel that ran dl theway
around the top of the great room, but then a set of stairs rose from there toward the building’ s pitched
ceiling, afloor that seemed to have been used as an dttic, with boxes of old books and clothing and other
things stacked haphazardly all around. Tyler climbed the steps as quietly as he could. It was indeed
brighter than therest of the library up on the platform below the celling: it was flooded with flickering ail
light from the central chandelier, but there were aso dormer windowsin the top of the roof thet let in the
light froman aily gray sky.

“If you stand on a pile of boxesyou can seethe rest of the house,” someone said.

Thistime the voice wasn't quite as much of ashock. Tyler managed to stifle his shriek of darm before he
turned and found Steve Carrillo Sitting cross-legged on the floor, carving a piece of wood with an antique
pocketknife.

“Stevel” said Tyler, reief washing through him.

The black-haired boy looked a him, puzzled. “Do | know you?’

“Do you know me?1’m Tyler! Y ou cameto find us, remember?'Y ou and your Ssters?’

Steve sguinted for amoment. “ Tyler. Yeah. It sjust that I ve been here so long....”

“What do you mean? Y ou just came through alittle while ago!”

Thelook of confusion came back to Steve Carrillo’ sface. “ Days. I’ ve been here for days and days.”
“Look, never mind. We haveto get you back. Come on.” Tyler turned and headed for the stairwell, but
quickly realized no onewasfollowing him. “ Steve?’

The other boy looked pale with darm. “I’' m not going down there! It'll get me.”

“That Sanderbatch thing?’ Tyler shook hishead. “We ll just stay in the open. Maybe we can find a
flashlight or something—I don't think it likeslight.”

Steve shook hishead emphatically. “It’s...it'smade out of dust and paper, | think. | hear it all thetime.
It'sjust waiting. Waiting for meto come down.”

“Look, don't you want to see your family again? Y our sisters? Y our mom and dad?’

Steve looked at him doubtfully.

“Trust me. I'll get usback.” A thought occurred to Tyler. “Y ou find any matches up here?’



Oncethey were through the library and into the corridors beyond they lit the bundles of mirror-written
book pages Tyler had tied to two halves of abroken broom handle. The paper was so old and damp it
burned dowly. Torchesin hand, they scurried along the passageways, talking only in whispers, stopping
every few minutes when Steven’ s courage started to fade. Heredlly did act like someone who had been
here for months, not minutes, Tyler thought—like a prisoner of war in some movie, his spirit dmost
crushed. Every echo of their own passage made Steve jump like arabbit, and Tyler couldn’t imagine
what would happen if they actudly ran into anything serious. He would probably just fal down and die.
Findly, in an effort to take the other boy’ s mind off what was happening, Tyler began talking about their
ecape asif it wasavideo game. “ Okay, we' refindly at the end of thefirst level—wejust haveto go a
little farther. We' ve earned alot of rubies”

“Lifepoints...pretty low,” Steve groaned, but at least he was playing aong.

“Look, we re dmost through. We beat the boss, so we're pretty much home free.”

“We haven't beaten the boss,” Steven said. They were nearing the stairway to the cdllar now, which to
Tyler meant they were almost out, but Steven was walking dower and dower. “ The bosslives down
there. Inthe RALLEC.” He stopped. “Hear that?’

Much to hissorrow, Tyler did. It was the scraping, dragging, rustling noise he had heard before, getting
dowly louder asit came up from the depths. “Follow me,” he said. “Run!”

The torch flames streamed behind them until Steven had to drop his before it burned hishand. Tyler
briefly wondered about setting the corridor on fire behind them—it surely wouldn't burn through to the
real-world side of the mirror—but then he remembered the sad, confused eyes of the woman behind the
grating. He turned back and stamped out Steven' s sparking, sputtering torch, then began to run again.
Hedidn’t know what made him look back just before they got to the room with the mirror—it wasn't a
sound. Whatever was following them was as noisel ess now as ash blown on thewind. Perhapsit wasa
feding, theideathat something was fluttering aong behind them like an untethered shadow. But once he
looked, he wished he hadn’t. All he could see of theindistinct shape was aface made of shadow, and all
he could see of that face was hunger and loneliness and madness.

They crashed through the door into the mirror-bedroom. Tyler pushed Steve headfirst into the washstand
mirror and then dived after him into the slver-mercury reflection.

Carmen and Almawouldn’t let go of Steve. The girlswere crying, but Steve was like someone who'd
just woken up from astrange dream.

“Where' sLucinda?’ Tyler asked, then felt his somach grow heavy with dread when they told him.

“I haveto go,” hesaid. “I haveto go after her. It sthat guy your dad wastalking to Mr. Walkwell
about—Sttillman, the rich guy. The helicopter must be his.” He sighed. He was exhausted and scared and
al he wanted to do now was go to bed. Wasn't this night ever going to end? He didn’t want any more
answers about Ordinary Farm because dl they did was lead to more questions. “Y ou’ d better come with
me,” he said amoment later. “ It may be the only chance to sneak you off the property. We might have
the police here by morning—especidly if your parents find out you' re gone.”

“It seemed like agood ideawhen | thought of it,” said Steve Carrillo sadlly.

“Yeah, | get alot of thosetoo.”

“No more magica mirrors, right?” Steve asked.

“No more mirrors. We' re just going to get you off the farm as quietly aspossible”

“That sounds good,” Steve said, sounding alittle more like hisold sdf. “I don’t want any more
excitement tonight, that’ sfor sure.”



CHAPTER 27

No TRricks

Colin Needle had to admit he was alittle nervous.

It wasn't sneaking across Ordinary Farm by night with a stolen dragon’ s egg that was worrying
him—he' d been preparing to do this part for days, and had been back and forth over the route with an
gppropriately sized rock in his backpack a half-dozen times, practicing until he knew every potentia
hazard, with or without aflashlight. No, it was the way the stakes of the game had been raised that
worried him.

Firgt off, Colin had never wanted to make aded with this Stillman fellow. If he had known the true story
of Jude Modesto’ simportant client, he felt sure he would have abandoned the whole project. But he had
aready given Modesto the chip from Meseret’ s previous egg before he found out, and apparently
Stillman had tested it and decided it was very, very interesting, so it wastoo late to turn back.

Stll, Colin had to admit that the half-million dollars would make it easier to dedl with his own conscience.
He would have asked for more, but he needed to be able to carry it back himsdlf, and thisway Stillman
would be even more eager to come back for such one-of-a-kind bargains—and Colin would supply
themto him.

Second, things would have been much easier if Modesto could have waited just afew days moreto set
up the meeting. The Jenkins kids would have gone back home and Calin’ s distraction for Ragnar and
Wakwell would have been ready. He had planned to arrange an escape from its pen by the bonnacon, a
dow-moving but immensdy strong and stubborn bull-like animal that sprayed caustic dung; recapturing it
would have taken them most of the night. Modesto’ s sudden email demanding the sale take place tonight
had meant that he had been forced to improvise instead.

Colin had |eft aglove (part of apair he had bought but never used) near the barbed-wire fence out on the
edge of the property, then made an *“innocent” remark at dinner about having seen a surprisng number of
carsand other activity out on Springs Road near where he had | eft the telltale glove. Hefigured that
should keep them busy for at least the first couple of hours of darkness, searching for intruders out a the
farthest point of the property from his rendezvous with Jude Modesto. Colin certainly hoped so—he
didn’'t want to look up and find himsdlf staring into Wakwe I’ sweird, angry eyes. That man—that
goat-horned thing—scared Colin Needle a most as much as his mother did, and that was saying
something.

Stll, it shouldn’t have been thisway. Everything would have been so much smpler without the Jenkins
kids. Sure, it had been occasiondlly interesting to have people his own age around the farm, and Lucinda
was okay, but Colin Needle had big plans and having Gideon’ s rdlatives around just made things more
difficult.

He stopped to rest on top of a hill beyond an abandoned barn where he could look back toward the
house. All good so far, no more than the ordinary number of lights on, Gideon’ s study and bedroom, the
kitchen, afew aong the porch and the other outside doors. So much of the house was unlighted at night
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that most of the time you couldn’t even begin to guess at itsimmense size. Only on bright, moonlit nights
like this one could you see the array of roofs, the covered arcades and outbuildings, and the unusua silo
and tower rooms that made Ordinary Farm look like some strange Oriental palace.

And it’ s going to be my palace someday, he thought with no little satisfaction. Because I’ m the only
one who really cares about it—or at least I’ m the only one with any sense. Any guts.

He heaved up the backpack. The egg was no easy burden, big and lopsided as a partidly deflated beach
ball, heavy as a sandbag. He got the straps over his shoulders again and made hisway down into the
shadowy, oak-shrouded valley beside Junction Road, out of the moon’sglare.

Colin hadn’t redlly expected a helicopter, |et aone the biggest helicopter he’ d ever seen. Itsdark hide
gleamed like the shell of abeetle asit crouched on the hilltop haf amile from the road, itsrotorslazily
turning. It had no markings, but Colin had afeding that the darker patch on its sSide was something
covering a corporate |logo—Stillman’s Mission Software, most likely. His somach tightened. Severd
men stood waiting outside the copter’ s open bay door.

Colin wasn't smply going to walk up to them with the treasure in his hands, of course. Hewasn't afoal.
He' d read plenty of spy novels and seen plenty of movies and he knew all about double crosses. HE'd
even thought about one of his own, substituting something for the real dragon egg before sdlling it, so he
certainly didn’t trust Jude Modesto not to cheat him. While he was il in the shadows he took off the
heavy backpack and hung it over the branch of atree, high enough to be dmost impossible to seein the
dim light, and counted the trees as he fol lowed the deer path to the edge of the clearing and out into the
open.

“You'relate,” said Jude Modesto. The fat man wastrying to sound like an important fellow who' d been
kept waiting, but he wasn't very convincing. Stillman and his two bodyguards stood by the copter, the
same two huge men who were only a couple of bad haircuts and two pairs of Lycra shorts away from
looking like professond wrestlers.

“Y ou changed the mesting time,” Colin said flatly. “It wasn't easy for meto rearrange things.” Unlike
Modesto, Colin knew that the less emotion you put into your voice, the less you had to worry about
giving away how you redly felt. Which, in his case, was nervous. He d just noticed that both of the
bodyguards were wearing holsters over their dark shirts. Holsters with gunsin them.

Well, Needle, hereminded himsdlf, you wanted to play with the big boys.

“And thismust be...your client,” Colin said out loud, remembering that he wasn't supposed to know
what Ed Stillman looked like. But before M odesto could reply, the silver-haired man in polo shirt, shorts,
and hiking boots pushed himsdf away from the steep side of the helicopter—it looked even bigger from
up closg, like aflying battleship—and stepped forward. He looked as though he was coming to shake
Colin’shand, but his own hands never |eft his pocket.

“And thismust be the enterprising young man you told me about, Jude,” said Stillman. “Heremindsmea
little bit of myself when | wasthat age, | must say.” He smiled, showing perfect whiteteeth. “I’' m very
interested in what you claim to haveto offer.” Up close, in the light from the chopper, he looked older
than on first impression. Colin found himself wondering whether despite his easy, graceful movements,
Stillman might be older than Gideon. “And I’'m just asinterested to know where you got it.”

“Uh-uh,” Coalin said, trying to sound cam but tough. “I don't claim, | don’t explain. That was part of the
dead—no questions. | know you checked out that sample or you wouldn't be here. Where that sample
and the sdleitem both came from is a secret. Put it this way—it came back from avery specia
expedition.”

“And whereis...the sdleitem?” asked Ed Stillman, asif he' d seen dl the same movies and read the same
books.

“Where sthe money?’

The client laughed. “ Deuce—the suitcase?’



One of the bodyguards reached into the helicopter and produced a briefcase. He snapped it open and
held it out. Colin could see nothing but rows of Ben Franklin’s face—one-hundred-dollar billsin bound
piles.

“Five hundred thousand, right?’ said Stillman.

“Please, Mr. S.... | mean, pleasg, gir, let me handle thisl” Jude Modesto flapped his handsin frustration.
“It'smy job.”

“Your job isdone,” said Stillman, then he turned to Colin with awide smile. “ So do we have aded? Y ou
can count the money if you want.”

Coalin reached out and lifted up abundle a random, fanned it as he' d seen in many films, then put it down
and tested another. His heart was begating so fast he thought he might not be able to speak, so at first he
just nodded. “Looksfine,” hesaid at lat, gruffly.

“Thentakeit. Where smy...sdeitem?’

“I'll go get it.” Colin closed the briefcase, gripped its handle tight, and started toward the trees. “I’m not
going to run off with themoney,” hetold Stillman. “I promise”

The man in the polo shirt laughed again, asif thiswas turning out to be far more entertaining and
enjoyable than he' d ever hoped. “No tricks, then? All right, I’'m glad to hear it. And if you give me

what’ s promised, you' |l get to keep that suitcase and the money init. After dl, that's how men like usdo
busness”

Colin hurried to the trees, trying to remember if he' d done everything right. He' d held back the egg until
he' d seen the money. He' d checked the briefcase to make sure it wasn't just afew red bills on top of
bundles of cut-up newspaper or something—and hereit wasin hishands! Haf amillion bucks! All he
had to do now was get the money into the bank. He wasn't sure how hewas going to explainit to his
mother and Gideon when he suddenly produced enough money to save the farm, but he didn’t have to
come up with an explanation right away. He could always claim he d won the [ottery. His mother might
not believeit, but she' d know better than to start making afuss about it, and Gideon would be too
grateful to ask many questions.

Take that, Jenkins kids! he thought as he counted hisway to the tree where the backpack hung. Onein
the eye for you, eh! Maybe he' d even let them come visit sometimes once Gideon was gone and the
farmwas his. After dl, it was better to keep your enemies close—and quiet. Tyler and Lucinda Jenkins
were now part of avery dite group, the tiny number of people who knew the important secrets of
Ordinary Farm.

WEéll, knew some of the important secrets. Colin grinned.

He amogt | eft the briefcase with the money in it back in the trees, but couldn’t bear to think of it being
out of his handsthat long. Instead he dangled it awkwardly from hisfingers as he struggled to carry it and
the heavy backpack to the helicopter.

“Hereitis” hesaid as he reached Stillman, who took the egg from him. The helicopter’ s blades were
turning alittlelesslazily now, asif the great crouching thing were waking up.

Stillman looked inside the backpack. “ Good,” he said. “Now, get in.”

Colin stood waiting for Modesto and the client’ s bodyguards to do as their boss had ordered, then
redlized that the billionaire in the khaki shorts waslooking a him. The smilewas till there, but it didn’t
come close to reaching the man’ s eyes.

“I sad, getin.”

“What are you talking about?’ Colin took afew steps back, but ahuge hand curled around his bicep.
One of the bodyguards had moved in behind him. “What’ s going on?’

“We're going on,” said the hillionaire. “And you' re coming with us. I’ ve got lots of questionsto ask about
your pa Gideon Goldring and what he' sbeen doing here dl these yearsin the middle of nowhere—and
you' ve got lots of answersyou' re going to give me.” Stillman chuckled and patted the side of the
helicopter. “Besides, wouldn’t you like to ride on this baby, Colin?It' saLePage S-99, you know. Top
of the line—they make basically the same model for the military. Y ou' ve heard of a Thunderbird gunship,
haven't you?’

“But you said no tricks!”



The billionairerolled his eyes. “Come now, Colin—you're abig boy. What kind of crap isthat, ‘no
tricks ? Since when do people deding inillegdly smuggled dinosaur eggs—and of an undiscovered
saurian, to boot!—since when do people doing things like that trust each other? Give me a bresk!
Haven't you ever heard the old saying, ‘ There’ s no honor among thieves ?’

“But you' re abusnessman!”

“I take back what | said earlier—you don’t remind me of myself at dl. | don't think | was ever that
naive, even when | wasin e ementary school.”

Jude Modesto came forward, his face beaded with swest that gleamed in the light spilling from the
helicopter’ sinterior. “ Sir, you never said anything about this. Thisis...thisiskidnapping.”

“Only if our friend here wantsto file charges. But I’ m betting that one way or another, hewon't. Either
he'll like the dedl I'm going to offer him—and it' sagood dedl, one where he' Il get to keep at least that
haf amillion—or something will happen to him and no one will ever find out where he went. Make
sense?’ He nodded to the man behind Colin. “Let'sgo.”

The briefcase was taken gently from his hand, then Colin Needle was shoved, ssumbling, toward the
open door of the helicopter.

CHAPTER 28

Hot WINGS

It might have been an interesting Sight in ancther place and time—therolling hills a the edge of Standard
Vadley laid out in blanket folds, glowing gray in the moonlight and rushing away beneeth her like the
current of ariver. Asit was, though, she was dangling upside-down, held only by the ankle on the
shredded restraint straps of adragon, and whipped by the speed of their passage like aspider inagale,
S0 Lucindawas too busy screaming to appreciate the view.

“Go down! Go down! Meseret, put me down!”

But dl that came back from the dragon was ajumble of heated, dark thoughts, ssorm clouds full of
lightning—anger and fear and something deeper Lucinda could not put aname to, especialy not when
she was spinning and swinging two hundred feet above certain deeth.

The dragon banked down, clearing astand of trees by so little that Lucindafelt the topmost branches
whip past her head, then leveled out, following the curve of the land as she headed toward the far sde of
Standard Vdley. If it was Colin she was after—if he actualy had Meseret’ s egg—then the boy was as
good as dead. Many thousands of pounds of dragon were going to drop on him like an eagleon afield
mousg, if Meseret didn’t just burn him to ashesfir.

Now that they were flying more steadily, Lucindafinaly stopped swinging like ayo-yo. She grabbed the
strap around her ankle and tried to pull hersalf up, but at first she could not even get her head up to the
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height of her own knee. All those horrible exercisesin gym class, knotted ropes and obstacle
courses—why hadn’t she worked at them harder? All those times she'd run to thewall, clambered up a
few feet, then did down to the ground and walked away, ignoring her gym teacher shouting that she
knew Lucindacould do better if she only tried.

But thistime shewas going to dieif shedidn’t makeit. Her foot was going to come loose and she'd fall,
or she'd get her head smashed into atree, or, perhaps worst of al, get dragged a hundred yards across
rocks and brambles when the dragon finally landed. And then what? Colin incinerated. Not that he was
blameless, but ill... Tyler and Steven stuck in the mirror, wherever that might leed, and the Carrillo girls
helplesdy waiting. Their mother, receiving a phone call from someone—jprobably Mrs. Needle: “ So sorry
totdl you this, but your children aren’t coming back home....”

“No!” She couldn’t even hear hersdf shout againgt the whistle of wind in her ears, but shefdt atiny
twinge of recognition from Meseret, asif despite the fury that filled the she-dragon like ahive of bees, she
dimly heard Lucinda svoice. But it wasn't enough to make her dow down or stop.

Lucindagrabbed at her ankle again and began to pull herself upright. It was hard, hard going, and once,
terrifyingly, the knot on the Strap gave alittle and shelost her grip and fell away, banging her back and
head against the dragon’ srough, leathery hide, but the tangle tightened again and held. Laborioudy she
pulled hersalf back up until at last she was able to get her other hand onto the knot of canvas above her
ankle. She clungto it, the wind bumping her rapidly against Meseret’ s sde, until she had caught her
breath and didn't fedl quite so strong aneed to scream. Already, though, her muscles were exhausted
and burning. But what choice did she have?

“Meseret! Can you hear me—can you under stand me? Put medown! I'll get killed if you don’t put me
down!”

But the dragon didn’t seem to be listening either to Lucinda swords or her thoughts. Meseret kept flying
steadily south, following the dope of the land through every change so that every best of the batlike wings
seemed to carry them higher or lower. Lucinda clenched her teeth until her ears rang and began to pull
hersdf up.

Her gym teacher would never have recognized her. First one hand, then the other on top of it, pull up a
few inches, then change hands. Her fingersfet like bony hooks, cramped and agonizing from holding her
weight asthe wind kept trying to pull her off, to throw her into space, but she knew she didn’t have the
srength to start over again if shelost her grip. Shetasted sdt in her mouth: she had bitten her lip until it
bled. She couldn’t even see because the wind and her own pain had made her eyesfill with blurring
tears.

One hand. The other hand. Pull up. Change hands. One hand. The other. Pull.

Thewind wasfull on the back of her head now, her hair whipping the sides of her face and trailing behind
her so that at first she could not tell the difference between it and the dragon’ slong tail, switching from
side to side as she banked through the sky.

I"'mup! Shewasadl the way above the knot on her ankle, and with onelast tug she was ableto lift hersalf
upright, clinging tightly to Meseret’ s broad flank. She was standing in the knot as though it was agtirrup,
facing backward toward the dragon’ stail end. Lucinda put her free foot on top of the knot and rested
there for along moment, but she knew she wasn't safe yet—asif there was any position that could be
cdled “safe’ when shewas riding on top of afive-ton dragon gone insane with anger. Nevertheless, she
mustered what seemed like the very last of her strength and pulled hersdf up, using both feet now to
keep the restraint rope taut, until she wasfinally up onto the relative safety of Meseret’ s broad, scay
back. Lucindaleft the knot around her ankle just in case, then clung to the hummock where the top of the
dragon’ smassive hip joint met her pelvis, wherethewind was alittle lessfierce.

Meseret abruptly stooped. Lucinda s heart legped in fright. Had the creature seen Colin? Was she going
to shred him while Lucinda watched hel plesdy—eat him, maybe? What did the stupid boy want the egg
for, anyway? Had heredlly stolen it, or wasit al some kind of misunderstanding between him and
Haneb? Did it even matter? Despite the species difference, Lucindaknew that Meseret felt perfectly
certain of the boy’ s guilt and that she would destroy him in an ingtant to get to her egg.

But that egg isn’t even alive! Why was the dragon so angry? Why was she so crazy to protect afailed



egg? Lucindacould fed it clearly, though, that mysterious emotion that throbbed behind dl the otherslike
abass note in acomplicated song, hard to hear unless you found the trick of separating it out from the
other, brighter, showier notes.

Lucindaclung to the dragon’ s back, hurtling through the air, trying desperately to make sense out of the
swirl of aien emotions.

Alien. Maybe that was the problem—she’ d been trying to make the dragon’ s thoughts into human
thoughts— but maybe the only way was to think more like adragon. But how?

She buried her face againgt the rough hide and spread her arms and legs wide so that she was touching as
much of Meseret as possible. She could fedl the massive shoulder muscles pulling back and forth even
from severd feet behind them. What must it be like to be so strong, to be able to fly, to be able to lift that
vast bulk into the air and bresk through the misty clouds? To dive likeabird and to glide slently? To fed
firein your belly and your throat and know that you could spit it out of your mouth, destroying dl before
you?

Thinking about thefire, trying her best to think dragon thoughts, Lucinda suddenly felt hersaf snking into
Meseret’ sthoughts. She was Meseret, although abit of Lucinda remained.

Firel She could feel it now—not in her stomach, but waiting in sacs on either side of her throat,
although she didn’t think of it as anything so foreign as“ fire.” It was a part of her like her wing
tipsor her teeth, a bright, hot fan of defense and display she could spread in front of herself with
only a thought—defense, display, and one even more important task, one she had not been able to
complete and that gnawed at her like a wound. But she was not really thinking of the fire right
now, just feeling it, as she could feel her pinions driving, as she could feel her heart beating
thunderoudly in her breast. She was thinking only of her egg.

Her eyesroved over the landscape, looking for anything. She saw figures moving—antlike pale
blobs scurrying below, the heat of their existence as plain as the light of the stars overhead. She
stooped, anger rushing up inside her again....

Lucindawas startled back into her own thoughts by the stegpness of the dive, the findlity of the intent.
“No!” she screamed. “No! Don't!”

But Lucinda s objections, her piping human voice meant nothing. It was Meseret hersaf who redlized that
the running shapes benesth her had nothing to do with her lost offspring. She could smell

their. ..egglessness from hundreds of feet above them. She abruptly lost interest and banked upward.
They did not have what she was seeking.

The dragon’ s thoughts now pulled Lucinda down again.

Her egg. It was not a thought, even, so much as a feeling. Her egg. A glowing ball of light,
of...possibility. But so many things had gone wrong since she had begun preparing to birth it—it
gave her so much pain! First there had been none of the just-right-smelling earth to eat and the
shell had not felt right. Because of that she had not been able to quicken it with her breath, and it
had |ain soundless and warmthless long beyond the time it should have come to life—dead, just
like all the others. But unlike all the others, this one had not fully succumbed. Somewhereinside it
the spark still lived, although it was growing faint.

Then it had been stolen, and now it was being taken even farther away, and despite the sleepiness
and foolishness that made her head so heavy and her thoughts so slow, someone would pay for
that.

A joyful fantasy of shredding human flesh like lettuce, tearing and throwing and swallowing, made
Lucinda shudder back into her own thoughts.

| felt her— really felt her! That was Meseret!

The dragon stooped again. Something stood on the ground in the near distance—something bigger than
any of the two-legged rat-monkeys, something much bigger. In Meseret’ smind’ seye, and in Lucinda' s
now, too, it looked something like agiant dragonfly, glowing near the circling wings with the hegt of its
building energy. Morelittle blobs of light stood around it like eggs, like lice, like maggots, and one of
them had her egg. All the rat-monkeysthat held her and restrained her, and now that had stolen from her.
Meseret hated them with a bright, white-hot hatred. ...



The helicopter, Lucindathought. It’sjust like Carmen and Alma said. That must be where Colin’s
going—but why?

The death-dedling urge throbbed through Meseret like asingle, high-pitched note of song. Her wings
creaked as she accelerated, the increased wind almost yanking Lucinda up off the creature’ s back.

No! Lucindadid her best to find that fedling again, the feding the dragon herself felt. Don’t—you’ll kill
themall, and your egg too! Let me help you!

What? It cameto her as an eddy of startled thought, curling and curious. Someone lsewasin Meseret’s
thoughts, and even through her storm of fury it caught the dragon by surprise. Who?

Lucinda. The...rat-monkey. I’m on your back, don’t you know that? | got tangled in the straps
when you got out of the Sck Barn. Little of this seemed to be getting through, so shetried to summon
up the memories as picturesin her mind, like amovie—the struggle, the dragon’ s escape, hersdlf clinging
for deer life.

You...talk? Talk dragon?

| don’t know—sort of.... But you have to stop. I’ll help you, but you can’t attack that...big insect
thing. She pictured the helicopter as Meseret saw it and tried to show it to her as she saw it, so that for
amoment it was both things at the sametime, dive and not aive, dragonfly and craft full of passengers.
You'll kill everyone, and we' |l never get your egg back.

No matter . The thought was bleak and ragged, but find. Egg too long gone. Not quickened. Dead
like others. The thoughts didn’t quite make sense, but the refusal was crystal clear. Egg thief dies.
Flying insect house dies. We die. Doesn’'t matter. No eggs, ever. Nothing matters. Nothing...

The dragon’ s drugged despair brought tears to Lucinda s eyes but there was no time to sympathize.
Meseret was flying more erraticaly even as she drew closer to the waiting helicopter, the sedative Haneb
had given her now becoming a smothering fog across her thoughts.

Please! Lucindathought, trying to reach her again. Please let me help! | don’'t want to die—my
mother will miss me! I’ m someone' s egg too!

For amoment the remorsel ess beating of Mesart’swings dowed. A bit of clear light broke through the
cloudiness of her thoughts like a shaft of sun. She banked and began along descent toward the ground.
She heard me—she understood! Lucindalet out the breath she had been holding so long she couldn’t
remember when she’ d taken it. Then the helicopter engines boomed and roared and it began to riseinto
theair.

NO! Thethought itsdlf waslike ajet of Meseret’ sflame, legping out, burning everything e seto flaking
ash. NO NO NO NQO! The ground heaved up benegath them just as the dragon drove her wings down,
caught the wind, and banked upward, rocketing toward the rising copter.

“Don'tdoit!” Lucindascreamed, but communication was finished. The dragon, muddled and despairing,
was no longer listening. Meseret skimmed the pinnacle of acopse of trees, then sped forward. Lucinda
could see nothing on her own, but she could still sense something of the dragon’ s thought, see something
of what Meseret saw. The horizon, the growing, glowing shadow of the insectoid helicopter, dl tilted asa
wave of dizzinesswent through her, and at the last moment the dragon veered—but too late. She did not
hit the helicopter head-on, but still bounced off its Side with a crash like abomb going off. One of the
blades struck Meseret’ swing in abolt of red agony that seemed to light up Lucinda sown brain likefire,
then dragon and helicopter both teetered in the air, struggling to regain balance, swung apart, and

dropped out of the sky.



CHAPTER 29

THE DEeVIL’'S BARGAIN

“Why arewe running?’ asked Steve Carillo, struggling for bresth. “I'm tired of running. I’ ve been
running and hiding for days”

Tyler stopped to let them all catch their breath. “Because you redly need to get off this property.
Jugt...trust me on that.”

Carmen gtraightened up and pushed her hair out of her face. “Running and hiding? 'Y ou spent the whole
day yesterday lying on your back playing Coils of the Man-Serpent. Y ou fell adeep with the controller
inyour handd”

“I'm not talking about that yesterday. | wasin that mirror for days,” Steve said. “It just didn’t seem like
it toyou.”

“WEe re going to be hearing thisfor years” Carmen said. “* Steve, isyour room clean? ‘Couldn’t doit,
Mom, | fell into amirror and | was gonefor, like, amonth.””

Little Alma patted her brother’ sarm. “I believe you, Stevie.”

Tyler snorted. “Yeah, thisisal greet, but | redly suggest we get moving again. Before something alot
worse than the mirror happensto us.” Like getting caught by guyswith a helicopter, and probably with
gunsthistime. He' d have to get the Carrillos going their own way before they reached the edge of the
property where the copter had been. What did that Stillman guy want, anyway? And how had he found
out there was anything unusua about Ordinary Farm?

They were out well beyond the last buildings, moving across the open hillsides on the far side of the
valey, scuttling in and out among the cottonwoods and the stunted oak trees. Steve was till complaining,
but not so often or so loudly—he didn’'t have the breeth. Tyler wasjust trying to decide if it wastimeto
send the Carrillos off on their own when amassive dark shape loomed up out of the shadows, spreading
itsarmswide.

Carmen, who was ahead of the others, dmost ran right into it. She shrieked and lost her balance, then fell
and began to roll down the steep hillside. The thing legped after her, bulky but quick asahungry bear,
and pinned her to the ground before she’ d rolled more than a dozen yards. Tyler was frozen with fear
until he saw the shadow bend over the panting, terrified girl. Tyler grabbed the first thing that cameto
hand, apiece of falen branch not much bigger than hisflashlight, and sprang down the dope.

“Leave her done!” he shouted.

“Shut your mouth!” the shadowy figure growled at him. “And if you swing that at me, boy, | will beat
your skin off.”

“Ragnar?’ Tyler scrambled down the hill. “Isthat you?’

“Yes, me” Helifted Carmen up as though she was no heavier than arag doll. “The question is, what are
the rest of you doing here?

Back at the top of the hill, Ragnar set Carmen on her feet, not particularly gently, and stared down at
them dl. “I am not playing achild’sgame. Tdl me quick why you are here. If you are the oneswho
fooled me with that glove you have bought more than a handful of trouble.”
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“What glove?’ Tyler asked, but when he saw the cold, angry expression on Ragnar’ s bearded face he
decided maybe he would do better answering instead of asking.

“And you swear thisisthe truth?’” Ragnar said when Tyler had finished.

“It'strue,” said Alma. Her voice was small but surprisingly firm. “Wewouldn’t lie to you, Ragnar.”

He stared at her, then at her sster and brother, and turned at last to Tyler. “1 don't think they would lie,
but I know you have kept back truth before that you did not want to share. Isthat so now?’

Tyler stared at him. He had kept back the story of the woman in the mirror—the one he thought was
Grace. He didn't know why, but he till felt there were things going on that he needed to figure out before
he could completely trust anyone, even Ragnar. “1’vetold you dl | can,” he said at last, and did hisbest
to hold Ragnar’ s eye. “ So now you have to decide whether you' re going to trust me.”

Ragnar leaned toward him, lowering his voice to awhisper so that the Carrillos couldn’t hear. “Do not
get above yoursdf, Tyler Jenkins. Y ou learned much this summer, but the dangers here are greater than
you have even guessed.” After amoment he straightened up. “A glove was left on the fence to lure Simos
and me away from the Junction Road side of the farm. Someone has played atrick on us. If it was not
any of you, it waslikely one of our enemies. Tyler, take these children back to their house. Y ou three,
swear to me you will tell no one—not your parents or other friends, no onel —what you' ve seen and
heard here. Swear.”

“We promise,” said Alma promptly. Her older brother and sister looked at each other, but then agreed.
“Hurry, then. Follow me until we reach the farm road, then Tyler will lead you home.”

They ran then. Within only afew hundred yards Ragnar wasfar in front, lost to sight among the trees
despite the bright moonlight. Tyler had just turned back to encourage Steve, who was lagging behind
again, when something huge plummeted out of the sky, blocking the stars and—for oneterrifying
second—even the moon. Carmen shouted in surprise. Steve tripped and fell. For thefirst second or two
Tyler thought it was the helicopter bearing down on them like something in awar movie, but the thing was
amog entirdy slent—no helicopter sounds at all.

And then athin voice, full of panic, floated to him from high above—a voice he thought he recognized.
“No! No! Don't!”

Thewind of the monster’ s passage knocked Tyler back afew steps as its huge shadow swept over him,
wings spread wide, tail stretching over him like aknife dash of blackness against the midnight blue sky.
Then it was gone.

Steve stumbled to hisfeet. “Whoa! Do you know what that was?’

Even by moonlight Tyler could see the strange, rapt expresson on Alma s face as she Stared after the
departing dragon. “ Grandma Paz wasright,” she said. “It is the door to another world.”

“That was Lucindaup there,” Tyler said. Hisinddesfdt likeablock of ice. “Lucinda” But what would
she be doing up there with that giant creature, unless she was.....in the dragon’s mouth.

He began to run again, even faster.

With the Carrillos behind him, he charged up the last yardsto the top of the hill. Asthey reached the
summit Tyler could suddenly hear the sounds of aredl helicopter, the steedy, quiet fwop-fwop-fwop of
itsblades asit idled on the grassy vdley floor. It was waiting for something—its running lights and the
light spilling from its open door showed alast passenger clambering up the stairs, then the door dammed
shut and the blades sped into invighility. The helicopter begantorise.

“That’ sRagnar running down the hill,” Steve said, pointing at afigure racing toward the scene but till far
from the risng helicopter, which was now at least twenty feet off the ground.

“Hell never get...” Tyler began, then a huge batlike shape dropped out of the sky. Ashewatched in
horror it smashed into the side of the helicopter just below the rotors with atremendous thump likea
clap of thunder. The helicopter pitched to one side, wallowed for amoment in midair, then dropped
unsteadily to the ground, but somehow managed to land on its skids. The dragon had falen into
darkness.

“Lucindal” Tyler shouted, but someone grabbed at hisarm. It was Carmen. Sparks began to pop from
the doorway of the helicopter where it stood on the ground, its propeller till rotating.

“Don't,” shesad. “Those are gung!”



And now Tyler heard the cracks, distant but sharp as hammer blows. “What' s going on? Why are they
shooting?’

“Maybe because they just got knocked out of the sky by agiant dinosaur with wings?” Carmen said.
“Youthink?’

“But my sster—my dster was on that dragon!”

Steve Carrillo stumbled up and stood, wheezing. “No...wonder...you guys never...cdl us. Soundslike
you' ve been.. . pretty busy.”

Suddenly the field was splashed with light—the helicopter crew had switched the searchlights on, turning
the areaaround the idling chopper bright asday. A shape was running away from the helicopter, toward
Ragnar, who waved hisarms from the other Sde of the meadow asif urging the figure on, but more pops
and flashes came from the door of the helicopter and Ragnar had to duck down.

“Whoever that is, he' Il never makeit!” squealed Carmen.

Then anew shape came from somewhere behind the helicopter, moving over the grassy ground in ablur,
fast asarabbit, but bigger—much bigger. Even with the bright helicopter searchlights Tyler could not
make sense of it asit snatched up the figure escaping the chopper, threw it over a shoulder, and ran
toward them, moving with what seemed like impossible speed. Asthe figure sped past Ragnar, the
Viking turned and followed it.

A last few gunshots cracked from the helicopter, then someone pulled the door closed and the aircraft
dtarted to rise once more. Thistime no dragon dropped out of the sky, and although the engineshad a
rougher sound than before, the helicopter kept rising until it was a couple of hundred feet off the ground,
then it sped away west, itslightsrapidly getting smdler until it waslogt in the darkness.

The hairy, goat-legged figure dung Colin Needle off its shoulder and dumped the stunned boy to the
ground, then put down what |ooked like Colin’ s backpack. The goat-man hesitated, then turned to look
at the Carrillos, who were staring, wide-eyed. Smos Walkwel| looked sad.

“Why areyou here, children?” Helooked down at himsdlf. “Why?1 did not want you to seethis.”

Steve and Carmen could only stare, but Almaactudly smiled at him. “1 saw you run, Mr. Wakwell. So
fast! Y ouwere...you were beautiful I

They found Meseret lying in aheap amost a quarter mile from where the helicopter had been forced
down. Ragnar bent to hold his hand near her nostrils, which were as big as dessert plates. “She
breathes,” he said. “ She seemsto be adeep—perhaps she is not too badly hurt.”

“She' sdrugged,” said avoice from the shadows. Lucinda limped into view.

“Lucel” Tyler ranto her and hugged her, folding himsdf into her warmth. 1 thought you were dead!”

“| did, too, especialy when she hit the ground and | got thrown.” She patted his back and gently pulled
away—not because she didn’t want to hug him, he redlized, but because it hurt. She was staggering a
little as she walked toward the others, so Tyler gave her hisarm to lean on.

“Haneb gave her ashot just before she broke out,” she told Ragnar, then she saw the Carrillos. She
amiled alittle. Everybody seemed to have given up trying to get them to go home, Tyler thought with wry
amusement—there didn’t seem much point now. “Hi, guys—you il here? Anyway, Meseret waslosing
consciousness before she got here, | think. It was just determination. She was after—”

“Her egg.” Ragnar lifted up the backpack. “We know—it is here. What we do not know ishow it got
here when we thought it had been destroyed by Alamu.”

“ Alamu had nothing to do with it. Haneb took it. He saysthat Colin made him doit.” She turned toward
Colin. “What were you thinking, Colin? That was o stupid. And now the secret’ s out.”

“| am not certain of that,” said avoice. Simos Wakwell was sill naked except for the brigtly hair that
covered hisentire lower body. He stood up from examining the dragon and walked back to them. “I
heard them arguing when they were on the ground—as Colin was running away. They did not know what
had knocked them from the sky. They saw nothing of me, either, | think—I moved fast and kept to the



shadows until | was far away from them.” He turned to the Carrillos. “If these young ones can be
trusted—and | hope that they can—it could be our secret is safefor alittle while longer.”

Tyler couldn’'t stand it anymore. “But it's not safe. That Stillman guy isgoing to be even more certain that
something unusua isgoing on here, and | think it' sapretty safe bet it sal his fault.” He turned to Colin.
“How much were you going to get for saling us out, Needle? What were you going to do with it,
anyway? It snot like you ever do anything except sneak around and rat on people to your mother.”
“That'saliel” Colin shouted, and hisanger surprised even Tyler. “1 don't tell my mother anything! |
want what' sbest for thefarm! | never—I never—!” He broke off, muttering angrily, staring down at his
shoes.

“What' sbest for thefarm?” Tyler said. “You liar! Y ou were going to sell adragon’ s egg to that creep
Stillmen!”

“Oh, grow up, Jenkins,” Colin snapped. “1 was doing it to make the farm some money—we re in debt
up to our eyebalsand it’ s going to get worse. How do you think Gideon’ s kept this place going for so
long? He used to bring al kinds of things back from trips through the Fault Line, old things from the padt,
and sdll them as archaeological treasures—at leadt, that’ swhat he did till the Continuascope waslogt in
thelab fire. Now he can't find hisway around in the Fault Line anymore. And Stillman was the guy
buying them, but he’ snot going to do it any longer. Thiswas our last chance to get any money out of
him.”

Ragnar said, “ Y ou are astupid little boy, Colin Needle.” Hisvoicewasfull of contempt. “Y ou have given
away everything. You put adragon’segg in that man’s hand.”

Colin shook his head. “Hethinksit’ sadinosaur egg. Just redly well preserved.”

“| can't believe you' d do that, Colin.” Lucindadumped alittle againg Tyler. He could fed her trembling
with exhaugtion. “I can’t believe you' d do that to Gideon.”

Colin’seyesfilled with tears, but hisface was angry. “Gideon! Areyou joking? He' sletting the whole
placefall apart! He hardly ever comes out of hisroom!”

Ragnar called to Mr. Wakwell, who was ingpecting the place where the helicopter had landed. “We
must take him to Gideon, Smos. He isthe thane. He must know what happened here tonight.”

“No!” Calin shouted. “If you tell him, we'll al be thrown out! Me and the Jenkinskids, al of ugl”

Tyler took astep forward. He had seldom had such a powerful urge to dug somebody. “ Shut up,
Needle”

“You think I'mwrong?’ Colin turned on him. “Look at you! Y ou snuck into the Fault Line. Y ou stole
stuff from the library. Y ou brought these kids onto the property!” He pointed a shaking finger & the
Carrillos, who were looking pretty nervous. “ At least | wastrying to help. Y ou werejud. . .entertaining
yourselved”

“That’'snot fairl” Lucindasaid.

“Quiet, dl of you.” Ragnar looked like he' d dso like to hit something. “ Simos, what will we do?’

Mr. Wakwell wastrotting back toward them, hooves picking gracefully at the uneven ground. He was
carrying something.

“Things could beworse,” he said as he reached them, dropping his burden on the ground at Ragnar’s
feet.

“Stillman has left something for us. | do not think he meant to.”

Ragnar crouched and fumbled open the briefcase. Tyler stared. Steve Carrillo whistled.

“Ohmy god,” Lucindasaid. “That'slikeamillion dollars.”

“Haf amillion,” Colin corrected her.

“Sofor awhile at least Ordinary Farmisnot...broken?” Mr. Wakwell smiled. “ Breaked?’

“Broke,” Tyler said. “No, definitely not broke. But isn't Stillman going to come back for it?’

Ragnar laughed grimly. “ Stillman will be back, but | think he does not care so much about this. For him, it
isalittle bit of money only. Still, it will make Gideon happy.”

“| got that money!” Colin said shrilly. “1f anyone sgoing to giveit to Gideon...”

“Shut your mouth or | will shut it hard.” Ragnar glared a him. Colin stopped talking. “ So what do we do,
Simos?’ the big man asked.



“Um, I'vegot anidea,” said little Alma Carrillo. Everyone turned in surpriseto look at her. “1 mean, if
you can't tell Mr. Goldring about how the money redly got here, why don't you tel him something else?
Tdl him those bad guys were trying to buy the farm or something.”

“Hey, Sis, you're pretty snesky!” said Steve Carrillo, obvioudy impressed.

“For haf amillion?” Tyler shook hisheed. “They wouldn't believeit.”

“A bribe,” Lucindasaid. She had sat down, and sounded about ready to fall adeep. “Tell Gideon that
they tried to bribe you, Mr. Wakwdl. That you went dong with it to find out what they knew, and then
you took the money.”

“Gideon will likethat,” said Ragnar dowly. “Hewill liketheideathat Stillman tried to stedl our loyaty
and falled—and that we kept the gold for him.” He frowned. “But what will we do with the boy?’

Tyler swalowed. He hated himself for what he was about to do, but it made sense. “Don’'t do anything.
We need Calin. If weturn himin he' s not going to keep his mouth shut, and then everyone sgoing to be
in trouble—me, Lucinda, the Carrillos, even you guys. We all kept secrets from Gideon.”
“Congratulations, Jenkins” Colin said. “ Y ou have abrainin that heed after all.”

“Shut up, Needle. It works both ways. If you tattle on us, then wewon't just tell Gideon what you did,
we' ll tel your mother.”

“Wh-what?" Colin Needle looked like he' d been punched in the somach.

“I know you didn’t tell her. Y ou're scared of her, aren’t you? So just shut up.”

“Y ou don't know about me!”

“I know enough.” Tyler said. “Now shut up while Ragnar and Mr. Wakwell decide whét to do.”

For along moment no one spoke. The Carrillos shuffled their feet. Colin stared sullenly at the ground.

“I think we must keep quiet,” Mr. Wakwd| said at lagt. “ Otherwise the Needle boy will be sent away.
Thaose on the farm should stay on the farm. If not, they become a different problem—like Kingaree.”
Therewasthat name again, Tyler thought, the one even Ragnar was afraid of. What kind of monster was
this Kingaree? What had he done?

“So—it ssemswe makethe devil’sbargain, asitiscdled,” said Ragnar. “ Everybody will stay slent
about what they know—but Smosand | will be watching you aways from now on, Colin Needle.” The
big man glared at Colin for amoment, then shook his head. “ Still, we have one other problem to solve.
The egg. Gideon thinks Alamu took it. Now we have it again.”

“Wewill think of something,” Mr. Walkwell said. “But let usthink while we are taking these children
back to their beds. For them this night has gone on for far too long.” Helooked at Tyler and Lucindaand
his normally gravel-toned voice was dmost gentle. *Y ou areleaving ustomorrow, after al.”
“But...what are you going to do with that. . .that dragon?’ Carmen Carrillo asked. “Isit dead?’

“No, just overcome by deep medicing,” Mr. Wakwell told her. “But she does have a degp cut on her
wing from that thrice-cursed flying machine. It will need many stitches. Ragnar, can you find abig enough
tractor over in Canning to carry her back to the Sick Barn?’

“Carry her back?’ Tyler was amazed. “Where can you find anything that big?’

“Y ou would be surprised,” Ragnar said. “Meseret isnot so heavy as shelooks. Her bones are hollow,
likeabird's”

“But fird, | suppose, you should take the other devil machine and return these children to their own
home,” Mr. Wakwdll told Ragnar. “It will be dawn soon.”

The Carrilloswaked back to the farmhouse yet again, thistimewith Tyler, and slent Colin, wiping his
eyeson hisdeeve. Mr. Walkwell carried exhausted Lucinda on his back, her head nodding. Ragnar had
the backpack with the dragon’ s egg in one hand and the briefcase full of money in the other.
“Seemslike you guys must have had a pretty interesting summer,” said Steve Carrillo.

“You could say thet,” Tyler agreed. “Yeah, | guess‘interesting’ would sum it up pretty well.”



CHAPTER 30

ONEINTHE OVEN

“Well,” said Gideon Goldring, wrapped in a clean bathrobe and looking like an ancient king as he stared
down the length of the breakfast table, “I knew it was going to be abig morning, what with our guests
heading back home today—but | didn’t expect thingsto be quite this exciting.”

The briefcase full of money wasin hislap. Meseret’' segg sat in anest of towels at the center of thetable
asif it wasthe main dish. The officid story, constructed in haste, was that the she-dragon had sensed
where her mate had taken the egg, broken out of the Sick Barn in fury, and recaptured it. Theinjury to
her wing from the hedlicopter blade was now a baitle wound from ascuffle with Alamu.

Lucindadidn’t like having to lie, especialy about thingsthis big. Unableto look a Uncle Gideon, she
turned and looked at Colin Needle, who was dso avoiding Gideon's eye. Or perhapsit was the gaze of
his mother, Sitting at Gideon’ sright hand, that he was avoiding. Whichever was the case, Colin had a
pale, sckly look, and for the first time since Haneb had told her of Colin’srolein the theft of Meseret’s
egg shefdt sorry for the older boy. He had been stupid and reckless and arrogant, but she believed him
when he said the farm wasimportant to him.

Gideon looked at the briefcase again, then at the egg, and shook his head in disbdlief. “My goodness. |
can't get over it. A dragon fight, attempted industrid espionage, and | dept throughiit dl.” Heturned to
Ragnar. “How isMeseret?”’

The blond-bearded man laughed in ahollow way. He was till wearing the same dirty, sweeat-stained
clothes from the night before. “ Sheis deeping. WEe ve given her more medicine. The tractor man should
have aloader and atrailer ready this afternoon—I’ Il bring them back after | take the children to thetrain
gation. We' |l have her back in the barn by tonight.”

“And the damage?’

“Wewill be ablefix everything, | think.” Mr. Walkwell was leaning in the doorway, dressed and looking
amost normal again. He had not bothered to put his newspaper- stuffed boots back on: his hooves stuck
out the bottom of his pant legs. “But it will take time to replace the things for anima medicine and put up
new shelvesin the Sick Barn. Most are ruined.”

Gideon suddenly laughed. “I was going to say it will take money we don’t have—but we do haveit
now.” He patted the briefcase. “Mercy me. Asyou cantel, I’'m quite surprised by al thisl”

“Weadl are, Gideon,” said Mrs. Needle with chilly sweetness. “Wedl arel”

Another long silence dropped over the table. L ucindawondered how long it would be until Mrs. Needle
squeezed the entire story out of Colin. She had drugged Lucindaand set avicious, unnatura animal on
Tyler—goodness only knew what el se she could do. And she was Colin’s mother! No wonder he acted
like hedid. It turned Lucinda s ssomach.

“My only sadness,” Gideon said at last, “isthat we have the egg back so we can study it, but we still we
have no baby dragons and no idea of what the problem is.”

Something tickled Lucinda s memory but stayed just out of reach.

“I wish you would let me take ahand, Gideon,” said Mrs. Needle. Her hand came to rest on Uncle
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Gideon'sarm like anivory spider. “After dl, Walkwell and the Norseman have failed three times now to
keep an egg dive. There are charmsthat | know, herbs| could give her that ensure hedlthy birthsin cows
and sheep and even poulltry....”

“Thereis nothing wrong with my care of theseanimads” said Mr. Wakwdll in aflat, angry voice.
Suddenly Lucindaremembered. “Wait! Maybethe egg isn't dead!”

“What nonsense are you talking, child?’ demanded Mrs. Needle. “Leave these thingsto your elders.”
“Just amoment, Patience,” Gideon said, shaking hisarm loose from her clutch as he turned to Lucinda
“What do you mean?’

Shetold them how the dragon’ s thoughts had seemed to stream through her mind as she rode her, most
of them quite strange and dien, but some of them so clear that she felt sure she had understood

Meseret’ s meaning. “ She was thinking about the egg—she didn’t think it was dead, just that it
needed...something to sart it moving.”

“Quickening, itiscaled,” sadd Mrs. Needle with a certain cold authority. “But what does that matter?
The conceptus has been lifeless each time. Thereisno lifeto quicken.”

“It'sjudt...” Now Lucindawas embarrassed. What had seemed so clear when she had touched the
dragon’ s thoughts now seemed strange and dubious when she had to explain it, especidly with Mrs.
Needle staring daggers at her. It just felt like she thought there was something she was supposed to do.
She thought about breething on it—breathing fire. But there was something wrong with the shell. Meseret
needs to eat something to makethe shell...I don't know, right. Some kind of dirt, or rocks,
or...something.”

“Somekind of dirt?” Mrs. Needle summoned atight smile. “ Surdly you misunderstood, Lucinda After
al, you wereterrified—struggling for your life...”

“Now, hold on, Patience,” said Gideon. “Animasest al kinds of thingsto help themsalves. Remember
when we kept losing the first basilisks until we found out they needed rocksin their somach to grind up
the bones of their prey?’ Heturned to Lucindaand Tyler. “ They eat mice and lizards and whatnot—just
gulp’em down, swdlow 'emwhole,” heinformed them with a certain relish, then looked around the
room. “Where' s Haneb? He' sthe one that came with the dragons—if anyone' Il know, he will.”

“Hedid not want to comein to breakfast,” said Ragnar.

Of course he didn’t, Lucindathought. He' s afraid he'sin trouble.

“I' will find him,” said Mr. Wakwell. It was a pleasure to see him turn and go out the door so swiftly, so
gracefully, ingtead of limping like an accident victim. She hoped he would keep his boots off from now
on—around the farm, anyway.

Mr. Wakwell returned in only afew minutes with Haneb beside him, looking as though he wastrying to
become hdf hisordinary size.

“Haneb, what are you cowering for, boy?’ Gideon boomed. “We need your help. We want to know
about what the dragons ate back in your country.” He turned to Lucindaand Tyler. “It’ s part of Turkey
now, but along time ago Haneb' s people, the Hittites, had much of it to themselves.”

Haneb il looked gtartled and fearful. “ Ate?’

“Yes, ae, confoundit! Did they eat stones? Anything unusud like that?’

He kept his head down as he thought, his hair masking the scars on hisface. He had worked hard to
avoid Lucinda sgaze. “No stones,” he said at last.

“Nothing strange a dl?’

Haneb winced. “1 am sorry, Master Gideon. | am thinking.” He frowned and looked as though he was
about to burgt into tears. “ Sometimes they ate Earth-flax...,” hesaid at last.

“Earth-flax? What isit? Describeit!” Gideon demanded.

Haneb waved hishands. “It islike ordinary flax, but it growsin the rock, not in the ground. Y ou can
meake cloth of it and the cloth cannot be burned.”

“By God, he' sgot it!” shouted Gideon, making Haneb jump so badly that only Mr. Wakwd I’ s steedying
hand kept him from falling over. “ Asbestos! My goodness, Lucinda, you' reright!”

“l am?’

“The mother dragons must et it to make their eggsfire-resstant. Then they heat the eggs up. Some



animaslay eggsand sit on’ em—dragonsturn on their interna flamethrowers and quick-roast’em!”
Gideon smacked the table and scowled. “ But what are we going to do now? How can we find out
whether it can till be hatched? We don't have any asbestos. Weripped it al out afew years ago. Had
to, or the ingpection boys would have been down on us from the county.” He shook hisheed. “I wish
we' d saved some....”

“Meseret won't bresthe on anything for awhile, anyway,” Ragnar pointed out. “ The medicine has made
her deep.”

“Perhaps we could make a sort of flamethrower from pipes and the blacksmith bellows Mr. Walkwell
usesto fix thewagon,” Colin said excitedly. He seemed to have forgotten that a short while ago hisentire
future had hung by athread. “But we' d have to paint the egg with something that would work aswell as
ashestos...”

A throat wasloudly cleared. Everybody turned to see Sarah standing in the doorway with Pema, Azinza,
and the cavegirl, Ooola, who had spent the last severd days following them like awide-eyed ferd cat.
Ooolacaught sight of Tyler and smiled abrilliant smileat him.

Sarah’ sround cheeks were flushed red, but if she was embarrassed to be the center of attention she il
gpoke strongly and plainly. “If you want something warmed but not burned, why not try talking to the
people who do that every day? Thegirlsand | will take some of that very nice paper made of hammered
metd...”

“Aluminumfail, itiscdled,” said Azinzawith queenly condescension.

“Yes, duminum foil, and we will wrap it around the egg as though it was a plump turkey. Then wewill
put it in the oven where we can makeit just as hot as we choose for aslong as we choose.” She
shrugged. “If it does not offend any of you, that is.”

After amoment’ s startled silence, Gideon laughed and clapped his hands. “Wonderful! Sarah, you area
genius. That isjust what we will do. | should say about four hundred degrees...”

“Perhapsthree hundred,” Sarah said kindly. “It will take longer, but be safer.”

“Asyou say, asyou say.” Gideon struggled up from his chair, waving a piece of waffle ontheend of a
fork. “To thekitchen!”

Tyler and Lucindawere packed but reluctant to leave, dthough it was beginning to get closeto thetime
when they’ d have to. They hung around the kitchen, as did most of the rest of the farm’ sinhabitants, dl
finding excuses to make frequent visits to the scene of the experiment. Even Haneb worked up the
courage to come watch. At last, about two hours after they had first put the shiny bundle into the oven,
Sarah cracked the door, peered in, and said, “1 think something moved!”

She and Ragnar, both wearing oven mitts, wrestled the egg out onto a bed of towels on the floor and
began to ped off the duminum foil. A spiderweb crack had formed on the top. As Lucindaand her
brother stared, it bulged in the center, and then a piece of the shell popped loose and fdll to the towel.
She could just hear the cracking of the shell over everyone' s murmuring voices. She wondered if the heat
was necessary to make the egg brittle enough for the baby to break it.

Another piece fdl off, then another, and amoment later the whole top of the egg cracked loose and
swung outward as though hinged. A head snaked out that was no bigger than asmdl dog's, atiny verson
of Meseret with ablunter snout, but with colorsthat were brighter than hers, horizonta stripes of black
and gold. Theinfant dragon pulled itsdlf awkwardly out of the wreckage of the eggshell and walked afew
staggering steps on its wing-pinions before stopping to rest, itsthroat pulsing in and out, its striped tail
coiled around it. The golden eyeslooked blearily around, then seemed to focus on Lucinda. For a
moment, she could dmost fed its Ssmple, wordless thought:

N

No, I’'m not your mother, shetried her best to tell the newborn. You'll meet her soon.

Someone put ahand on Lucinda s shoulder. It was Gideon, his hair stlanding up again so that he looked



like ascarecrow that had been out in the wind too long. He had his other hand on Tyler and an
expression on hisface so strange that it gave Lucindashivers. “1 have not treated the two of you aswell
as| should have” he said. Everyonein the kitchen fell sllent. Gideon cleared histhroat and continued.
“But this...the young dragon we thought we d never see...it makesmeredize...”

As Gideon fel slent again, someone made anoise like agrunt of pain. Lucindasaw Colin Needle
ganding haf in shadow, haf in sunlight from one of the big windows, watching. He had his armswrapped
tightly around himself and even from across the kitchen Lucinda could dmost feel hisenvy and
unhappiness.

Tyler suddenly stood up and said, “Uncle Gideon, I....I dmost forgot to tell you. | found something in the
library. And | wonder if it’ sanything you recognize.” He held out his hand.

Lucinda, as surprised as anyone e se, stared at Tyler’ sfingers as they opened to reveal abit of sparkle.
Gideon sad, “What? What isit? In the library, you say?’

“Yes. Near the portrait of Octavio.”

Gideon took the shining thing from Tyler' shand and stared at it intently. Everyonein the kitchens craned
their necksto see. Gideon held up the golden locket on its svoice little more than a hoarse whisper.
“Wasit hidden somewhere?’

Tyler hesitated, looking like he wanted to get something just right. “No, not hidden. It wasright out in the
open. Like somebody...wanted it to be found.”

It seemed that dl hisyears had caught up with Gideon at once. Hislip trembled and his eyes were wet
withtears. “It’s...it'sherd” he said. “ The necklace | gave her. Grace, oh, my beautiful Grace.” Helifted
the necklace with trembling hands and kissed it. “It' sasgn—she sent it to me through the Fault Line
somehow. It means she' s 4till dive and she wants meto know it.” Tyler was squirming uncomfortably,
but Gideon didn’t notice. “Blessyou, boy. Oh, thank God, you’ ve brought me the greatest treasure of
al—my Graceisdive.” Gideon Goldring crouched down and took Tyler and Lucinda by the hand.
Lucinda couldn’t even look at him. She was ashamed of dl theliesthey weretelling him. After amoment
she pulled away, and Tyler did too, but Gideon was oblivious.

“I fell in love with her when shewasjust agirl,” the old man said, hisvoice hoarse. “But | didn't redlizeit.
Only when she had grown up could | findly understand the fedlings | had. But her grandfather—old
Octavio—fought againgt usfor so long. He didn't want his hired hand marrying his granddaughter.”
Gideon laughed. “That'sal | wasto him! Just the young man he'd hired to help him grow crystas. It
took yearsfor him to accept me...accept us. And then, just when it finally seemed we would be happy, |
lost her.

“I dill don't know what happened. | had left the farm for the evening and so had Octavio, who had gone
off in hisown car. Thefool wastoo old to drive—we d told him that a dozen times but he was too
stubborn to listen. So we' d left Grace done. When | came back late | found my grandfather-in-law’s car
haf off the driveway into the undergrowth, and Octavio himsdf lying besideit, dead of a heart attack.
Grace was gone—I couldn’t find her anywhere. | don’t know whether she'd found her grandfather and
just wandered off in adaze or it was just aterrible coincidence.

“Then Simos found her tracksin the dust of the silo—tracks that disappeared at the Fault Line. Worgt of
all, the Continuascope wasjust lying there, asif she had dropped it before she stepped into the Faullt.
Without it, she was|ost with no hope of finding her way back....”

Gideon fell slent again for along moment, but she could hear his breeth hitching. Lucinda, like othersin
the room, found hersdlf shifting uncomfortably. The poor man!

“But now, thanksto you,” Gideon said suddenly, “1 know for certain that sheis il dive—that she's
trying to communicate with me!” He stood up, throwing hisarmswide. “ And we have a baby dragon!
Tyler and Lucinda, bringing you two to Ordinary Farm just might be the best thing | have donein years”
He reached out and captured them again, pulling them into an uncomfortable, bony hug. The ancient
bathrobe smelled like talcum powder and sweet. “Bless you both! Please come back to us soon—next
summer for certain—and perhaps you could even vist us at the holidays.”

Ragnar seemed to take pity on the two of them being squeezed until Lucinda thought she would pass out.
“They will missther train, Gideon,” he reminded their host.



The old man loosened his grip. Behind him, Mrs. Needle was smiling, that smile of hersthat never
reached her eyes. “Oh yes,” the dark-haired woman said. “ Do take care of yourselves until we seeyou
two again. It is such avery dangerous world out there.”

That doesn’t sound like a warning, Lucindathought. It sounds like a promise.

Mrs. Needle was making sure she and her brother knew they had an enemy, one who would not give up
the farm without afight.

“Oh, we' ll definitely remember to stay safe,” Lucinda said, then looked right into the frigid gray eyesand
smiled back at Mrs. Needle. It was tentetive at first, but after amoment it became much easier. And
Lucinda ssmile didn’t reach asfar as her own eyes, ether.

CHaPTER 31

THE ReEaL WORLD

Tyler persuaded Ragnar to take the old truck on a detour to Cresta Sol farm before they went to the
gation. Asthey drew up outside, with Ragnar fretting about them missing their train as nervoudy astheir
mother had al those weeks ago, Carmen, Steve, and Alma spilled through the white iron gate and ran up
the road toward them. Tyler and Lucindagot out of the truck.

“We cameto say good-bye,” Tyler told them.

Nobody was smiling. Carmen’ slong hair was blowing in her eyes.

“You haveto promiseus,” Tyler said. “ Us thistime, not just Regnar and Mr. Walkwell. Y ou have to
promise to keep the secrets. Otherwise...”

“Weknow,” said Alma.

“Wetaked about it,” said Carmen.

“Yeah, we undergtand,” said Steve. “Because otherwise everything will change. For everyone.”

“We swear wewon't tell anyone,” said Alma, her little face solemn. “Not ever. No matter what.”
“Don’t forget to write, Lucinda,” Carmen said. “ And you guys come back soon. So we have someone
we can talk to about it!”

None of the children could think of much else to say—their heartsweretoo full. They al hugged, then
Tyler and Lucinda climbed back into the truck.

“Did thet al redlly happen?’ Lucindaasked. “All of it?’
“Y ou keep saying that.” Tyler waslooking out the train compartment window at the fields and houses
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going past and trying to think. There was gill o much about the summer he didn’t understand. “ Of
course it happened.”

“But look,” hissgter said. “Look, Tyler!”

“I am looking.”

“That’snot what | mean.” She rapped her hand on the window. “L ook at what's out there—the real
world. That' swherewe live. Not in atelevison show, not inamovie, not in a...astorybook! Why us?’
Sheleaned in close, lowering her voice so that the man in the basebd | cap and the lady with the bag full
of knitting materids acrossthe aide couldn’t possibly hear. “Tyler, | rode on a dragon.”

Tyler grinned. *'Y ou dangled off adragon, screaming like ababy, you mean.”

“Shut up! Y ou know what I’'m saying!” She lowered her voice again. “Y ou jumped into amirror. You
went to theice age and came back with acavegirl. She'sfrom, like, amillion years ago or something,
and she hasa crush onyou, Tyler!”

“That’sbull! She does not. Besides, what about Colin the Crimina? Seems like he rather fancies you,
old chap.”

Lucindagrabbed hisarm so hard it actudly hurt. “Don’t change the subject—you know what I’'m saying.
How can we just go back to schoal like none of it ever happened?’

Tyler was quiet for along time. “We re astronauts,” he said at last. “No, we' re secret astronauts.”
“What are you talking about?’

“Waell, astronauts go to the moon, or Mars, or whatever, then they come back and they till haveto go to
the grocery store, right? They till have to mow thelawn, and, | don’t know, eat and go to the bathroom
and stuff, right? They can't just say, ‘Hey, | walked on the moon, | don’'t have to eat and drive acar and
do normd suff anymore.” Right?”’

“| guess s0. But everyone knows about them. They get parades and people interview them on television.
They don't have to pretend like everything’ s normal—because everything isn't normd. Itisv't!”

To hisastonishment, Tyler saw that Lucinda s eyeswere full of tears. After amoment’ s hesitation he
grabbed her hand. “No, it'snot,” hetold her. “But that’ s the secret part. Like spies. They can’'t come
back from aspy mission and say, * The most interesting thing happened when | was in the underground
hideout of Professor Evil Guy..." becauseit’s secret, right? Just like the farm. And we haveto keep it
that way.” He squeezed her hand before letting it go. “It’ sours, Luce—Ordinary Farmis ours now. We
belong there, we earned it, and no one can take it away from us. And we' re going back too. But only if
nobody finds out.”

Shetook adeep, ragged breath. “But I'll go crazy if | can’t talk to anyone about it.”

“WEe re asking the Carrillos to do the same thing, aren’t we? But they have each other and you have me.
Y ou can talk to me. It sour secret, yours and mine.”

Lucinda sat back againgt the seat. She rubbed her eyes dry with the hem of her shirt. “But what am |
going to tel my friendswhen they ask mewhat | did this summer? And what are we going to tell Mom?’
Tyler put hisknees up on the back of the seat in front of him and pulled anotebook out of his backpack.
It was covered with scribbled notes. “We || make stuff up. Right now, in fact—we ve got a couple of
hours. We Il writeit down and that way we' |l dways be...what' sthat word?’

“Conggent.” Hishig sster looked a him with something like admiration. “Wow, Tyler, you redly
thought about this”

“Wehaveto, Luce,” he sad, finding ablank page. “Thisisthe most important secret in theworld.” He
looked up. “Now, did we go on hayrides?’

Mom was only acouple of minuteslate. She was wearing sunglasses and looked very tan—kind of
glamorous, Tyler had to admit. She was wearing a skirt, too, which wasn't dl that usud.
“Thereyou are!” she squealed, running toward them. She wrapped her arms around them—she was



shorter than at the beginning of the summer, Tyler couldn’t help noticing, which meant he wastaler—and
gavethem ahard hug.

“Oh, | missed you two so much! Did you have agood time? Why didn’t you write?’

“Wedid,” Lucindasaid. “Well, | did. About four or five times—didn’t you get them?’

“I wastraveling, remember?’ She hugged Tyler. “Look a you! My big man!”

“Y ou look grest, Mom,” Lucinda said as she got her own individua squeeze. “Redlly tan.”

“Come aong, you can tell me al your stories. I'm double-parked so we have to hurry!”

Mom stopped in front of an unfamiliar, shiny car. Shelifted the keys and pushed a button and the trunk
popped open.

“Whoa,” Tyler sad. “Isthisnew?’

Mom giggled likeagirl and waved her hand. “Oh, it'snot ours. | borrowed it from Roger because
min€ sin the shop.”

“Roger?’ Lucindafrowned asshe got in. “Who’'s Roger?’

“I met him at the retreat. He didn’t even show up until the last week—ucky me | was till therel” She
laughed again. “He'ssonice. You'll love him!”

Lucindalooked at Tyler. Tyler looked back. Herolled his eyes, and his sister seemed to know just what
he meant: Mom was on another one of her “Thistime everything’ sgoing to be great!” freak-outs, which
usudly happened when she met anew man. Well, it was better than coming home to find her depressed
and crying dl over the place.

“So tdl me about your summer!” Mom said, weaving in and out of traffic in away that made Tyler wish
he had ajoytick. “ Did you have fun? Did you learn things? What did you do?’

Tyler looked at Lucindaand smiled. She smiled back. “ Pretty much what you’ d expect on afarm,” he
said. “Chores. Animals. Early to bed, early to rise. Oh, and hayrides—right, Luce?’

“Ohyeah,” Lucindaagreed. “Lots and lots of hayrides.”
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