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    Seeking the Jewel Fish



    Through the Whirlpool


    Twilight Crosser



    Lake of Stone



    Behind the Worlds


    

  


    1. Kree-eh


    
      

    


    
      On a day when Shah, the wide sea, was bright with sun and sparkles, flickering colors—green, blue, and gold—pulsated like heartbeats in the water. This was kree-eh: ribbons of delicate light that drifted in the current, reflecting the hues of the surrounding deep with magnified brilliance. If the sun was shrouded with cloud, the kree-eh strands appeared as nothing more than opal shimmers of mauve and green within the ocean’s gray heart. At sunset, they shone gold, lilac, and tangerine, softened to indigo and blue by twilight. Yet when Shaamoh, the moon, lit the evening, they shone out like crimson and silver veins in the dark vastness.
    


    
      “Enjoy its pretty colors, but never forget, it is alive, aware. Kree-eh is the mind of Shah, and only she can tell you what the ocean truly feels.”
    


    
      Geh-meer remembered that day, sitting at the old woman’s feet on the beach at their village, Rrurd. They were mending the nets and baskets that the adult Shahee, the sea nomads, used to fish from their canoes. To Geh-meer’s young eyes—she was barely ten—the woman had seemed ancient beyond imagining. Yet she sensed an undertone to their talk and suspected it had to do with that serious matter of growing up, of becoming a woman. That really was why the proud lady was there; Geh-meer knew enough to realize that the old woman did not normally mend nets; she was one of the shahiroh, or sea callers, who lived on the volcanic island of Kaa-meer-geh across the bay. Even after all these years, Geh-meer could remember her exact words as she talked about the moon and the kree-eh:
    


    
      “She, whom men call Shaamoh, the Pale Lady, truly has four names: Maataa when she is new, a waif barely visible in the sky; Shaamoh, as her body grows and assumes its shapely form; Sheehah when she takes on the pregnant glory of womanhood; and Sounaa as she curves and shrinks, bent by the weight of the knowledge she must bear in this world. But twice a year, as Sheehah, she brightens Hurm’s rosy face to silver and this is the time for harvesting kree-eh.”
    


    
      Hurm was the wide band of light that crossed their sky to the north. The shahiroh said she was once a moon who lay down in the sky and wept when her lover died, and her tears formed a river leading back forever to his grave beyond the horizon. In the daylight she shone a silvery rose and at night, magenta.
    


    
      “How do you harvest it?”
    


    
      “First, you thank Shah for her children. There is a special rite the shahiroh perform before the Shahee paddle their canoes in a wide circle around a kree-eh bed. They sing to the kree-eh, asking it to come to them.”
    


    
      “I will be one of the Shahee one day, a sea nomad like my father. Then I may harvest it, too.”
    


    
      “You can be whatever you put your mind to be, child, but remember that the world owes you no favors.”
    


    
      Then her twin brothers, who were only four, had woken the baby with their games, and she had had to pick him up to comfort him. When she looked around, the old woman was gone.
    


    
      Here she now was, barely seven years later, and though she had embarked on her sea-nomad-becoming, she had risked losing it all. Sea-nomad-becoming was a private test, so to help another as she had helped Kreh-ursh was forbidden. Yet it had been an emergency, hadn’t it? She had saved him from being roasted by an ungrateful dragon. She thought it was worth it—even if it had nearly cost her the sea-nomad-becoming. 
    


    
      Returning to her beach two days after having left, it had been a challenge to blanket her mind from the shahiroh who confronted her about her absence. Shahiroh were cunning with mind speech and could sniff a lie in a moment. She claimed she had got lost on the sacred island and had been wandering the slopes in despair. She knew that what she had done was right, even if it was against the rules. Their friend Kaar-oh’s death was proof of that if nothing else. The premonition that Kreh-ursh needed saving had come to her as soon as he had jumped from the great canoe. The farther the canoe traveled away from him, the stronger her foreboding became, until it was throbbing at her temples, letting her focus on little else. Finally, Geh-meer knew she would have to act.
    


    
      As soon as she was dropped off, once the canoe was out of sight, Geh-meer began to run. Beach by beach, laboring over headlands, she worked her way back around the island until she reached the cove where Kreh-ursh had camped. She stayed in the jungle that night, seated in a tree fork, immersed in trance. Listening, not risking sleep. At one point she sensed a presence in the gloom and slowed every neuron to stillness. She watched, frozen, as Taashou—one of the senior shahiroh, the same old woman who had mended nets with her on the beach all those years ago—glided by beneath. The sea caller was wearing her ceremonial mask. That meant that another caller must be seeking Geh-meer far down the coast. Thereafter, the girl was scared to approach the beach, or to betray herself with even the slightest mental tremor. Only in the cold dawn, once the imperative to act became too great, did she dare to move. She had barely reached the thick foliage beside the shore when she saw Kreh-ursh, her fellow candidate, standing before her on the rocks, peering into the jungle gloom. Just as he pushed his way in, she slipped behind a tree. He seemed to sense her as she watched him harvest the sedative berries. She felt him cast around with his mind, but she was good, better than he, at that skill. She dropped into trance, where she would not betray the tiniest mental activity. Soon he relaxed. He went looking for soap moss, before returning to the beach. Hidden in the undergrowth, she watched him sedate the lesser dragon that had been brought low by the poisonous mud, and begin to clean its feathers.
    


    
      Kreh-ursh would make a good Shahee, one of the best. Strong, intelligent, and sensitive to the Life Code, the rash boy who had been her companion in training for the last year seemed within two tide cycles to have grown into an adult. Perhaps it was because of his friendship with Kaar-oh that she had thought of him as a child. But he was barely a year younger than she was. Here on Zjhuud-geh, he was a man. Feeling bothered—that her trip here had been a waste and she must violate sea-nomad-becoming no further—she was turning to leave when it came. The dragon raised its head—she realized a moment before Kreh-ursh—and so she mind-punched with all her force. The flame flashed past Kreh-ursh’s scalp. The monster roared again, and again she mind-punched, their minds acting in unison this time to turn its head. At the second attack, Kreh-ursh scrambled backward out of range, retreating toward the jungle. She also retreated, knowing he had sensed her. Turning to check where he was, she saw him just within the foliage line, watching the lesser dragon. That was when she made her mistake. The huge reptile was flapping its wide wings on the rocky shore. Silhouetted by the bright sea, Kreh-ursh stood, tall and square shouldered, watching the dragon. She was captivated, too. It was a beautiful sight. Then he turned and saw her. 
    


    
      “Geh-meer!”
    


    
      She ran.
    


    
       
    


    


    2. Meeting


    
      

    


    
      A dark point bobbed on the waves. As it drew closer, Jade, seated on the sand in Mauri Cove, decided that the tiny triangle might be a sail, though it was nothing like the sail of a yacht or any other boat she’d ever seen. It was either a large sailing vessel a long way out or a smaller one closer in. Then she saw it pass in front of one of the towers of the research station that sat about a mile offshore. So it was a small craft.
    


    
      The beach was deserted, and Jade felt wretched. The last evening surfer had dragged his board up to his car half an hour ago, and the after-dinner dog walkers had not yet appeared. It was not the lack of people that made her feel bad, though. She could not have faced anyone at the moment.
    


    
      A week ago, her life had been on course, with nothing worse to worry about than clashing with Rena, the local heavy, and her sidekicks, Screwdriver and the Head. It had been a normal summer morning, on which she had gone surfing, but had got into a scrape with the threesome. Their speedboat had nearly rammed her and something they were carrying in a tank onboard had sloshed into the water around her. That was when the dreams had begun.
    


    
      Then yesterday, lying sunbathing on this very beach with her younger brother, Kyle, another of those dreams had come, about deep green water, and beautiful colors floating within it. Yet with the dream had come a feeling of unease, as if the clear, summer day had been fractured somehow and a sinister, disembodied laugh had curled its tentacle through to her from some cold place. It was just a laugh, but she had felt as if the beach were no longer quite safe. 
    


    
      Then the day had gone from bad to worse. After surfing with her brother, Jade had felt tired and gone in to the beach. That was when her brother got into trouble. Drifting out too far, he got caught in a slick of some noxious substance before Jade was able to reach him. They were both swept far from the shore. At the limit of their strength, they might have drowned, had not their mother, Joan, appeared in time. Having commandeered a fisherman and his dinghy, she plucked them from the freezing water. Nevertheless, Kyle now lay in bed, barely conscious, and the doctor was talking about hospitalization.
    


    
      Jade felt terrible. She could not shake off a sense of imminent disaster, and it was not all related to Kyle. As she looked out to sea, where a cyclone-like storm was now brewing above the research station, her nausea returned with a vengeance, threatening to overwhelm her. That sinister laugh seemed to reach into her bones along with the word the voice had moaned: ...hurzjh...faadaw...oh...
    


    
      The boat had now come abreast of Point Mauri and was tacking for the beach. It looked like a kind of native outrigger, its sail supported on a tripod of spars. A stern post stood high, while two carved eyes stared out from the prow and other carvings curled under the gunwale. In the stern, a lone figure steered. Slightly older than herself, she would say he had lived rough. His skin was brown and burned, and long, tangled hair was tied back behind his head with a leather thong. A simple tunic, once probably white or cream, now looked like a map of dirt and stains.
    


    
      Seeing the craft surge in, Jade got up, feeling herself drawn along the beach toward the spot where the stranger would land. She felt a scary sense of premonition, as if somebody or something had called her down here to the beach. The boy in the canoe saw her, and they watched each other across the water. By the time Jade reached him, the stranger had beached his craft and was standing beside it. He held his paddle, weapon like, diagonally against his chest. Recognition seemed to flicker over his features. To Jade, however, he was a stranger. She felt odd.
    


    
      “Hi.”
    


    
      The other replied with guttural noises.
    


    
      “Is that a boat from... Have you been at a festival or something?”
    


    
      “Hoh-ee. Jaa-chuunaw Kreh-ursh-jaan. Tohn?”
    


    
      He seemed to be asking her something. Jade just looked. He insisted:
    


    
      “Kreh-ursh,” slapping his chest.
    


    
      A name. Jade had seen enough old cowboy movies to know this was how you talked to the Indians. She tapped her own chest:
    


    
      “Jade. My name’s Jade. Ja-ade.”
    


    
      “Jah-eed. Jah-eed.”
    


    
      Totally weird. How many people nowadays could not understand even enough English to tell you their own name? Was he a refugee, one of those boat people who had escaped from war or a repressive government by crossing the sea in search of a better life? Yet the images she had seen on TV were always of flimsy craft, sunk up to their gunwales, overflowing with people. This guy was alone, and his craft was light and elegant, like an elf ship out of a movie—nothing you would see in real life. Anyway, nobody could sail over a thousand miles in a tiny wooden canoe like his, could they? The silence stretched as they observed each other, not having the words for questions.
    


    
      Kreh-ursh recognized her as the girl from his visions, one of the group surrounding the sick boy. It had not occurred to him that she might not speak his language. How could he tell her about the stain on Shah or the world’s imbalance? Would she understand mind speech? Few people had the gift. You needed training. He tried a tentative touch, signaling friendship... trust. But the girl literally jumped, eyes narrowing in fear.
    


    
      From Jade’s perspective his touch felt like a surge of electricity frying her brain, a physical wave of white noise that engulfed her. Mixed up in the howl, images flashed. They buffeted her, yet were too fleeting to comprehend. She reacted without thinking, her arm swinging out, and her punch connecting squarely with the stranger’s cheek. Kreh-ursh staggered, his head throbbing from the blow. Looking up, he saw her standing confused and defensive, rubbing the fist she had clouted him with. Jade stood swaying from the giddiness that violence brings on, her stomach contracting painfully. Their eyes locked. A pause. Then, so slowly that he barely appeared to move, the stranger extended his hand. After a moment, Jade too found herself reaching out.
    


    
      On contact, a fierce surge speared through her. It was similar to the stranger’s mind invasion, but also to the frightening dizziness that had been attacking her for days. She did not want to, but she had to trust, let the stranger communicate in that strange way. Because that was what it was, a form of communication. Though compared to the dreams and sinister laughter, this was as lightning held to a match flame. A blast of thought energy coursed through her body, shaking all the familiar atoms in her world so that they shuddered and regrouped into what felt like an alien place. The stranger’s mind opened like a cataract, and she was drawn in.
    


    
      She felt as if she were drowning, being pulled helplessly through his mental images at a hurtling pace. She recognized his friend with the bloody wound and crooked teeth, knew it was that boy’s laugh she had been hearing for days. A frightening old woman stood beyond a bonfire that released a swirl of green smoke. She saw a tropical island, a pink and blue dragon breathing fire, then stretching its wings and leaping into flight. Another girl, green-eyed and beautiful, older than herself, gazed with knowing intelligence into her eyes—and she knew the other was gazing into the stranger’s eyes. She saw the boy in his canoe, lazing on calm, sun-hot water, running through a village of thatched huts. Rrurd. She felt rather than heard the name of this village. Then she shared his fight against storms at sea, buffeted in his tiny craft. The sounds of its name resonated in her head: Kreh-otchaw-oh, Wavecrafter. She saw lightning drop toward the craft and felt his fear... And then, with mind-numbing horror, she felt herself pulled in, and she was sweeping down the glassy slope of a watery tunnel. It snaked into darkness, up or down—directions held no meaning here. This was the same horror she had felt as she looked out at Mauri Cove that morning and beheld the wrongness of that tornado-like storm, which seemed to have settled in beyond Point Mauri. Then she understood that some force or presence wanted her and this boy to meet.
    


    
      Abruptly, she was shaken back into her own world...
    


    
      GRUURRRUURREEEAAAAGGHHHHH!
    


    
      The roar split the silence. It rose to a nagging whine, slashing through the evening calm. As it left the road, roaring up the first far dune, it snarled and coughed. Yes, it was coming across the dunes, heading for the beach, for Mauri Cove. Jade knew what it was and knew they had to get away.
    


    
       
    


    


    3. Defending the Rift


    
      

    


    
      Suu-ohn-maalaa, the Sighing Seabird, rocked on the rough waves. It took all Duu-feen’s skill to keep the craft steady for Taashou, standing in the bow. To port, to starboard, at wide intervals, other craft formed a wide ring, surrounding the phenomenon at a radius of forty canoe lengths. Tornado like, the pillar of sea and cloud swayed in the dusk. Dark gray at its base, it was hazy like a concentrated storm on the water yet shone with silvery phosphorescence as it rose. Even here at the edge of the canoe ring, you could feel the drag of its current, winds that tugged at you, eager to whirl you around, pull you in. It seemed to also lick at your emotions. That powerful vacuum drained you as it sucked you toward its dark base.
    


    
      Once the boy had been engulfed—become a hurzjh-faadaw-oh, a twilight crosser—Taashou had turned Suu-ohn-maalaa for Seatown again. There, she enlisted her friend the young Shahee Duu-feen to be her pilot so that the shahiroh could focus her energies on the whirlpool-tornado. Other Shahee were likewise crewing shahiroh canoes. A fleet of around thirty small craft converged on the phenomenon. Encircling it, they pooled their powers to bend the elements in an attempt to stabilize Kreh-ursh’s sole escape route back to his own world. Kehl-grehnaa and her people, their flight of bhaanj tossed by the stormy winds, provided support from the air. The dragons and their riders, the Bhaanj-ee, used their powers on the wind in the same way as the Shahee crafted Shah’s ocean currents.
    


    
      Taashou, can this change anything? Isn’t a stronger force than ours at work from the other side of this vortex?
    


    
      Yes, some force is holding it steady, but we must be ready. If the force ceases and the passage closes, our Shahee is lost.
    


    
      From what Duu-feen understood, another power was affecting the rift, or whirlpool passage, in whatever other universe they had connected to. The Shahee wanted not only to keep the passage secure, but to stop any more poison from leaching into Shah. This dual yet conflicting goal was difficult: Taashou didn’t want to lose the young Shahee who had gone through, but was not the protection of their world more important? Once the force on the other side ceased, they could allow the whirlpool passage to disintegrate. They would be safe from its poison. 
    


    
      Call Lehd.
    


    
      The mind call came as an order before Taashou returned her concentration to her task. Duu-feen did not question her. She sent a mental summons out across the waves. From far across the ring of vessels she felt his faint reply. Soon another small craft was darting across the waves toward them, giving the whirlpool passage a wide berth. Lehd—a shahiroh of around Duu-feen’s own age who seemed to be everywhere these days—was paddling the canoe.
    


    
      Hoh-ee, Taashou. Hoh-ee, Duu-feen.
    


    
      Taashou pulled her attention away from the whirlpool:
    


    
      Hoh-ee, Lehd. Three candidates are just completing Shahee-faadaw. Two already on the water. They must be guided back to Rrurd. Make sure they steer wide of the whirlpool-tornado. Protect them from the death islands—that is beyond their brief experience. There are also squalls. Keep your mind shielded from Geh-meer, one of the girls. She has the Sight. As they complete, ask all confirmed Shahee to come to our aid. This takes priority over any other tasks. Hoh-ee.
    


    
      Lehd raised his paddle in the Shahee salute.
    


    
      I understand, Taashou. Hoh-ee.
    


    
      He wheeled his craft and paddled off through the night in the direction of Zjhuud-geh, the sacred isle.
    


    
      I could have gone, Taashou.
    


    
      Duu-feen, you are Shahee, not shahiroh. You cannot confirm the candidates. Plus, I need you here with me. I can’t focus this kind of energy and pilot my craft at the same time.
    


    
      As if in confirmation, a visible ripple convulsed the surface of the tornado tube. All Taashou’s attention snapped back to it. Duu-feen, watching, saw the watery coil darken. Then she realized the surrounding sea was turning dark, even blacker than the surrounding night. A shadow was spreading outward from its spinning center, slowing, thickening. Then it was there, within the circle of canoes—another death island had formed and was drifting outward, polluting Shah.
    


    
       
    


    


    4. Dragon in the Dunes


    
      

    


    Kreh-ursh froze, eyes wide. Nothing in the universe could be worse than that bloodcurdling roar. He could see it affected the girl, too. That animal rage sounded more awful even than a kraash-vood. Just once—when he was small—he had heard it. He would never forget: 



    
      Kreh-ursh, they’ve caught it! Trapped in a pit!
    


    
      Kaar-oh’s eyes were wide with the news. The two boys began to race from the hut. . .
    


    
      Kreh-ursh! Kaar-oh! Stay away from that pit! You are not to leave the village enclosure while that animal is out there.
    


    
      But it’s safe, Mom! They’ve trapped it! It’s safe in a deep pit! We should see... It’s educational...
    


    
      No means no! That goes for you both. If either of you leave my mind range even for a moment this afternoon, there’ll be trouble!
    


    
      The boys hung their heads. They headed outside, ambling now. Once out of earshot, they began talking in words. It was hard to shield thoughts from parents. Sometimes words were better.
    


    
      “What a pain! We really should see it. Can you imagine...?”
    


    
      “Yeah. We’ll just have to settle for a game of ee-leekeek-ehrrawch.”
    


    
      Kaar-oh’s wink said it all. Ee-leekeek-ehrrawch was a popular chanting game in which you used your arms and legs to count the verses. It might seem a bit babyish for kids their age, but the thing was, you had to play it sitting down. Kreh-ursh’s mum knew that when the boys were playing the limbs game, they were not in any trouble. Which was why Kaar-oh and Kreh-ursh had developed a mental version, one their parents could clearly hear... at least until they became distracted. Parents could never stay concentrated on kids for long.
    


    
      Duu-leek... 
    


    
      Duu-leek... Hou-leekeek...
    


    
      Hou-leekeek...Tuu-leekeek...
    


    
      The boys kept “playing” as they moved innocently toward the Forest Gate. 
    


    
      Three Shahee were standing guard over the pit. When Rrehn-ursh, Geh-meer’s father, saw them, he laughed.
    


    
      “The terrible two! I could have guessed that you two would be bound to give ’em the slip and turn up here.”
    


    
      Kaar-oh grinned his gap-toothed grin, always a winner with the adults.
    


    
      “Come on, Rrehn-ursh, just a quick look. How else are we ever going to learn how to protect ourselves?”
    


    
      Rrehn-ursh relented. The creature was stalking its tiny prison a scarce distance below. Its segmented eyes flashed; it was nervous smelling humans so close. Rrehn-ursh got a firm grip on each boy by his tunic, knowing what the two of them were like. Kreh-ursh was awestruck, enraptured by the fine scythe-like, red-gold crests that arched rippling down its body, the sinuous beauty of all six limbs moving in harmony, its gold and bronze pelt gleaming dully in the shadows below.
    


    
      Then a flash of mind-attack lashed at its brain. The creature reacted as if stabbed, rearing up, fangs bared, spitting out that terrible roar:
    


    
      GHRGHRUURRRUURREEEAAAAGGHHHHH!
    


    
      “Fool!” Rrehn-ursh roared, but Kaar-oh was laughing delightedly, basking in the creature’s fury as it rushed at the pit wall, gouging talons as long as their hands deep into the soft dirt, getting angrier and angrier.
    


    
      Kreh-ursh! Kaar-oh! Get back here right now! 
    


    
      His mother’s mind-shriek from the direction of the village tore through even that icy, spine-chilling snarl of animal despair. Rrehn-ursh hurled them away from the pit. Kaar-oh was exuberant with adrenalin and elation. Yet Kreh-ursh felt those sounds of pure hate and rage send spears of fear right to the depths of his being.
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      Jade’s eyes fell on the boat. They must not get hold of that.
    


    
      “Come on.”
    


    
      She was already running for the water. She began to heave the craft with all her strength back into the surf. Kreh-ursh was soon beside her, and together they pushed the canoe off the beach. Danger hovered like a beast’s panting breath, wetting the backs of their necks.
    


    
      Just as the canoe floated into the first wash of tide, the snarl became an open howl, a roar unleashed from a super-heated exhaust. Hard, bright beams flashed above the crest of the nearest dune and swept the beach. A four-wheel-drive buggy, headlights blazing—a searchlight mounted on the roll bar—roared down onto the flat sand. Jade, Kreh-ursh, and the canoe were lit up like moths in a flashlight beam. As the buggy charged toward them, Rena howled and the Head bellowed at having come across such appealing prey. High-pitched nasal laughter joined in with their noise—Screwdriver—which meant the whole Pine Bluff gang was coming after them. Yet earlier that evening Jade had heard them scheming to carry out some mystery job for Dr. Hagues, the laboratory owner. So why weren’t they lying low till then?
    


    
      Jade and the boy from the sea plunged in up to their thighs in the surf, pulling the canoe out through the breakers. A voice lifted in an undulating chant. It was Kreh-ursh. Jade got the feeling that it was his voice that whipped up the surrounding spray—though that would have been insane. Kreh-ursh grabbed Jade by the shirt, heaving her toward the boat. She scrambled in, Kreh-ursh behind. His voice rose, became a scream, alien syllables floating out over Mauri Cove. Surf crashed. The buggy raced over the sand toward the water. Rena and her friends were screaming for blood. Jade watched Kreh-ursh, silhouetted in the headlights, stand up in the canoe and raise his arms. Surf crashed, fragmented and frothed, heaving itself higher and higher. Soon it was an immense crest glittering between themselves and the beach—a wall of crystal that refracted the buggy’s lights into a thousand nighttime rainbows. Slowly, like a leaning tower, it wavered before curling landward and crashing down. Tons of water surged up the sand. The buggy skidded to a halt, wheels churning, spitting sand from its tires as it tried to reverse. The wall of white water swept up, carrying the vehicle back toward the dunes. Then Jade could see no more because the wave had ebbed and was rushing back. An avalanche of white foam roared out toward them. She could only stare.
    


    
       
    


    


    5. Geh-meer’s Sea-Nomad-Becoming


    
      

    


    
      The squall that nearly sank Kreh-otchaw-oh kept moving south, trapping two other candidates in its path. When the violence hit the first craft broadside, a weak lee-aandeh twine snapped, opening a crack in the planking. Seawater rushed into the hull, swamping the canoe while the squall raged. The craft—built of buoyant taat-eh—remained afloat, but only its sail was visible, stretched like a tawny stain on the water’s surface while the candidate clung to her outrigger boom, watching so many days of careful handiwork come undone in moments.
    


    
      Hoh-ee!
    


    
      The girl barely acknowledged Lehd as he pulled alongside. What the deep-sea cold had begun, the wreck of her craft completed. The girl barely stirred when Lehd attempted to haul her aboard. Once safe, wrapped in a dry blanket, she sat huddled and sodden, staring down at her craft. They could not take the water-heavy vessel aboard, and Lehd’s canoe was too light to tow its submerged mass, so he tied the wreckage to his stern post. Each sat immersed in thought for a dragging space of time. Finally, the great canoe hove to. Several pairs of strong hands reached down, hauling the candidate’s wrecked canoe aboard. The chief shahiroh directed a private question to her:
    


    
      Kawgaa Zjhuud-geh kawgaa Rrurd?
    


    
      For long moments the candidate—a dark-haired girl called Leh-soumou—kept silent. To go back to that island... to the rain and cold, the hunger... those... other presences that inhabited it.... Yet she could not abandon her canoe... the tree that had grown just for her, for this purpose.... To be carried back to Rrurd, her home village on the great canoe, would be humiliating. Her battered craft would be taken from her... and she herself would never become Shahee, but remain a humble villager, a nobody among her own people.... She huffed, tensed aching muscles, rubbed her frozen flesh, and tried to ignore her sodden clothing... and the fact that days more of the same awaited her....
    


    
      Zjhuud-geh.
    


    
      Her answer prompted the shahiroh to rasp out a command. Paddles were taken up, the beat called out; the steersman leaned on his oar, and the great canoe began to trace a wide arc back toward the sacred island with the candidate’s canoe wreckage loaded amidships.
    


    
      Lehd did not go with them. He struck out in the opposite direction, for Rrurd’s coastline.
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      A day later, Geh-meer, having left the sacred island two days before, sighted Shah’s coastline. She was directly north of Gaa-shoodot, the great south river. Coming this far down, to risk entering the river current’s sweep had been a conscious decision to avoid that strange cyclonic storm she spied to the north. Yet she recognized the river current while land remained a low-lying smudge on the horizon. She fancied that her canoe, Shur-ursh-oh, Surf Tamer, also sensed a change, a sweetening of the water. Reefing the canoe more sharply to the wind, she aimed to steer wide of the river delta, not trusting the labyrinthine channels and wanting to avoid the vicious creatures lurking there. A quick memory of poor Kaar-oh returned—for this was where he had died—but she banished the image of his crooked tooth, the impish grin, and fought down her tears. That was the past.
    


    
      At Cape Kahnaa she tacked. Not very far, unwilling to be separated from this land she had missed so dearly. There was just a hint of evening in the air by the time she began her final tack, bringing her between the arms of Rrurd Bay and home. How many of the other six had completed? She knew she was not the fastest worker and had slowed herself by helping Kreh-ursh.
    


    
      Two small outrigger canoes were pulled up on Rrurd’s beach, new ones. They would belong to candidates—who were now full Shahee. Seven bonfires had been stacked above the high-water mark. Two were lit, one burning low, almost dead. The other was still going brightly, had been burning less than half a tide cycle. She would light the third. Who had come in already? With two candidates home, the village should look more festive. People were about yet did not seem to be celebrating. She hoped the spark in her fire pot was still alive, had not been extinguished in the squall. It would be embarrassing  to have to squat there in front of everyone, rubbing her fire sticks (did any dry ones remain?) in order to kindle a blaze and be declared full Shahee.
    


    
      People thronged around as she beached Shur-ursh-oh. Rrehn-ursh, her father, and her brothers, family, and friends were all hugging her.
    


    
      “Hoh-ee, Geh-meer! You did it! We knew you would!”
    


    
      “Am I Shahee? It’s like... I just don’t feel that different!”
    


    
      Her father gripped her by the shoulders, looking into her eyes:
    


    
      “Don’t you? Who were you when you left this beach?”
    


    
      She had to admit that the girl who pulled herself up into the great canoe on that morning over a moon ago seemed like an innocent child to her now. Lifting her fire pot from her canoe, she peeked in at the embers. With relief she saw a dull glow. Surrounded by her people, she walked up the beach, chose the most central bonfire, and knelt before it. A pile of tinder was stacked at the edge. She made the little nest as she had been instructed, blew on her spark, and rolled it carefully, like an egg, into the nest. Blowing and blowing, she coaxed a brighter glow from the smoldering embers. Smoke arose. Then there was a puff of yellow flame, and the fire took. People cheered. Bit by bit she fed twigs and branches into the nest of flames, and they grew, crackled, spread onto the main pile. Her fire was lit. From around behind the flames stepped her brothers, the twins, Teh-tur and Teh-bhoush. Together they carried a folded garment of green-dyed cloth.
    


    
      “We sewed it ourselves,” boasted Teh-bhoush.
    


    
      “Well, Saa-leh showed us the stitches we should use,” added Teh-tur.
    


    
      “She sewed the difficult bits,” admitted Teh-bhoush. Geh-meer ran forward and hugged them. Tears were streaming from her eyes, so she could not see, but she felt Chang-eh, the little one, throw himself against her legs as her father’s arms encircled them. What a long time had passed in which she had not touched another human being! It felt so good to embrace her family again. Yet after too short a pause, Lehd came forward:
    


    
      “We cannot give you much of a ceremony, unfortunately. This is a difficult time, but we will make it up to you. Jaa-chuunaw Shahee-tohn, Geh-meer.”
    


    
      With those words she became Shahee.
    


    
      “Congratulations! I’m afraid you won’t have much time to celebrate, though. Get something to eat and get cleaned up. Stow your canoe safely above the high tide. In a third of a tide cycle I need you back here at the beach. You’ll be my pilot. We have work to do.”
    


    
       
    


    


    6. The Hideout


    
      

    


    
      The wave rolled seaward toward them. Kreh-ursh’s voice became more strident and dropped in pitch. The sea echoed it in a deeper roar. Jade, gripping the craft’s gunwales, prepared to be swamped. Yet before it reached them, the water smoothed its glassy slope. It hit them hard but seemed to shrug the canoe onto its back—then they were surfing high on its crest. It skimmed them out over the bay before subsiding gently. Kreh-ursh still dug his paddle into its ebbing waters, urging them on. Only once they were out past the headlands of Point Mauri and Pine Bluff did he stop intoning. The water calmed. They were left rocking in the ocean’s pitch and roll. Far back on the beach, one of the buggy’s headlights sputtered to life, struggling to pierce the dark of the bay, then winked back out. They could just hear Rena’s faint, furious cries, plus the Head and Screwdriver roaring. Under them, Kreh-otchaw-oh’s timbers creaked to the ocean’s gentle lapping.
    


    
      Moments passed when neither said a word. Jade was confused. She was beginning to feel the cold through her soaking jeans. Also guilt... What was she doing here? Kyle at home, ill... Her Mom and Patrick would be going crazy... Yet here she was, mucking about with a stranger in a boat at night, giving them fresh worries. Again she caught Kreh-ursh looking at her, knew he was picking up something, tried to shield her thoughts... Now she really needed to get off this boat, get home, find out what was happening.
    


    
      Then it hit her... hard. Kreh-ursh did not back down. His thought was like a physical lash. The image of that slick returned, filling both their minds. She could not escape from it... Its dark oily presence compelled... She looked harder... and saw... creatures caught, strange animals, fish.... She knew they were not from this earth, but they were life, all the same. And she felt Kreh-ursh’s anger, his determination. Jade was not the only one with a temper, or a tragedy. She saw an amazing roly-poly serpent, the color of sand and coral, frolicking across the seafloor. Yet now here it was, stretched across the slick, gray and slack and dead. How did this happen? A school of voluminous jellyfish were dancing. They were over a yard across, countless rainbow hues flickering rhythmically across their silken spinnakers. Then the image was shredded, replaced by the reality of their lifeless sails, flapping empty and brown-stained on the waves. Other sea and bird life were there, too: first the clean sight of their pure splendor, blotted out a moment later by their dead, discolored forms. It was terrible. Again and again, so much death, so much waste.... She sagged.... Kyle was again foremost in her thoughts, but now she knew the stranger had seen him, realized their cause was the same. That slick was the cause of tragedies in both their worlds.
    


    
      She became aware once more of the canoe, felt its drift and roll on the waves, especially its drift. The current out here beyond the headlands was fast—she had found that out yesterday. Such a short time ago! So much had happened since then. The current flowed swiftly down the coast, past the tiny cove where Jade lived, then washed straight back out to sea. If her parents knew she was out here past the heads, she wouldn’t be allowed back in a boat till she was ninety. And it was now dark. The sliver of moon floating above barely illuminated the boy’s features. He was a pale outline. 
    


    
      She looked toward the beach, and what she saw made her heart sink. The buggy was now parked under one of Mauri Cove’s few streetlamps, which stood at the end of the road near the boat ramp. She could just make out Rena and her two cronies. They were talking to a fourth person. While too far away for her to make out his features, she easily recognized his vehicle: a police car. If it was Officer Schreub, they were.… Well, they could not stay here but had to get ashore and hide the canoe—somewhere away from Rena and her mates, and away from Schreub. It was Officer Schreub who had cautioned Jade, Miguel, and Darren—and their parents—about their cat-and-mouse games on the construction site. She could not afford to show up on his radar, not now of all times.
    


    
      Then she remembered: Last summer, unknown to their parents, she and her friend Miguel had managed to make a circuit of the rocks, from their own beach, out past Point Mauri, down around the cliffs, and as far as the next beach to the south. They had had to wait until almost full low tide before they set off and had needed to hurry. If the tide had come up meanwhile, they would have been trapped. But that was the day they found it. A cave invisible both from Mauri Cove and from up on the point. No path led downward. The only access was by clambering around seaweed-covered rocks at dead low tide... or from the sea. To approach against the current on a high sea would be a desperate race against time and the tide, virtual suicide, but it was as good a plan as she could think of. It might do.
    


    
      Unable to communicate in the boy’s mental imagery, she merely pointed to where they should go. Here the current slipped fast down the coast, slewing the sea’s onslaught diagonally into the cliff face. The cave entrance was a triangular inlet, protected from the current but obtusely facing the incoming breakers. The long waves threw themselves against one rock wall first, bounced onto the other, then rushed headlong into the cave to smash against a wide ledge at the rear. This was where Jade was thinking they might hide the canoe. It ran deep into the rock of the cliff, sloping slightly upward, forming a dry platform well above the water’s farthest reach.
    


    
      As they moved closer, the coast was a dark band above a line of silver surf. Then they were approaching cliffs that rose like a forbidding wall above, a darker band against the night sky. The cave remained invisible. Jade concentrated on the line of silver phosphorescence that indicated the breaking surf, looking for a patch where black water met black rock, which would show the cave’s location.
    


    
      She saw a break and knew that was it. They would have only seconds to turn into the opening, little possibility of pushing back against the tow if they missed their moment. Yet Kreh-ursh did not seem concerned. He handed his paddle to Jade and indicated that she should take his place in the stern. Then he was squatting, working with something on the floor of the canoe. Jade used his paddle as both oar and rudder, guiding them closer. The rocks loomed ominously to either side, surf shattering against their jagged teeth. Jade tried to keep the boat away from disaster, with defiant backward strokes against the sea’s power. She felt it would crush them to driftwood in its close embrace.
    


    
      Now close under the cliffs, everything was dark. Only the revolving beam of the lighthouse on Point Mauri above provided any illumination, bathing the sea in white light for one out of every seven seconds. Surf sparkled in the lighthouse beam. Twenty yards to the south, the cave entrance stretched jaggedly up the rock face. Jade prepared to turn them. When the moment came, it would take all their strength to drive back against the current and into that treacherous mouth. 
    


    
      Now was the moment: The opening yawned above them. Point Mauri’s beam swung by overhead. Jade shouted, throwing all her force into her stroke, skewing Kreh-otchaw-oh around to face the cliffs. Kreh-ursh did not strain but began to hum an odd, high-pitched melody. Jade was reminded vaguely of the song of a whale. The current was still pulling them south. White light flashed again off the surf on the rocks. She drove her paddle deeper into the water, hands now numb and aching with cold. Yet the current was stronger; it had its own designs. Kreh-ursh began another chant, mouthing syllables this time. Again Point Mauri’s beam painted the rocks silver. The current pulled them closer to the cliffs. Kreh-ursh’s voice rose. Though he was shouting, the wind whipped his words away. Point Mauri’s sweeping beam flashed white, and a wave pushed them surging toward the rocks....
    


    
       
    


    


    7. The Threat Grows


    
      

    


    
      Like a black trunk swaying in the twilight, the whirlpool passage dominated the sky. Yet the dark stain floating around it was also black, blacker than the surrounding ocean.
    


    
      Stay clear! Keep your craft clear!
    


    
      In trying to obey her, canoes began to back-paddle from the advancing slick, which was drifting east before the prevailing breeze.
    


    
      Odd.
    


    
      What?
    


    
      That pull we can feel—not just emotional, but physical—it sucks, creates such fear.... How could Kreh-ursh face going through?
    


    
      He knew not what he did. That is my crime.
    


    
      Duu-feen flashed anger at Taashou:
    


    
      You did what was needed! He has sworn to protect the Life Code. Yet these other things, death islands, they come through the same channel, like a reverse push...
    


    
      The stain that had oozed out of the rift was vast, covering an area over ten canoe lengths wide, almost twenty long—far larger than the one Taashou had seen. The ring of vessels wavered. Shahiroh were being forced to split their concentration between the waterspout and the black stain that was closing around their boats. Taashou felt the unity of energy aimed at the center begin to falter. As if sensing that, the waterspout appeared to flicker, as well. It wasn’t that it became weaker at any point, but it began to fold in on itself throughout its entire length, quickly becoming thinner. Meanwhile, the roar they had got accustomed to hearing above the normal rush and moan of the sea rose in pitch, began to hiss like steam escaping from a sealed pot on the flames. Taashou sent a mind-shout around the circle:
    


    
      Everyone! Hold your focus on the rift!
    


    
      The waterspout appeared to lift for a moment off the surface of the sea, but then the shahiroh reacted, throwing their minds back onto it, applying their wavecrafting and windcalling skill. It steadied again, retouched the surface. But as it reconnected to the physical stuff of their world, something more substantial than the atmosphere, it seemed to give a couple of coughing explosions. More black was spat out into the water, piling into the black already there. 
    


    
      The slick’s front edge floated closer to the line of canoes. Shahee pilots, now more organized, pulled their crafts to port or starboard out of danger, in such a way that their shahiroh could maintain their focus on the rift. The ring opened, forming a wide crescent. The slick floated out into open sea.
    


    
      Duu-feen, take us to Seatown as quick as you can.
    


    
      Unquestioning, Duu-feen turned their canoe in that direction.
    


    
      We can’t let this horror drift away unwatched, but we have no more people to commit here. All our shahiroh are occupied with the rift.
    


    
      Do we have any idea how to destroy these stains?
    


    
      Taashou was tight lipped:
    


    
      Not yet.... I want you to take your own canoe.... I’ll have to handle my own for what I have to do here.... Follow the death stain... stay near it... see if you can keep the sea creatures away from it.... Once we finish with mu-orl-rehn-baa... one way or the other... we’ll focus on that.
    


    
      Right.
    


    
      Duu-feen wasn’t sure whether to be happy to have a task to accomplish, something to which she could devote her energies, or disappointed at having to follow the drift of the death slick alone over the seas of Shah. It seemed as if she were being sent away from where all the action was happening.
    


    
      At the docks—deserted now that the land people had been ferried back to the mainland and all the Shahee and shahiroh were occupied at the whirlpool passage—Duu-feen bid farewell to Suu-ohn-maalaa. The older woman’s craft was so fast and responsive, Duu-feen loved paddling her. She hugged Taashou and turned to where her own canoe was lashed tightly above the water on one of the storage ramps. Even before she had dragged it down the ramp, Taashou had disappeared under the forward bridge, on her way back toward the whirlpool passage.
    


    
      In her own ritual several years ago, when she had found her tree, Duu-feen had almost lost her life. The tree that was hers, the one she had seen in her vision, turned out to be growing halfway up a cliff face over a steep cataract. Although the ritual was supposed to be performed alone, Taashou had made no bones about staying right beside her, offering advice until she had cut her tree and managed to float it to a small beach below the waterfall where she could make camp and begin work. Yet to cut her tree, suspended from a rope halfway down the cliff, ax in hand, she had missed her aim and sliced deeply into her own thigh. Taashou had managed to pull her up the cliff—Duu-feen would never have imagined the old woman had so much strength—cleaned and bandaged her wound and nursed her for days until she could carry on with her task. Continue she had—Saa-o-hohm, Silent Dawn, was the result. This craft was as dear to her now as any of her brothers. She still carried that scar on her thigh, a souvenir of her sea-nomad-becoming.
    


    
      Paddling out under the forward bridge port, a chant falling from her lips, she sped after Taashou. Yet she had not got very close to the death stain before she caught up with the shahiroh. The slick stretched far away on either side, visible only because faint starlight and light from Hurm reflected off its surface, different than how the sea caught the light.
    


    
      Stay close, but not too close. Don’t let it foul your canoe.
    


    
      Understood.
    


    
      You cannot use any light—it will only draw the sea life to you. Better to rely just on starlight. If the weather clouds over, stay well back. You can track it again once it’s light.
    


    
      With that the shahiroh turned her canoe and departed. Duu-feen was left floating alone on the ocean, the smell of death filling her nostrils.
    


    
       
    


    


    8. Through Rock


    
      

    


    
      The wave swept them toward the cliffs. It collected them from behind and lifted them, pulling them from the current’s grip and galloping with a roar deep into the cave mouth. Kreh-ursh reached back and picked up something from the floor of the canoe: a tiny, lidded earthenware pot. As he knocked the lid off, Jade saw embers smoldering inside. He shouted a command. Flames leaped, the light stretching up the rocky walls above. Surfing the wave, they charged in. The back wall with its jagged ledge loomed close. Kreh-ursh was chanting fiercely. His hair had escaped the leather thong and danced in a halo around his head. They surfed toward the ledge, which streamed seawater from the last wave that had battered itself to pieces on its teeth. Then Kreh-ursh called a command. The wave rose, its seething water lifting and cushioning them from the hull-breaking crack Jade was expecting. The foaming mass surged forward over the ledge. Then with a massive sigh, it laid them gently down, and the wash of water sloshed back into the boiling cauldron below.
    


    
      Kreh-ursh and Jade leaped together from the canoe and lifted Kreh-otchaw-oh between them, trying not to scrape her polished hull on the rocks yet desperate to get beyond the water’s reach before the next breaker should crash onto the ledge. Then it was over: They collapsed exhausted, high, dry, and safe at the back of the cave. Jade waited for her heaving lungs to return to normal, unable to believe what they had just been through. It was a kind of miracle that they had actually survived. Kreh-otchaw-oh’s carved eyes gleamed contentedly in the light from the fire pot.
    


    
      In the flickering light, the cave walls glowed like a chapel’s candlelit interior, natural rock columns rising on either side to meet high overhead in the darkness. The air was fresh with salt spray. A few yards below, surf pounded against their ledge, yet each wave was shredded on the rock and fell away defeated. Down in the trough they had just managed to sail through, the ocean heaved and sank in its narrow confines, sucking, gushing, angry, and majestic. Its music filled the entire sound spectrum: bass rumbles and the gurgling of the sucking depths, baritone booms and pops, tenor swishing and hissing, and a light spray soprano tinkling into puddles and rock pools. Sighs and cymbal crashes of water explored all their resonant possibilities. The sound and spectacle of the ocean squeezed any other presence from the cave, its overwhelming force plugging them in as effectively as a cork held a ship in a bottle.
    


    
      Jade looked for the narrow ledge along which she and Miguel had sidled on their first visit here, but it was submerged under at least three yards of bubbling water. As far as she could see, there was no other way out; they were trapped. It would be hours before the tide dropped enough to let them escape. She thought of her parents. If she did not get home soon, they would start going out of their minds... and on this night of all nights, when Kyle was sick. For their other child to disappear on them was the last thing they needed. Now there was nothing for it. Jade and the stranger would have to wait.... It had not been a very clever idea to hide the canoe here, after all.
    


    
      Kreh-ursh was watching her, waiting. She had to do something, make a decision. She was the one who got them here, after all. She shrugged, pointed to her wrist, indicating “time to kill.” Kreh-ursh looked blank. Then Jade realized he did not understand what a wristwatch was. She shrugged again, could not think of how to explain, so squatted down on her haunches to wait.
    


    
      After watching her for a few moments, Kreh-ursh reached into the canoe and took out a couple of wrapped bundles. He put them to one side. He took out an elongated drinking gourd made from a plant Jade had never seen. Where was that village... Rrurd? Could it be one of the islands of Indonesia or the Philippines? Yet his canoe was such an odd design.... South America? Japan? It did not look like any style she had ever seen. All that stuff he did with water, not to mention his fire trick of a few moments ago—you could not say that was done anywhere on this planet....
    


    
      Kreh-ursh shook the gourd. A little liquid remained. He took a swig and passed it to Jade, who drank. The taste was... out of this world: sweet like honey, with something like passion fruit... or mango, but also a hint of... cinnamon? vanilla? Then other tastes that lingered on the tongue... exotic and thoroughly alien. She felt an immediate surge of well-being. Talk about a magic potion! Never had she tasted anything like it in her life. She returned the empty gourd to Kreh-ursh, who placed it on the ground next to his canoe.
    


    
      He unrolled some sort of tool kit from one of his bundles and began to work on his boat, tightening bindings and smoothing some of the recent knocks and scratches off Kreh-otchaw-oh’s hull.
    


    
      With a newfound feeling of confidence, Jade picked up the fire pot. It had three leather thongs attached to it and knotted together, so she could hold it without burning her hand. She might as well explore, get to know their temporary prison a little better. She walked to the back of the cave, where the walls closed in on each side, though the roof remained in shadow high above. Kreh-ursh watched her leave but continued to work, rubbing down the canoe’s hull in the semidarkness. Jumbled rocks made a kind of crooked staircase, up which she scrambled. Beyond, the walls leaned closer in, forming a narrow cleft, so that soon she was forced to turn sideways to squeeze any deeper. They could not get through there. It looked like the raging water behind them really was the only way out.
    


    
      She sat down on the top “step” of the rocky staircase and placed the fire pot beside her, watching the boy from the sea working on his boat in the flickering light. Soon her attention wandered to the flickering flame beside her, watching how it elongated horizontally every so often. It was as if it were stretching out toward Kreh-ursh. Then she realized: There was no wind in the cave—they were completely sheltered from the sea breezes in here—yet the flame was reaching out toward Kreh-ursh. Some current was blowing it in that direction! She jumped up and turned back toward the dark cleft. Kreh-ursh grunted in annoyance as she stole his light source again, but she ignored him.
    


    
      “There’s a tunnel here. There must be.”
    


    
      On closer examination, she saw that the wall sloped down at the rear of the cleft, leaving just a tiny opening, a patch of shadow at knee height. She leaned down to look. The flame in its little pot flickered. A breeze!
    


    
      “Kreh-ursh!”
    


    
      She eased her way out of the passageway and ran back to the cave.
    


    
      “Kreh-ursh!”
    


    
      He looked up and seemed to understand without further explanation. Wrapping his tools, he slung the bundles into the canoe. He stood beside his craft for a moment, one hand on the raised prow, almost as if he were talking to her, like a person. After a few murmured syllables, he turned to follow Jade.
    


    
      She led the way back into the passage, showed him the flickering flame. Somewhere on the far side was open air. About then it struck her what she was suggesting. The hole looked large enough to squeeze through, but that was still too small for her. She always felt panicky in enclosed spaces. Squeezing into that narrow cleft now was bad enough. To crawl in under several thousand tons of rock: not likely. Give her the open sea any day. And the passage probably did not lead anywhere. She looked back at Kreh-ursh. They would just have to wait for the tide to drop. The boy looked at her, and Jade felt slightly annoyed—it wasn’t as if she were afraid; there was just no way she was going down into that rabbit hole. Here they were, squashed into a tiny crack, tons of rock weighing down from above and on all sides, cut off by the sea, not knowing whether they could escape or not... and he did not seem affected at all. She pointed at the opening. He nodded. Yeah, terrific idea. So she found herself squatting down, pushing the fire pot before her, and working her head and shoulders into the hole.
    


    
      Ahead she could see that the tunnel continued more or less level, like a wide burrow, just spacious enough to squirm through. She could see only a few yards ahead. It took her a minute to squeeze herself in, then another to work herself a body length down the tunnel. Feeling pleased with herself, she dared to believe that the horror might not come—until it did: The surrounding tons of heavy rock began to grind and pulse, pushing in toward her, threatening to crush her beneath their weight. She could not stop thinking... how above her masses and masses of solid earth were bearing down.... She might be trapped forever, and nobody would ever know. The temperature was rising.... It was getting harder to breathe.... She needed oxygen! She had to get out, but she could not move—she was trapped! She pushed forward, tried to squirm back, and began to kick, to push at the walls. As if to mock her, familiar laughter began to chuckle inside her head, and far away she could hear a voice screaming: Get me out of here! Get me out! She was suffocating. The walls pushed in, grinding rock pressing down, crushing her body. She needed air, open space! Where was the breeze? The laughter continued, and the screams.... Distantly, she realized they were her own. Yet she could not hold down her panic as the rock bore down, crushing her ribs, forcing the breath from her body....
    


    


    
       
    


    9. Fireball


    
       
    


    
      The entire construction exploded, flame bursting through doors and windows. The fireball expanded out into the night. Orange tongues licked skyward, throwing light down... she saw a figure dragging itself slowly along the ground...
    


    
      Geh-meer! Geh-meer! Concentrate!
    


    
      Wrenched from her vision, she found Lehd scowling at her from the bow:
    


    
      I can’t do my work unless you keep the canoe steady.
    


    
      She realized she had let them drift broadside on to the current. Lehd’s canoe was bucking unevenly in the swell. Yet that vision was so real! What did it mean? She could not take the risk not to heed it.... She had to help.... However, she sliced her paddle into the water and swung them around to face the wind again. The canoe steadied. It was him... she was sure of it.... Yet how could she help, what to do? Lehd was focused once more on the whirlpool passage. The ring of canoes stretched away to either side. The rift, that tornado-like column, swayed ominously above, rearing out of the mist and stormy chaos forty canoe lengths away.
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      Soon after Geh-meer had completed her ritual, become Shahee, they had left Rrurd, paddling northeast. They skimmed across the night water, straight for the whirlpool passage. It was exhilarating to move so fast—racing on the speed of the chants. She felt the thrill of sharing with one so adept. Young as he was, Lehd was shahiroh and had access to resources that were beyond Geh-meer’s understanding. This was the first time she had felt this surge that came from combining chants, becoming attuned to another’s energies as they harmonized with her own, creating something unique, stronger than either of them could produce separately.
    


    
      Yet meanwhile the knowledge that the other Shahee and shahiroh were occupied fighting the whirlpool passage, left her frenzied, and impatient to act. It was full night by the time they came close to it. Shah-rraatawbhuu, Seatown, had hove to half a day’s regular paddling southwest of the rift, so they docked in the town before taking up their shift.
    


    
      “We’ll eat.”
    


    
      “But the whirlpool?”
    


    
      “You’ll need strength to manage it.”
    


    
      Sitting next to Lehd in a dining nook on one of Shah-rraatawbhuu’s main food rafts, she pried for more information:
    


    
      “How do we know about this whirlpool passage?”
    


    
      “It last occurred before I was born, though Taashou remembers. She had recently become Shahee—only twelve, the youngest Shahee in the tribe. The rift lasted on and off over one entire summer. That time it sent ice storms spinning into our world. They were bitterly cold but had no lasting effect.”
    


    
      “So it isn’t the same?”
    


    
      “The death stains this one is spinning out are far worse.”
    


    
      He threw his spoon down.
    


    
      “We can’t destroy them! We should have tried to close it straight away, but Taashou...”
    


    
      “You can close it? Then why didn’t you?”
    


    
      “Exactly. It’s unstable, so with enough pressure from this end, it could have been closed and that would be that. We don’t know enough about it. But apparently some force is acting on the other side, holding it open, pushing through all this filth... and that young Shahee went through...
    


    
      “Which one? What was the name?”
    


    
      “The one called Breaking Wave, Kreh...”
    


    
      “Kreh-ursh? Kreh-ursh made Shahee? He went through there?”
    


    
      “I argued with Taashou.... She shouldn’t have sent him.”
    


    
      “But now what? Can’t we do anything?”
    


    
      “The whirlpool passage can be stabilized... for a while... maybe. We’re holding it open here.... You see, Taashou is intent on fixing things on the other side—it’s stupid. She believes that any disease in the other dimension will affect our own.” Lehd took a mouthful of stew and chewed slowly before continuing.
    


    
      “Last time, a rider from the Taagaag-ee called Daakohn-bhaa-ehl-bhah-her became hurzjh-faadaw-oh…”
    


    
      “Why do they call them that, twilight crossers?”
    


    
      “It’s an old word, from the time when night was considered a separate world from the daytime. Our first shamans, ancestors of the shahiroh if you like, were considered to wield their greatest power in that border time as they crossed the twilight, from one realm into the other. So dusk and dawn are sacred times—one reason we begin sea-nomad-becoming at dawn,” he took a gulp of wine. “Apart from the fact that the sacred island is one full day’s journey away for the great canoe. I’m not sure who first applied the term to Daakohn, but it seemed appropriate, seems to have stuck. Anyway, Daakohn disappeared into the other world. Nobody knew how to rescue him. All they could do was hold the bridge open.”
    


    
      “But he came back?”
    


    
      “Eventually, he fell back onto our side... rode back, rather... on his new mount—his old one, his taag, perished on the other side. Whatever strange world he found—only he knows the full story—he brought that monster worm back here. I don’t think we should have let him. You don’t know what you are unleashing by mixing worlds like that.... It’s why we shouldn’t try to meddle on the other side. Taashou seems to think that’s important though.... And then we allowed the bridge to close.”
    


    
      “So where has Kreh-ursh gone? What’s it like?”
    


    
      “Don’t ask so many questions.”
    


    
      “But I need to help Kreh-ursh!”
    


    
      “To be honest, Geh-meer, we have absolutely no idea. It could be anywhere. All worlds are interconnected at different times in many ways. We don’t know which worlds will connect, when or even how many worlds and different dimensions exist.”
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      The canoe crept battered, burned, over the waves... no sail... its hull singed, blackened, and stained.... Two figures: One lay inert, its burned, shiny flesh visible where its skin had been scorched away.... She could not identify the other but saw it was a girl. She labored with the paddle... used no chant... sweated, she felt pursued.... Geh-meer could see that she needed help....
    


    
      Geh-meer!
    


    
      Yet she had already struck her paddle deep into the wave’s back. The canoe surged forward. Lehd was flung into the bilges. Spluttering, he turned toward her. But she concentrated on urging the craft—his canoe—closer to the swaying waterspout. He saw what she was doing, and raised his mind against her. But she had the paddle and, blocking him mentally, could still maneuver, though only just. It was as if his craft were bucking against her command, struggling to bring itself back under his control. Yet in the chaos they had advanced at least ten canoe lengths toward the center.... A growing chorus of inquiry arose from other shahiroh and Shahee around the ring.
    


    
      Lehd could not concentrate. She felt his growing fear, how he was losing control as he sensed the nearness of the rift.... She felt it herself.... It was horrifying.... Every molecule of her being, created in this dimension, could now be swept away into another unknown reality.... The closer they got to the center, the more Lehd’s terror of this passage increased. It could wrench him from his world, his own place, his own existence.
    


    
      Her own fear of that waterspout was tightening every fiber in her body, but she had to do this. Perhaps she would not survive... but she persisted.... This had to be.... Then Lehd braced himself against his own terror, and readied.... She knew he would overpower her in a few moments... Kreh-ursh needed her, and she had to go.
    


    
      As Lehd raised his hand, already pulling the elements of water and wind around against her, she could feel the other shahiroh and Shahee uniting behind him in support.... With the last surge of power she could wield before they became too strong, she flung the craft around in a tight arc. Lehd was thrown again into the gunwales. A silver breaker, a rebel wave, leapt from beneath the canoe’s port side. Geh-meer stood, threw the paddle to the floor, and dived into the silver foam formation that was already streaking away.
    


    
      Hissing surf surrounded her on all sides. She felt the water enwrap her as she bodysurfed through the night sea. Her chant pounded against her temples. Though she could not call it aloud, the water answered, raising her wave around her like a silver fish flashing through the water straight for the whirlpool’s center. Powerful chants pursued her, trying to ensnare her, but she could feel their fear, and so their chants seemed to lack effectiveness. She could feel her own, pure terror. But it was that gut emotion that protected her, and held her to her purpose. The chants became increasingly distant, could not hold her. Then the natural suck of the whirlpool passage had captured her. She broke water to breathe, flung a look behind, and was startled to see that she was now high on the tornado’s slope, well above the storm. The shahirohs’ canoes were a curve of dim dots on the dark ocean behind and below her, each lit by its tiny fire-pot glow. Seatown was a distant ring of lights on the horizon. Then the passage seemed to twist in on itself, and she was surfing through the dark side of the whirlpool, straight toward its black heart. Her own blind terror overtook her, and she was swallowed up... consumed by the whirlpool passage. She left her own dimension behind.
    


    
       
    


    


    10. Fear


    
      

    


    
      A firm hand grabbed Jade’s ankle and held it fast. Then Kreh-ursh was in her mind... everywhere... wrapping a firm presence around her panic, holding her... tighter than the rock, firm but safe. Yes, you can breathe, his voice seemed to say. Take a deep breath, just once. All the way in, hold it in.... Release slowly. Relax.... Another.... There was plenty of air, after all. Breathe in deeply.... Hold it.... The rock was no longer pressing in, but keeping its position rigidly, as rock should... Breathe out.... Just breathe.... Feel yourself relax.... Establish a rhythm.... The air flows into your lungs.... Hold it.... The air flows out....
    


    
      Suddenly, the panic was gone. Jade was still lying cramped in the tiny tunnel. The situation was the same, but once more she was in control. She began to squirm along again. In just a few yards, to her relief, the roof rose slightly and the walls eased out, so that the tunnel took the shape of a flattened tube. They could now continue on hands and knees, side by side. Kreh-ursh smiled at her.
    


    
      She felt silly, though. Frowning fiercely, she kept crawling. Soon the passage widened, and the roof rose to bring them out into a large, circular cavern with a kind of natural chimney that tapered upward. They could feel cool air on their faces, blowing strongly from a hidden opening high above. Something crunched under Jade’s foot. Looking down, she saw, littering the floor, the naked skeletons of tiny rodents and dead birds. She raised the fire pot. As its light struck the rock walls, from several points—scribbles of twigs where birds or bats had lodged their nests—dark shapes exploded into activity and thrashed upward out of the chimney.
    


    
      “If there’s a way out up there, it’s large enough for the birds, at least.”
    


    
      Kreh-ursh looked at her blankly.
    


    
      Climbing was straightforward. Because the chimney was narrow, with many outcrops, footholds were easy to find and they could brace themselves between opposite walls. Yet it was high—maybe higher than Jade had ever climbed in her life. At one point she looked down and saw the pale animal skeletons glowing on the ground below, tiny smudges in the gloom. Though she would not have liked to miss her footing, heights had always held a kind of fascination for her, a dizzy attraction that seemed to have nothing to do with fear. 
    


    
      Right at the top of the chimney she could see a low gap, a dark opening into the outside world. But it was not until she grasped a clump of grass and glimpsed the stars overhead that she was sure the hole was wide enough to squeeze through. Then they were out on a hillside, panting. They dropped to the ground, struggling to get their breath back. Above, the night loomed wide and immense, a star-splashed void, an exhilarating contrast to the cave’s closeness. Looking over at Kreh-ursh, Jade saw him staring in amazement at the sky. It was as if he’d never seen stars before.... Or was it just that he’d never seen these particular stars? Then she saw that Kreh-ursh was sweating, pressing himself to earth with relief. That was when she realized that he was afraid of heights.
    


    
      It took Jade a little while to work out exactly where they were. The area was barren and rocky—a series of low crags that led down like a giant staircase from the Point Mauri lighthouse above. Below, they fell away into a sheer drop to the sea. This spot.... She had not been back here since they came looking for Miguel. This was Rena’s site of revenge. If Miguel had not fallen off his bike, he probably wouldn’t have gotten away with just a broken arm. It made Jade think that their own escape tonight had been as lucky. 
    


    
      This was the last place Rena or Officer Schreub would think of looking for them. She hoped the cop wouldn’t decide to pay her parents a visit. After all, she had done nothing wrong this time. It was the gang who had come after her and Kreh-ursh, and she really wasn’t responsible for their dune buggy getting swamped by a large wave: She had been a simple spectator. But she knew that if Schreub decided to have even a cautionary word with her mother, she would be in deep trouble, especially with Kyle as sick as he was.
    


    
      At least the boy’s canoe was well hidden. If Rena or anyone did poke around here, from outside the cave was almost invisible, camouflaged by bushes and overhanging rock. Rena would never find it—but even if she did, she couldn’t force her fat bulk through that hole. Jade laughed.
    


    
      “Come on.”
    


    
      She led the way around the side of the hill toward home.
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      They were approaching Jade’s street. On the way, she had been trying to work out what she could say to her mom to persuade her to let Kreh-ursh stay. She knew it was not a good time, with Kyle sick.
    


    
      Then she saw her house. Something did not feel right, though she could see nothing out of place. She looked for Schreub’s patrol car, but the driveway held only Patrick’s ageing station wagon. The living room light was on, as always in the evenings. The porch light was on, too—that was normal. Still, something about the home she had lived in all these years felt different.
    


    
      Then as she got close, she realized: It was absolutely quiet. She could not hear any conversation, no doors banging, or TV blaring. Even from the garden you could always hear Joan and Patrick talking during TV commercials or Kyle talking up a storm about everything and anything—hers was not the kind of family that communicated in low, civilized tones; they were more likely to yell from one end of the house to the other. Sure, Kyle was sick, but even so... there was just too little noise. She approached the door slowly, hesitant about what she might find. Kreh-ursh followed her. In the living room, under the harsh electric light, she found Patrick, seated on the sofa, waiting. Their eyes met. Jade could almost read the message written on his face, but Patrick still said,
    


    
      “Jade, your mom’s taken Kyle to the hospital.”
    


    
       
    


    


    11. Hospital


    
      

    


    
      Kreh-ursh sat braced against what appeared to be a padded rowing bench. Yet no paddles were visible in the moving craft, and a hard substance like ice or crystal filled the gap above the gunwale from which he might have leaned. Nothing had prepared him for how this world would be. The most bizarre thing was that they were traveling across the land, propelled by some magic he could not perceive, faster than he could move a canoe using all his skill. He remained alert, ready to jump at any moment should the cage suddenly collapse or fly open.
    


    
      The vessel flew through the unknown land. Blazing comet-like objects hovered in the sky above their heads, forming an illuminated path, along which smooth, dark stone had been laid. The wide path curved up and down through the hills, and their craft followed its contours as if being towed by some invisible force. The animals they saw—a large herd of beasts, black and gray under the narrow moon—seemed docile and did not panic as their craft roared by mere canoe lengths away. Another sleeker beast, similar to a taag, flashed silver in the night as it galloped along beside them for a while. Then large buildings, such as those that he had heard existed in Rraawu, began to appear. Yet these huge, angular dwellings seemed far too large for human habitation. He saw other, smaller, rodent-like animals of different kinds attached to cords, drawing people along the paths beside their craft. A small feline beast skimmed across a fence top and slid out of sight around the corner of a building.
    


    
      The stranger, Jah-eed, sat beside her elder on the forward rowing bench. He did not try to speak to her, though they had had little interaction together. Except for the images he had been able to transmit on the beach and out in the canoe, he and the girl could not seem to communicate either mentally or verbally. Though, as they walked away from the cave toward her village, they had made the effort.
    


    
      “Jaa-chuunaw Kreh-ursh-jahn.”
    


    
      “Jar-chuun-aw... Jade. My name’s Jade.”
    


    
      “Mah-ee nahm seh Kreh-ursh.”
    


    
      He tried to show her the meaning of his name, “breaking wave,” and taught her “Toh-chuunaw-tohn?” to ask another’s name. He fished an image of a green stone from her mind but wasn’t sure what it meant. That was about as far as their conversation had developed. He would need more to fulfil his mission.
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      A regular beep-beep... beep-beep... echoed a pulse of green light that traced Kyle’s heartbeat on a small screen. The hospital equipment surprised Jade. So bulky and old looking—nothing like the gleaming white technology you saw on television. These boxes and consoles—dirty gray or nicotine yellow—reminded her of the computers she saw when her school visited the science museum—last century’s antiques. Shouldn’t they have taken her brother to some big-city hospital where he could get first-class treatment? This county regional hospital, however, was where they always came—for example, when she broke her ankle at eight and when Kyle got that fever last summer.
    


    
      Her brother was lying on a high hospital bed—the only one occupied out of four in the ward. When they came in, Patrick went straight to him, and took his hand. Jade followed. Kyle was pale and still. It was difficult to tell by looking whether he was merely asleep or in a coma. Joan was shut in a little glass office at the end of the ward, talking to the doctor. She looked tired, dark rings circling her eyes. From her tone—a quiet murmur behind the glass but unmistakably her “Don’t mess with me” lawyer’s voice—she was giving the doctor the full third degree.
    


    
      Jade looked across at Kreh-ursh. The strange boy from the sea had remained standing in the doorway. Since they had arrived, he’d been silent and shy. He looked awestruck at every single thing in the place, from the sliding glass entrance doors to the smooth, polished floors, fluorescent lights, and all the other hospital equipment that clearly bewildered him. During the drive to the hospital, he had kept his eyes glued to the window and the passing scenery. He appeared jumpy, displaying a kind of wild animal nervousness toward everything around him, thoroughly unlike the way he’d acted when he was in his canoe. There, she had seen him in his own environment, relaxed and in control. Here in the hospital he seemed smaller, younger, and more vulnerable.
    


    
      On the drive, though Jade had not given Patrick much of a chance to interrogate the newcomer, her stepfather examined Kreh-ursh through the rearview mirror.
    


    
      “Carlos...,” he began as they drove along.
    


    
      “Kreh-ursh. His name’s Kreh-ursh,” Jade butted in.
    


    
      “Of course... Christoph. Whereabouts are you from?”
    


    
      Jade rolled her eyes.
    


    
      “I told you, he just arrived today.”
    


    
      “Yes, but where from?”
    


    
      “Well, from... from... one of the islands, a place called... Rrurd.”
    


    
      “Rude? That sounds like a naughty kind of place.” Despite his worry, Patrick chuckled at his own joke.
    


    
      “Not Rude, Rrurd. You roll the ‘r’s.”
    


    
      “Why don’t you let Krishna speak for himself?”
    


    
      “His English isn’t so hot.”
    


    
      “So how did he get here, to Mauri Cove, I mean? Did his parents drop him off?”
    


    
      “No. He came by boat. He’s got his own boat, you know. Lots of kids do.”
    


    
      Jade had to drop that one in—she’d been at her parents for months to buy her a sailing dinghy.
    


    
      “Yes, okay, Jade. But then, where is he from? What nationality is he? Who are his parents? How did he end up at Mauri Cove?”
    


    
      “He just did. I don’t know. His folks trust him to go off on his own.”
    


    
      Of course, she couldn’t answer those questions. Seeing it from Patrick’s eyes, she got that the situation was bizarre: His stepson has been taken to the hospital, and his stepdaughter has disappeared; he waits for her, and when she finally turns up, late at night, she brings this—a rough-looking boy who can’t speak a word of English, who has not seen a bathroom in a month and dresses like one of the shepherds in a Christmas nativity play.
    


    
      Now Jade fielded against her stepfather, thinking that it might be best to be as dense as possible. No need to complicate things with explanations that she was unsure about. Her instinct told her she should also keep quiet about exactly where Kreh-ursh’s canoe was hidden.
    


    
      But Patrick was tired and worried about Kyle. He didn’t press the issue.
    


    
      “Very well, Jade. Christo can stay...
    


    
      “Kreh-ursh!”
    


    
      “Sorry.”
    


    
      Patrick huffed. It would take time to get to the bottom of this, he thought—one of Jade’s more eccentric adventures. He decided to let the boy trail along for the present and phone the parents once this hospital crisis was over. Cool as he normally tried to be with Jade’s odd friends, he was dubious about the youth in the back seat.
    


    
      “He can sleep at our place tonight, but only on the condition that before we leave the hospital, you get him to write down his parents’ phone number so that we can ring them as soon as we get home. They’ll be worried sick.”
    


    
      “Thanks, Pat.”
    


    
      It just seemed too complicated to delve into where Kreh-ursh’s parents lived. The short answer was that she had no idea—but she doubted they would be in the phone book. She suspected that Rrurd village did not have an Internet connection, either. From what she could remember of the brief image Kreh-ursh had shown her, it did not even have a telephone pole.
    


    
       
    


    


    12. Death Island


    
      

    


    
      Taashou stared at Lehd as if she were made of stone. Apart from the wind and waves, and the rocking craft bobbing around them, nothing and nobody moved. The other shahiroh were also frozen. Taashou’s anger seemed to have immobilized them.
    


    
      She dived from your craft?
    


    
      That’s... right, Taashou.
    


    
      A new Shahee—she graduated less than a tide cycle ago, her very first task—she dived from your craft and swam through the whirlpool passage?
    


    
      Mmm.... That’s... ahh.... Yes.
    


    
      She continued to stare.
    


    
      Why?
    


    
      I don’t know.... She was having difficulty concentrating.... She seemed to be getting distracted by a daydream.
    


    
      Distracted by a daydream? She has the Sight, Lehd. I told you she has the Sight. You should have been looking out for that!
    


    
      Lehd looked stricken, as if he had just realized that he’d let a valuable treasure sink into the depths.
    


    
      So now two of our people have crossed the twilight, become hurzjh-faadaw-oh, and are lost in another dimension! She saw something... she must have... and went to help. Now we cannot let that bridge close... at any cost.
    


    
      ...Taashou...!
    


    
      The woman jerked erect, alert. They all heard it, recognized Duu-feen’s particular tone, but it came from a long way off. They knew she must be straining to throw her mind a great distance across the ocean. Yet only Taashou and the more skilled receivers heard the panic in her voice.
    


    
      Duu-feen!
    


    
      ...death island... wind rising... Zjhuud-geh ahead... need help... 
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      Duu-feen felt helpless. In the dark she sensed rather than saw the bad weather massing on the horizon behind. The ominous stain of the mohduut maat reaching out to starboard was a vast shadow on the black water. Yet eastward dawn was strengthening—just enough to reveal a dim cone on the horizon. She could not see clearly enough to tell by its shape but already knew from its position which island it was: Zjhuud-geh, the sacred isle. If the killing mud continued on its present course, it would reach the island in a few hours.
    


    
      Taashou’s answer arrived, faint but clear:
    


    
      Sending help.... Together... must avert the threat...
    


    
      What help? Duu-feen knew that all the sea people were busy with the whirlpool passage. If Taashou pulled people away from that task, the passage might close and the two hurzjh-faadaw-oh become trapped forever on the other side. Surely, it would take most of the shahiroh, acting together to coerce this stain away from the island. She waited, wishing she could act instead of being forced to watch helplessly as the stain of death drifted closer.
    


    
      Wind began to lash the wave crests as the storm gathered force. She huddled into her cloak and fought to keep her craft a safe distance from the death island. In the chill of night, salt spray stung her cheeks. She wished she were anywhere but here, facing this impossible challenge. While she had broadcast sensations of fear and warning to any larger creatures she had sensed approaching in the night, many simpler life forms had not picked up her thoughts. She knew many fish and other sea creatures had already been drawn in, snared and killed—even while she tried to keep them away. Other larger predators might be drawn in at the prospect of easy pickings.
    


    
      The storm’s violence grew as the sacred volcano’s dark bulk rose inexorably from the waves. Behind it, the sky was softening to tones of yellow and gray. In the brighter light, she noticed a smaller, localized disturbance approaching from another direction. It came from farther west, from where Seatown had floated—from the direction of the rift. Phosphorescence flashed in the night as the patch of tempestuous water closed. Huge waves began to erupt out of nowhere, spilling up against the direction of the storm, threatening to swamp her craft. She pulled back farther from the slick to stay safe and tried to keep her bow aimed into the squall’s fury. But the storm seemed to be coming from two directions. Soon the water to the northwest was a boiling whirlpool of turbulence. Large waves heaved themselves toward her craft, requiring all her wavecrafting skill to ride over them.
    


    
      Then, her growing suspicions were confirmed. Several canoe lengths from her craft, the water exploded. That terrible head with its ring of hideous teeth and mane of tentacles surged up out of the chaos. It swayed through the spray and rain, dripping deep-sea mud onto her canoe. Its smell overpowered even the death island’s stomach-churning stench.
    


    
      “Daakohn!”
    


    
      That wrinkle on the creature’s forehead peeled apart as she had seen before. Daakohn squeezed through yet remained half seated on the huge crease of its face, which hovered in the air a couple of canoe lengths above her craft.
    


    
      “What’s to be done, Shahee?”
    


    
      They were shouting at each other above the wind and the rain, Daakohn choosing words over mind-speak. Yet she had already felt him communicating in a primitive way with his dumb creature, projecting broad images or concepts. And earlier, at the meeting, she had seemed to catch some rapid-fire mental exchange between Daakohn and Taashou. He threw a mental command at the monster, and suddenly the creature’s head was swaying closer, its fetid breath blowing across her. The canoe bucked in the stormy sea, though Duu-feen tried her best to steady it. When the huge head was hanging above her, Daakohn jumped. She grabbed for him. The canoe spun around, and they both fell sprawling in the bilges. Then the creature withdrew, and she was alone with the hurzjh-faadaw-oh in her canoe. 
    


    
      Duu-feen wondered what the two of them could possibly do to save Zjhuud-geh, the most precious isle in all Shah. Daakohn seemed to read her thought and challenge it, though she was unaware of him using mind speech. He smiled slowly, before beginning to laugh. It was contagious. She smiled. The relief was huge, a strange joy at using those muscles that she felt she had not used in years. All night she seemed to have been carrying the entire heartbreak of Shah on her lonely vigil, floating beside that island of dead and dying life. Now there in her canoe, drenched by rain and spray, Duu-feen and the hurzjh-faadaw-oh laughed together as the storm came on.
    


    


    
       
    


    13. Outside Time


    
      

    


    
      Joan poked her head out of the office and beckoned to Patrick. Jade followed him toward the little glass room in which Joan and the doctor were closeted, but the doctor shot a quick look at Jade and raised his eyebrows at her mother. She and Patrick exchanged a look before she asked:
    


    
      “Jade, could you stay out there with Kyle?”
    


    
      She knew what that meant. Joan smiled politely at Kreh-ursh—who was two steps behind Jade—and closed the door. Through the glass partition Jade saw Patrick take Joan’s hand as they sat down facing the doctor across his desk. Jade slumped on a spare bed, annoyed at being excluded from this conversation that could affect her brother’s well-being. Kreh-ursh walked over toward Kyle. In fact, sitting just a few feet from the glass-walled office, Jade found as the doctor cleared his throat that she could hear the adults’ conversation through the glass:
    


    
      “Well, as I’ve already mentioned to Joan, there’s what we think is a kind of bacterial infection in Kyle’s lungs and stomach—”
    


    
      Patrick did not wait for him to finish: “But you’re not sure?”
    


    
      “Not quite yet. That is, it’s acting like a viral organism, but we’re not sure if that’s what it is.... It appears to be growing or spreading in some way. We’re trying different drugs, but... we’re a bit in the dark here.... It’s a matter of finding—”
    


    
      “Finding?” Patrick interrupted again. “I mean, come on, you’re a doctor, not a butterfly hunter. You’re supposed to know these things, not go skipping around vaguely waving some proverbial—”
    


    
      “Pat, behave,” murmured her mother.
    


    
      “You see, we’ve never seen anything like this before....” The doctor remained polite. “It’s difficult to know how to cure something when we don’t know exactly what he fell into. If we knew the formula.... You see, this substance is thoroughly new to us. If we had a better sample, or knew more directly where it came from—”
    


    
      “Isn’t it obvious?” Joan asked. “It’s an oil slick... from a ship...”
    


    
      “It isn’t oil.” The doctor raised his voice slightly. “It may look like oil, but this is something that acts very differently.”
    


    
      “What do you mean it isn’t oil? It was an oil spill, wasn’t it?”
    


    
      “No. It’s some kind of organism, or culture. It grows, increases on its own. Think of it as... well, a fast-growing substance, plant-like, a bit like yogurt but black and poisonous.”
    


    
      They could only stare. Joan looked embarrassed. As a lawyer she did not like to feel unprepared.
    


    
      “We don’t have much to go on,” the doctor continued. “We’re still waiting on the lab analysis. That will help us to decide the correct avenue of treatment. At this point it very much depends on how strong Kyle is, whether his own organism is able to fight back against... this threat. He’s holding his own so far.”
    


    
      “But he isn’t, doctor. Yesterday my son was at home. Today he’s in the hospital...”
    


    
      “He’s still fighting. He’s a long way from going under.”
    


    
      The doctor kept talking, but Jade could not bear to listen. A certain anxiety in the doctor’s voice made her feel sick inside, and she moved away from the glass room.
    


    
      Kreh-ursh was sitting on the edge of Kyle’s bed. Her brother was like a waxwork figure, motionless in the hospital bed. His breathing came in short, ragged gasps, and his eyes beneath his closed eyelids flitted actively to and fro. Sweat had stained his blond hair dark and peppered his brow in fine droplets. Yet it was Kreh-ursh—or rather his attitude—that caught Jade’s attention. He was staring down at Jade’s brother with an anguished look on his face. Sweat also stood out on his brow, and it was as if he were wrestling with private demons of his own. His face twitched and grimaced. Kyle’s face was likewise alive with tics and exhalations that seemed to betray some emotional battle taking place inside.
    


    
      Then as Jade moved closer, she felt how once again the atoms of the universe seemed to shift, and the substance of her world appeared to undulate as if blown by some huge bellows. And then she heard that same sinister laugh as in her dream. But this time the laugh came from some place outside herself, not from within her bones as before. As if from a great distance she could see the three adults in the glass office. They continued unaware, discussing Kyle’s illness. She felt rather than saw Kyle sit up and spun to find him facing her, grinning from unseeing eyes:
    


    
      “Hoh-ee, hurzjh-faadaw-oh!”
    


    
      The laugh that came from Kyle’s throat seemed to erupt from her worst nightmare. Kreh-ursh roared in anger and shouted something in his tongue. Kyle fell back on the bed again. At his yell, the glassed-in office seemed to explode with adults—the door slammed open and all three stampeded toward Kyle’s bed. Joan reached it first. She grabbed Kreh-ursh and flung him away. Taken by surprise, he fell back against the far wall. The doctor reached Kyle, took his wrist, and was examining the machines at his side. Patrick stood in the center of the room, midway between Kreh-ursh and Kyle’s bed. He looked bewildered and undecided but ready to defend his stepson against any threat that might arise. Right now, it looked as if that meant his stepdaughter’s odd companion. Kyle lay limp and unseeing.
    


    
      Jade looked at Kreh-ursh. He looked scared and bewildered, but she could not avoid the feeling that he felt guilty about something. That thing, the evil force that had been affecting her, now seemed to have possessed her brother.
    


    
      The doctor turned from Kyle.
    


    
      “His pulse is steady, or as stable as it was before. What happened here?”
    


    
      “That boy attacked my son!”
    


    
      “He didn’t!” Jade heard herself speak up in Kreh-ursh’s defense before she knew what she was saying, or was even sure she was right. What if it was Kreh-ursh, that sinister laughing force that seemed not just to be dogging her but to have now taken hold of her brother? Yet she continued, “It’s possession. He didn’t do anything. He was trying to help.”
    


    
      “Jade, don’t talk nonsense! How could you...? I will not have that boy near my son.”
    


    
      “Mom, please...”
    


    
      Joan glared at the stranger, who had backed against the wall defensively. Patrick stood between them, an uncertain guardian. He puffed:
    


    
      “Jade, we know possession doesn’t exist, don’t we? So let’s keep things real. Joan, we didn’t see that boy do anything, so let’s not jump to conclusions. We weren’t here. Jade says that he wasn’t involved. So what happened, Jade?”
    


    
      “He sat up. Kyle sat up and spoke, like in tongues, but it wasn’t him. He was possessed!”
    


    
      Patrick sighed.
    


    
      “Pat, I know what I saw! I’m not lying!”
    


    
      “And I’m not having that boy near my son!” Joan snapped. “Get him out of here, Pat. Take him back to his parents.”
    


    
      The doctor was standing beside Kyle’s bed, witnessing the confrontation.
    


    
      “Okay,” Patrick replied. “We’ll talk about this later. The important thing is to let Kyle get some rest. I’ll take Jade home and get some dinner, and get that boy back home. Darling, do you want to stay here with Kyle? I’ll call you when I get home.”
    


    
      Joan just nodded.
    


    
      Jade let Patrick shunt her toward the doorway. But as they were leaving, she caught Kreh-ursh’s eye and felt a sort of a mental tug at her mind, a reminder of something they had to do. Kreh-ursh turned back to Kyle and looked like he was about to do or say something, but Joan walked toward him as if she would bodily throw him from the room. He dropped his head and walked out. Jade was almost out the door when her mother spoke:
    


    
      “Jade, wait.”
    


    
      She turned. Joan grimaced:
    


    
      “I’m sorry if I don’t sound like I’m being fair at the moment, but Patrick and I are having rather a tough time with Kyle and all this. Can I ask you a favor? I know it’s hard, but can you just keep away from that boy and stay around home for the next few days? Please, don’t go wandering off.”
    


    
      “I’m not planning to go anywhere.”
    


    
      “Please, just do as I ask?”
    


    
      “Yes, I will. I’m worried about Kyle, too, you know.”
    


    
      “I know...”
    


    
      “So then why do you treat me like I’m trying to cause problems? I’m only trying to help!”
    


    
      “I know...” 
    


    
      “I don’t think you do, Mom. There’s something weird here, and it’s going after Kyle.... It went after me, and it’s—”
    


    
      “I know, Jade dear, but the doctors are doing their best.”
    


    
      “This is not about doctors, Mom!”
    


    
      “Jade, have you listened to anything I’ve just said?”
    


    
      All she could do was leave the room. If only she could respond—but how to explain? How to explain to her mother that her brother was in danger and that the doctor’s skill in which her mom seemed to trust so blindly—could they trust that to save him? Because now she was certain that the only way to save her brother was to defeat that presence, and the only person who might have any sort of a clue how to do that was the strange boy from the sea.
    


    


    
       
    


    14. Two Storms


    
      

    


    
      The death island was revealed as dawn strengthened. As the sky turned silver, and the sea gray, the death island appeared as a dark scum on the beaten waves, stretching before the canoe where Duu-feen and Daakohn sat. It extended far out beyond the island’s reef to either side. Rain was driven sideways into them from the wind’s force. Lightning flashed and thunder crashed. But the heart of the storm had not yet arrived. It was a dark shadow, piling up night behind them. Through the uncertain hours of darkness, before it was light enough to take action, they had talked about options. The two of them, allied only with her canoe and Daakohn’s beast from the deeps, seemed a poor match for such a scourge on the sea. But the longer they delayed, the closer they and the slick were drifting toward the sacred island.
    


    
      “We will have to push it sideways somehow!” He had to scream above the wind. “Before that storm comes on!”
    


    
      “I can raise a wave... try and push it back on itself... send it north, but...”
    


    
      She did not finish her sentence. They both knew that what she was proposing—raising enough water to push this thing against the power of the storm, steer it past the island—would take not one Shahee, but fifty, or a hundred.
    


    
      “We need...”
    


    
      He laughed. His way of dealing with things, both good and bad, seemed to be by laughing at it. Yet Duu-feen could see a great deal of pain trapped in his gray eyes. She wanted to ask him his story: how a Taagaag-ee from the plains had turned hurzjh-faadaw-oh, how he had come to be paired with this monster from the deeps of some alien world instead of the taagaag mount of his people, why he thought he could never go back to live among them. Would the same happen to the Rrurd boy who had gone through the whirlpool passage? If he came back...
    


    
      Then Daakohn’s eyes glinted: “That’s it! A storm! We’ll create a counter-storm.”
    


    
      “Daakohn...” She knew this was impossible.
    


    
      “I can create it,” he pealed his silvery laugh, “if you can steer it. But let’s hurry.... If this one hits us, we’ll be shipwrecked, for sure!”
    


    
      Sitting there, delirious with laughter, rain and spray plastering his hair flat to his scalp, he appeared insane.
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      She felt the monster around her, close and oppressive. In the water, its stink could thankfully not be smelled. Yet still it held her so tightly in the deep furrow of its brow, she could barely move a limb. Each time she released her hold on the neck of the fleh-aak-zjhur bladder beside her, air gushed into her mouth. It was quite tricky to seal off the mouth quickly after each breath. The inflated skin was also held firmly in the folds of the creature’s face, though not so tightly that its air was forced out.
    


    
      Daakohn had told her she should beach her canoe on the island. Before that, though, he had pulled two fleh-aak-zjhur bladders from his belt.
    


    
      “Lucky for you I always carry a spare!” he chuckled. “Actually, I can carry up to five, for when we dive deep.”
    


    
      He brought out a contraption made of hollow cane and fitted the neck of one of the bladders to it. By pulling a lever on the cane back and forth, he made the bladder slowly inflate with air. When it was full, he sealed off the mouth with a wooden clip and filled the other.
    


    
      “When you want to breathe, ease this off slightly. Be careful though: If you’re too slow, you’ll lose all your air... and that will be it once we’re underwater.” 
    


    
      He laughed like it was a hilarious joke.
    


    
      “Even if I give him an urgent command to surface, it may take him longer to respond than you can hold out. He’s his own man.”
    


    
      With that ominous prospect in mind, she had paddled Saa-o-hohm in toward the island and run her well up onto the beach. She felt mad herself to be plunging back into the ocean in a raging storm, swimming out over the reef—humming a chant to soothe the crashing surf—until she saw the monster’s ugly head come rearing up through the ocean before her. She was almost swept into its gaping mouth, but Daakohn was there, clinging to its face, and grabbed her as she felt herself swept toward its gullet, hauled her up. Then she was climbing its face, giddy from the pestilent smell of it, grasping its slimy tentacles, using barnacles and seaweed fringes as footholds. Daakohn squeezed into one of the folds on its forehead. She followed. He pushed a fleh-aak-zjhur bladder in next to her, made sure that the reed in its opening reached her mouth. Once she was tucked in tight, just her and Daakohn’s heads protruding from the crease, the creature dived.
    


    
      It was a horrifying feeling, her body held immobile as she was plunged underwater. The force of the dive forced the air from her lungs. The water turned black as they dropped. She felt her lungs hurting. She strained for the surface, panicking. Then she remembered the bladder. She placed the reed in her mouth and gingerly sucked in air. It felt strange, wrong, to be breathing underwater. Her lungs wanted to rebel; she wanted to scream, burst back up to the surface. With all her mind training, she forced herself to relax, stilled her straining lungs. She blew out the air she held in a stream of silver bubbles, felt the airless emptiness and accepted it. Then she sucked another lungful of air from the bladder and relaxed a little. She was reassured that the system worked.
    


    
      Nevertheless, her head pounded. She could see nothing. They had dived deep. So deep she had no sight, sound, or smell. Her body, pressed between the monster’s blubbery folds, had gone numb. Taste was the only sense left to her. The air from the bladder tasted salty, fishy, stale—but it was the sum total of her experience at that moment. The dark, heavy pressure of the water pushed in, harder and colder against her face with every moment of their dive. The water was as black and cold as frozen steel, as alien as the far depths of space above. She felt the creature pulse around her, sealing her limbs into immobility more tightly than rope. Now she became scared for real. And being scared, she could no longer breathe. The ocean’s endless, cold night pressing in might be the final thing she would ever feel.
    


    
       
    


    


    15. Seeing the Threat


    
      

    


    
      In the car driving home, Jade felt sick to her stomach about what she had witnessed in the hospital: her brother leering at her in a way that was so obviously not him, and those words, that strange message she’d been receiving in dreams. Now it had been pushed out through her brother’s mouth as if he were a ventriloquist’s dummy controlled by some malignant puppeteer. A couple of times she turned around to Kreh-ursh, seated in the back seat, feeling that he wanted her to do something. He kept bombarding her mind with insistent thoughts and seemed to get more agitated as they turned off toward Point Mauri. But Patrick kept talking throughout the car journey and she could not concentrate. Plus, somehow she was soon going to have to defend Kreh-ursh while Patrick decided to locate his parents.
    


    
      “Pat, can Kreh-ursh sleep at our house tonight, and I’ll take him home tomorrow?”
    


    
      He thought for a moment. She knew he would be eager to phone her mother as soon as they got home, and would not want to be driving around dropping off Jade’s friends in the middle of the night.
    


    
      “Fine, but you make sure he heads home first thing in the morning. And we phone his parents as soon as we get in.”
    


    
      By the time they reached the house, it was past midnight. Patrick made them a sandwich in the kitchen’s bright fluorescence. When Kreh-ursh started to pick his apart to examine its contents, gazing at the tomato slices, picking out the seeds, Jade thought it best to kiss Pat good night and steer Kreh-ursh toward the den. The last thing they needed was for Patrick to remember about phoning Kreh-ursh’s parents.
    


    
      Kreh-ursh also looked suspiciously at the glass of cold milk Jade brought. He fired a couple of images at her, but she tried to remain blank while Patrick brought in sheets and blankets and made up the sofa. As Patrick was leaving, he stopped at the door:
    


    
      “I’ll be down in fifteen minutes to lock up the house. By then I want Kashin tucked in on the sofa and you in your own bed upstairs, okay, Jade?”
    


    
      She nodded.
    


    
      When he had gone, Kreh-ursh sat crossed-legged and waved at Jade to sit. They sat opposite each other. Jade had grabbed a pad and pen from beside the television—not being able to create images mentally, she could at least do so on paper.
    


    
      Kreh-ursh sent her a clear image of the slick. She drew it as best she could.
    


    
      “Slick. We’ll call it the slick...”
    


    
      “Sleek... mohduut-maat.”
    


    
      “But where does it come from?”
    


    
      She drew an oil tanker. Okay, she wasn’t Da Vinci, but it looked more or less right.
    


    
      “Mom thinks it comes from here.”
    


    
      She was not sure whether Kreh-ursh was following her words or her thoughts. He frowned, then waved his hands in disagreement. He reached out—cautiously—and placed his hands on either side of Jade’s head, eyeballing her in that intense way of his. Jade knew what was coming: one of his image messages. She tried to relax and concentrate.
    


    
      She was closed up... as if she were in a cage... no, an iron box. Aggressive roaring filled her ears... and the box was moving.... She recognized... a door handle.... They were in a car! This was Kreh-ursh’s perception of traveling by car! She could see windows, covered in hard transparent crystal.... It was strange trying to reinterpret his view. Such normal objects as a car or streetlamp all appeared so alien! But Kreh-ursh was pressuring her, urging her to look through the window.... She recognized the Point Mauri turnoff... all from that bizarre perspective, as if things were slightly skewed, or unfocused. Then she sensed it as Kreh-ursh did... and she was not sure if it were an instinct or a smell. It was faint, very faint, but she knew where this mental odor came from: the laboratory, squat on its bare earth plot, its silver chimneys gleaming faintly against the dark forest behind.
    


    
      Opening her eyes, she took a fresh piece of paper and drew a map: Point Mauri... Mauri Cove... the cliffs, lighthouse... cave... dunes... Mauri River... the landing stage... the road following the river’s twists and turns as it snaked up toward the highway... until it reached the turnoff. And on that bare plot next to the highway, beside the river, she drew the laboratory. She had just finished when she recalled what Rena and Dr. Hagues had been talking about that evening... some secret operation that they had planned for early the next morning.
    


    
      They should go and explore, but she was exhausted. She could see Kreh-ursh was too, even more so. They both needed sleep. The boy seemed to have read her mind, nodded. As he lay down, he sent an image of the night, of that hour as dawn began to lighten the sky... except a pinky-colored asteroid belt sliced across the heavens. Jade got the idea.
    


    
      Hearing Patrick coming downstairs, she raised her hand in a kind of wave. Kreh-ursh mimicked her. From the doorway, she saw him close his hand around a yellowish leather bag at his neck. She wondered what it was.
    


    
      Upstairs, she gazed about at the mess in her room. It made her feel as if her own life were far too complicated, an unending mass of things—clothes, toys, irrelevant objects—alongside Kreh-ursh’s straightforward existence. Among the mounds of hobbies past and present—roller blades, bike parts, books, paintbrushes, a hockey stick, a collection of soft drink cans, fishing rods and lines—she spied the paddle of the canoe she’d wrecked up at the falls two summers ago. She took it and propped it beside the door, ready for the morning. Then she dropped into bed. It had been a long day. Her last thought was “How will we wake up when we haven’t set the alarm?”
    

 
       
    


    

  
    16. Two Islands


    
      

    


    
      Almost imperceptibly, black softened to blue-gray, then gray-green. Duu-feen became aware of light filtering down, and her blood was no longer pounding so insistently in her veins. They were rising. All at once her lips seemed to understand that the reed between them contained a source of air, and she sucked deeply from the fleh-aak-zjhur bladder. It was a shock to break water. From the timeless tranquility of the deep, the storm lashed at their faces. Yet the rain felt warm, almost tropical, after the frigid waters below. She tried to blink salt water from her eyes, perceiving that the dim bulk of the sacred island lay to their right and the death island to their left. The serpent beast had dived deep and surfaced in the gulf between. Daakohn was speaking to her, yelling above the storm’s fury.
    


    
      “... to use your mind... try to see with your mind! We’ll raise the water! You must use your powers to push it sideways! Try to deflect it, send the water forwards...”
    


    
      But she wanted to tell him... Even if he raised such a storm, she did not have the skill or the power he was asking of her. She was just a simple Shahee, nothing more.
    


    
      “Here we go!”
    


    
      And they were diving. Sight, sound, smell all disappeared again. This time, though, they did not dive so deep. The monster stayed near the surface. Now she focused her mind, tried to see, to feel her surroundings. Instantly, she became conscious of trapped dead and dying creatures, broadcasting their misery through the water. Their pain attracted other, larger beasts—predators. Duu-feen sent out an insistent danger warning. She hoped those larger creatures might read it in the lower part of their brains, feel it as a real danger signal and not an invitation to feast on their stricken fellows. Then there was no more time. The serpent beast was writhing, twisting its body along itself, raising turbulence that was a storm in itself. As it rolled, they burst up to the surface again, rolled, and were plunged back down. She tried to focus her mind, to see. She felt the ominous nearness of the death island and the excruciating closeness of the reef surrounding the sacred island on her other side. Humming a chant, she tuned in on the water and the waves that the beast was throwing off. But there were so many, such a huge volume of water displaced. She visualized sending those waves crashing back onto the slick, pushing it northward. But the storm lashed back. It came on, beating in behind the death island, pushing it ever closer to the sacred isle. Still she strove, desperately attempting to craft the writhing waves’ frenzy. Was there any change? Was this vast mass of malignant ooze veering to the north? She was sure of it. Soon she had lost any awareness of her own body, her own space. Her entire being vibrated with the crash of the waves and the sea’s rhythmic pounding. 
    


    
      Yet the next time they broke into the sweet air, she saw, close—far too close!—Zjhuud-geh’s pearl necklace. They were being hemmed in between the reef and that island of death! Concentrate as she might, her despair and desperation overwhelmed her. This could not be happening! She trained her mind, wracked her mind for any way she might strengthen her chant.... The next time they broke the surface, Daakohn screamed:
    


    
      “Breathe, Duu-feen! Remember to breathe!”
    


    
      They were plunged back into the water. But she could feel it now: close, dangerously close to the serpent’s thrashing coils. Daakohn must keep his beast away! But she knew the animal would strike either the reef or the slick. They surfaced again, and this time she saw—was never sure when contact had happened, but the toxic mud of the slick was being scattered through the sea on all sides. The beast’s face carried huge discolorations. Black stuff dripped, miring its tentacles. She pitted her mind... but what could her mind do? She was achieving nothing!
    


    
      “Daakohn! Get him out of here! He’s being burned by this mud! He’ll die if you don’t get him away!”
    


    
      And it was true. She could feel with her mind—everywhere that black matter made contact with the serpent, she felt its pain. It was sickeningly sensitive to the substance.
    


    
      “Duu-feen!” Daakohn was focusing his full attention on calming his creature. “You’ve done all you can! Get out! Swim back to the sacred island! Go!”
    


    
      And she felt the serpent beast release its hold on her. She slithered down its face, splashed into the sea. She came to the surface. The beast rose over her, a towering pillar of tortured, agonized flesh. If it crashed down in its agony, she would die. She struck out hard away from it, pulled the waves around her like protective petals. In the growing light, she noticed mottled stains up and down her arms as she swam, felt the grit in her mouth. She swam with all her might for the reef. Then she was near, saw the breakers being shattered into silvery ribbons ahead.... She looked back.
    


    
      The serpent beast had risen up out of the water. Its entire body shone black. It crashed down again, as it still tried to drive the slick away from the island. Yet the force of the storm pushed it straight on, directly for Zjhuud-geh. The creature rose and crashed down, leaping in agony. Each time it fell, it mired itself more heavily. Every time it rose up in the storm-lashed dawn, it glittered more darkly. Huge sores had opened on its carcass, where its body was being eaten away. In its frenzy she felt its suffering, its body being consumed alive by the dark stain. She could feel Daakohn-bhaa-ehl-bhah-her’s mind still entwined with that of the primeval monster. His pain was sharp, but his laughter still rose above the dancing salt spray. Then she reached the reef, was being driven onto its coral teeth. She wrapped herself with a dense blanket of sea foam and surged forward. The buffeting turbulence and roaring white water lasted for long moments, claiming all her attention, but then she was through. Calmer, the lagoon still shivered as rain beat across its wind-lashed surface. She swam with tired strokes toward shore. Finally feeling sand underfoot, she turned and stood. No sign of Daakohn or his beast remained, but out beyond the reef the black stain still advanced. Then it was as if the surf’s pure white necklace darkened, too, turned brown and lost its spirit. Rain came down, lightning flashed, thunder rolled low, and the death island came on.
    


    


    
       
    


    17. Reflection


    
      

    


    
      Kreh-ursh lay on the floor of the strange house, listening to its gentle nocturnal creaks and sighs, as alien to him as the roaring of those steel vessels that had sawed at his ears all day. He had now observed two of the craft up close: the one that had attacked them on the beach, and that other in which they had encased themselves to reach the white city. Never had he imagined he would undergo such terror and live.
    


    
      Yet uppermost in his thoughts was another peril, one that had infinitely complicated his mission in ways he could not have imagined. He breathed out slowly and deeply, letting his mind sink down into that trancelike state preceding sleep. Since landing, he had been unable to rest, or to take proper stock of his situation. Now he must. As he listened with trance-induced detachment to the noises of this peculiar dwelling, he found himself straining to hear anything familiar, a sound—such as the wind clattering the palms—that might link him to home or reveal some hint to guide him in his task, which had now become so bewilderingly difficult.
    


    
      Kaar-oh. His dead friend, with whose spirit he had wrangled on the sacred island, had possessed the sick boy. How was such a thing possible? In the white hall, while Jah-eed was listening to her parents, he had approached the boy, Jah-eed’s brother, sensing death. Clearing his mind, he had begun to probe his consciousness, hoping to discover the illness that was ailing him. Yet as he sent mental feelers toward the young mind, he discovered wrapped around it another presence:
    


    
      Hoh-ee, Kreh-ursh. 
    


    
      I left you on the island!
    


    
      No, Kreh-ursh, you carried me with you. I told you I would never leave you. Yet maybe now I will. By making me hurzjh-faadaw-oh, you have set me free. I have escaped the constraint of time, which binds the dead in each world as tightly as it holds the living.
    


    
      Why are you clinging to this boy?
    


    
      He is fading and will be dead in a few days, but he is a body, Kreh-ursh.... Through him, I live again!
    


    
      This is wrong, Kaar-oh.
    


    
      Then let me make it right: To heal him, you must find the jewel fish.
    


    
      Then Kaar-oh had done something chilling. Kai-al’s unconscious body had raised itself to a sitting position, its eyes had opened—though blindly—and it had spoken to Jade:
    


    
      “Hoh-ee, hurzjh-faadaw-oh!” 
    


    
      “Get out of there, Kaar-oh!”
    


    
      With his angry shout, confusion had erupted. His mind contact with Kaar-oh had snapped, and he could not sense to where his dead friend had withdrawn. The boy’s mother had then shoved him hard away from the bed, and he had had no time to pursue the spirit.
    


    
      Now, lying in this dwelling, the girl asleep in the room above, he struggled to clear his mind and examine the problems from the perspective of trance. The brother and sister appeared to be important. The boy was tainted with the poison of the death island, and the girl was somehow linked to himself and to Kaar-oh, but he could not say why or how. Both of them were natural mental receptives, which surprised him. Could they be taught to mind-speak? He had imagined that their meeting—how he had sailed into the cove to find her there, waiting—was the natural result of life’s symmetry. Yet he was no longer sure. Perhaps she had attracted him in some manner? The initial contact had been difficult: He had been unprepared for the aggression of her attack. Strangely, those older ones arriving in their land craft had saved his mission.
    


    
      She was a peculiar one, that Jah-eed—rough, almost boyish in her independence. All girls and boys among the Shahee were raised in much the same way: They trained, fished, sailed, learned to cook, built canoes and houses, and did any other tasks that were required. Yet this girl was different, aggressive in her insistence at matching him physically. While she might be his vital link to this place, he found communication with her a strain.
    


    
      Almost immediately on entering the white hall, he had sensed that the boy was sick, dying. Kreh-ursh had felt the death island inside the boy, how it was eating him away. Yet his sister seemed strangely unconcerned. Could she not feel his death approaching? He must investigate that strange lack of awareness—for in other things she was extremely perceptive.
    


    
      Kreh-ursh knew that the boy Kai-al must be saved—both from the death island and from Kaar-oh. He was the focus of his vision. The name Kai-al, a shortened version of kai-al-lee, in the Shahee language, meant “one-of-far-touch.” This jogged another memory... quite what, he could not recall.... It was like some forgotten fairytale from his infancy.
    


    
      And the jewel fish. Kaar-oh had mentioned the jewel fish. It was a mythical being: How could he find a fish that did not exist? This fish had also entered his vision. It must play its part.
    


    
      And finally, the death island had to be stopped. Which to tackle first? Could the means to saving the boy be found in the dead-earth place they were to explore before dawn? Before then, they both must rest. He could hear Jah-eed making a loud racket with her snoring. He must tune that out and rest, for once they began to act, they would have to abandon sleep for as long as it took to overcome the danger.
    


    
      He shut his mind from the question of return. The hurzjh-faadaw-oh had no right to expect a happy outcome to his adventure, but he wondered again why Taashou had sent him here. Why had she not come herself? Was he so special? For a moment he allowed the veil to lift and felt homesick, depressed. He missed his parents, and Geh-meer—who had saved him—even Taashou, with her rough directness and aura of dangerous power. At least, she was someone he knew from his own village, however distant.
    


    
      He judged the time they would need to get to the dead-earth place. Was that where the evil had originated? The place stank of it. So why had the people of this world not done anything to halt it? It was suicidal, to unleash a thing like that on their world. He could not believe they were so unaware when they seemed a healthy enough race in other ways.
    


    
      He had to sleep. Turning on his side, he closed his eyes. He was exhausted, had barely slept since leaving Zjhuud-geh. His mind wandered back to his own craft, Kreh-otchaw-oh, hidden alone in that secret cave in the cliff side. He felt a surge of pride and joy when he thought of her. She had performed well, better than he could have dreamed. In the morning, he would make a few adjustments before they set out. But it was late. They must wake up in the predawn dark, and he sensed that the girl Jah-eed had no ability to control her sleep patterns. He would have to wake them both. He slept.
    


    


    
       
    


    18. Goodbye


    
      

    


    
      The hull pushed through black ooze until it scraped against the beach. All the sand close to the water, formerly powdery and white, had turned to gray mud. Five people were crowded into the canoe: two Shahee—one man and one woman—and three shahiroh. To reach the clean part of the beach, the shahiroh—the only people leaving the canoe—had to step into the bow and jump beyond that muddy strip. The youngest exclaimed in disbelief. The others said nothing, just stared, surveying the destruction.
    


    
      The lagoon stretched flat and black all the way to the reef. Out there the surf seemed to bubble and boil gray-brown, yet almost in slow motion, with none of its usual sparkle. The storm had passed on half a tide cycle before, its only remnant this brisk wind. Now the sun stood high and bright, but the island’s dark collar cloaked the beach in shadow, stretching to the rocks at either end. These were black stained, as well, where the waves had piled over them during the storm, as hard as it was to believe, the way the lagoon now lay flat and lifeless beyond the promontories. Not quite lifeless. As Taashou and the other two walked along the shore, they saw birds, fish, reptiles, and filaments of kree-eh, all dead or dying in the ooze. Dead fish littered the tide line like necklaces of gemstones. A taa-zjhur lay belly up, its velvet hide dark and dull. They saw dead Shah-skur, seabirds, even a baby bhaanj stretched out on the white sand, its wings, sodden and black, twisted unnaturally beneath it.
    


    
      At the end of the beach, the three shahiroh climbed a jumble of rocks. The fumes of the slime’s bitter stink were so heady that breathing was difficult. The damage continued in the next bay. All the island’s beaches had been wreathed with slime.
    


    
      Among the rocks was a hollow, worn by tides in some distant past that had now withdrawn. They stopped on its edge. Taashou gasped, half fell. The other two tried to hold her, but she pulled away, began to run, stumbling over the rocks. They followed. Within the hollow was a rock hearth, where somebody had lit a small fire. It had died down now, was just ashes. Taashou ignored it and ran to where an alcove had been carved into the rock wall, a sleeping place sheltered from the elements. A figure lay, limbs twisted and convulsed in an ugly rictus.
    


    
      Taashou collapsed beside her, drew her into her arms.
    


    
      “Duu-feen!”
    


    
      The figure did not answer.
    


    
      “Duu-feen, wake up! I’m here!”
    


    
      Duu-feen’s body was black from the death stain. It had discolored her face, stained her lips. The other shahiroh came up behind the older woman. They embraced her, held her tight by her shoulders as she searched. Her mind probed.
    


    
      “Duu-feen.... Where is she?”
    


    
      “Taashou...,” the older shahiroh began, but his voice broke.
    


    
      “No!” She was crying now, large tears rolling down her cheeks. They tried to comfort her, but she would allow no mind-touch.
    


    
      Duu-feen! Duu-feen! Come back! Wait for me!
    


    
      Taashou! She’s gone.... You can’t...!
    


    
      “No!”
    


    
      She threw them off and stood. The lank death in the lagoon buckled, waves rose up...
    


    
      “No!” Both shahiroh raised their minds against her. For a while there was a struggle. The substance on the water shivered, heaved, and subsided. One of the shahiroh tried to calm her. “Taashou,… please, don’t let her sacrifice be in vain….”
    


    
      But the old shahiroh turned, raising her red eyes to the jungle.
    


    
      Old Father! This is too much.... This was not the way!
    


    
      Her gaze was fixed on a point in the vegetation. The other shahiroh looked but could see nothing.
    


    
      Very well. When I’ve done what I must, I will come!
    


    
      Preparations for Duu-feen’s funeral took the rest of the day. Taashou insisted that the burning of her canoe, Saa-o-hohm, happen well out to sea, far from the pollution of the mohduut maat. She watched alone from her vessel while the canoe and its occupant burned. Ocean winds whipped the flames until the vessel was burned down to the waterline, and Saa-o-hohm’s charred boards eventually separated on the waves. She turned back to Zjhuud-geh.
    


    
      On the beach at dusk, Taashou collected her few belongings from her own canoe and slung them on her back. Watched by her four companions, she walked up the sand to the edge of the jungle canopy, pushed through into the greenery, and disappeared from their sight.
    


    


    
       
    


    19. Dawn Excursion


    
      

    


    
      Jade awoke to the soft nudge of Kreh-ursh’s hand on her shoulder barely minutes after closing her eyes, or so it seemed. The boy stood beside her bed, ready to leave. It took Jade a few moments to return to reality, or rather, the unreality of her particular situation, this bizarre alliance with the unknown seafarer who had appeared on the shore the evening before. It felt like a dream, but she was awake.
    


    
      She sat on the edge of her bed, trying to shake off her grogginess. Everything that had happened recently came back to her: her strange, recurring dream; Kyle’s accident and swimming out to save him; his sickness; Rena’s and Dr. Hagues’ plan to dump poison into their bay; the meeting with the boy on the beach; their seemingly magical escape from Rena and her mates; her and Kreh-ursh’s insane but successful effort to hide the canoe; and most chilling of all, the events at the hospital last night.
    


    
      By her alarm clock, it was just past four. Looking out the window, she saw that her mom’s car was still not in the driveway. She must have stayed the night up at the hospital with Kyle. Jade felt guilty about disobeying her, but she remembered Kyle in the grips of that power and knew she had to act. If his sickness came from the slick, and the slick came from that laboratory, she needed to find proof that could save him.
    


    
      She got dressed, then took her school backpack and began to grab different bits and pieces: a couple of flashlights, an old climbing rope, a screw-top glass jar, and any other stuff she saw that she thought might come in handy. On top she packed her mom’s camera, after checking that it had space on the memory stick. She had nabbed it while Patrick was preparing their sandwiches the night before. If they did discover that the laboratory was responsible for this stuff, she imagined that photos might be useful in a court case.
    


    
      Patrick had locked up the house the night before, and she did not want to risk creaking floorboards in the hall and on the stairs, so she decided they should leave by the window. That meant climbing onto the porch roof, easing themselves quietly over the edge, and slithering down one of the veranda posts. There was a tense moment when Kreh-ursh accidentally banged the paddle against the window frame. They both froze, Kreh-ursh half in, half out of the window. Jade crouched on the porch roof, listening hard for any stirring within the house. All they heard were the chirping crickets and the rustling of breeze in the trees. They crept across to the corner of the porch roof and swung themselves down.
    


    
      Soon they were on their way along the road leading up to Point Mauri. It was dark: Mauri Cove, a rural suburb miles from town, still had few streetlights and clouds hid the sliver of moon. But she did not want to risk turning on a flashlight yet.
    


    
      Up on the point, the cave seemed to have disappeared. Dozens of rocky outcrops shrouded with bushes dotted the headland. In the dark, they all looked the same. The ground was uneven, and it was easy to slip. Jade was nervous about getting too close to the cliff edge, of losing her footing in the dark. So she turned on a flashlight and offered Kreh-ursh one. But the boy wanted nothing to do with it, preferring his own eyesight. They continued searching. Finally, Kreh-ursh gave a low whistle. In the night, the shadows of bushes had made the entrance unrecognizable.
    


    
      Climbing down, flashlight held in her mouth, the memories came back of her fright and the claustrophobia that had hit her the day before. When they reached the bottom of the chimney, their feet crunching on bird skeletons, Jade shuddered but didn’t hesitate to crawl into the low tunnel. She managed to stay relaxed, repeating Kreh-ursh’s mantra: breathe... breathe.... At least now she knew where the tunnel led and for how long she would be crawling along, cramped in the dark. It helped. Even when she again felt tons of rock pressing in on top and from both sides, she forced herself to relax, to breathe deeply, and remembered that she would soon be through.
    


    
      At last they squeezed through the knee-high crack, shuffled along the short crevice. Down the rocky staircase, and they were once again standing beside Kreh-ursh’s canoe, Kreh-otchaw-oh. But the ledge was now high above the raging water. Why hadn’t she thought about the tides? Yesterday evening it had been high tide when they brought Kreh-otchaw-oh into the cave... around nine o’clock. So this morning’s tide would be about half an hour later—around nine-thirty. What time was it now, four-thirty? Shining her flashlight down from the ledge onto the white, swirling water, she saw that it was only a couple of hours after full low tide. The narrow path up the wall where she and Miguel had first found the cave was clear—she and Kreh-ursh could have walked in around the rocks. However, Kreh-otchaw-oh was now stranded on the ledge a good few yards above the water level. They might be able to climb down and get out along the ledge leading to the left, but they could never lower the heavy canoe that distance. They were stuck.
    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    20. Physics


    
      

    


    
      They stared down at the water. Kreh-ursh’s lips were pressed together, and he spent a long time standing, just staring at the surf below. He seemed doubtful. Then he began to hum. The song that emerged from his belly was low, full of open “ah” and “oh” vowels. The guttural consonants of his language clashed against each other like a storm onto rocks. 
    


    
      As he sang, he walked toward Kreh-otchaw-oh, signaling Jade to help. They carefully lifted her right to the edge of the platform, balanced so that her bow stuck out over the smashing surf. His voice slid up several tones, and the words became clearer. Jade heard distinct syllables, consonants marking where one word ended and another began. Kreh-ursh was intoning a particular chant, like a mantra, a single verse repeated over and over—like the swish and crash of surf on an ocean beach. Listening hard, she captured fragments, found herself whispering them under her breath as they came around again. Soon she had memorized it all and was softly repeating it along with him:
    


    
      
        Shash o-poubh-aw! Kreek o-poubh-aw!
      


      
        Shash, toh el-aw duu-shehkt-jaan
      


      
        Jaa faadaw duu-shehkt-tohn
      


      
        Toh freen-aw jaan kohl leekeek-jaan.
      

    


    
      Looking over the ledge, she could see the sea straining up toward them. It was a peculiar feeling that they could somehow influence the heavy, chaotic fury of the wide ocean itself—if that was what they were doing. But staring down into the belly of the cave, she could see the waves climbing higher, jumping up in an unnatural way compared to their rhythmic rushing in and sucking back a few minutes before. Jade concentrated, imagining that the ocean was rising to a height from which they could launch the canoe. She watched the waves being driven into a frenzy, leaping higher at every surge.
    


    
      Yet it wasn’t enough. Soon she felt a headache coming on from so much intense concentration. Looking over, she saw Kreh-ursh, eyes closed, temples dripping sweat, still intent. Finally, he too opened his eyes, still chanting, and looked downward. The frothing white water had barely risen a yard. In desperation, he grabbed hold of Kreh-otchaw-oh and began to heave her out over the gulf.
    


    
      “No!”
    


    
      As Jade’s shout burst from her, she hauled the canoe back, keeping it safe on the ledge. Kreh-ursh broke off his chant. The water subsided to its previous level. He stared at Jade, at the canoe, at the drop over which he had been about to throw his precious craft. The canoe would have been smashed to pieces. Jade couldn’t believe she had seen Kreh-ursh so close to losing it. Yet something.... He seemed... he was acting differently since they had left the hospital—not that Jade really knew him or how he normally acted.... She’d hadn’t even known him a full day. Yet the events at the hospital seemed to have deeply affected him.
    


    
      Kreh-ursh sent a questioning thought toward her, wanting to know what she was thinking. She shrugged it off. She was learning that she could block out Kreh-ursh’s mind questions if she wanted to. She went back to thinking about the problem at hand—they had to launch the canoe. It might be the only way they could get close to the laboratory.
    


    
      She crouched down and shined her flashlight around the cave. What they needed was a makeshift boat ramp, or even.... She began to scan the cave walls more carefully and soon saw what she was looking for. Although the ceiling was high, disappearing above them into darkness, the walls were narrow. Almost two yards above the ledge where Jade and Miguel had made their way in was a small niche. It would do. She took the coil of rope from her pack, tied an end around herself, and gave the rest of the rope to Kreh-ursh. From Kreh-otchaw-oh’s tackle she picked out the longest mast spar, onto which the woven sail was tied. She began to untie it. After a moment, Kreh-ursh went to help her. She hoped it would be long enough. And strong enough. The pole was slim and slightly springy. It looked fragile, but she tried to bend it and it hardly gave. Jade gauged its length: longer than the cave was wide. Perfect. 
    


    
      She walked over to the entrance ledge and eased herself out along it, indicating that Kreh-ursh should be ready to haul her back using the rope if she fell. She hoped he would react fast enough to stop her falling into the seething surf if things went wrong, but she felt instinctively that he was a reliable person to have at your side in a crisis. Standing on tiptoe out on the ledge and holding the pole up vertically, she slotted its lower end into that niche above her head. Then gently, she let the upper end drop like a drawbridge until it rested against the far wall, out over the water. For a moment she thought it might bounce out, fall and be engulfed by the rushing water, but it wedged firmly into the niche, resting at an angle, propped between both walls. It formed a more or less level bar a couple of yards out over the water, higher than the ledge on which Kreh-otchaw-oh nestled. She returned along the ledge to Kreh-ursh and the canoe. Untying the rope from around herself, she readied a few coils, lasso style. Then she threw the rope out and over the bar. Its end dropped down toward the water. Using the canoe paddle, she retrieved it and pulled it back toward them. Now she held both ends of the rope, which was looped around the bar out over the water. She thought she saw a glimmer of light appear in Kreh-ursh’s eyes.
    


    
      She slipped one of the rope ends under Kreh-otchaw-oh’s hull and tied it tight to the crossbars of the outrigger. If her theory was right, they might be able to lower Kreh-otchaw-oh using the spar as a makeshift gantry. She had seen lifeboats raised and lowered using this concept. Her biggest fear was that theirs was too shaky. The spar might break, or the rope. Or else the two of them would simply not be strong enough to stop the craft from crashing into the surf. She demonstrated the idea to Kreh-ursh, who nodded and smiled as he finally understood. Then they took up the slack. Kreh-ursh counted:
    


    
      “Duu, hou, tuu!”
    


    
      Kreh-otchaw-oh tipped over the ledge, and they threw their weight back against the rope...
    


    
       
    


    


    21. The Laboratory


    
      

    


    
      As they left the cave, night was softening. The sea was a deep, steel gray. It was a freezing morning.
    


    
      There had been moments of confusion as they lowered the boat, or rather allowed it to drop in a controlled fall. Yet by luck the canoe hit the water squarely without capsizing and remained bobbing and rocking on the surf below, tenuously moored by the rope. Kreh-ursh swung himself over the ledge and shinnied down, holding both rope ends together. Once he was safe in the vessel, he quickly attached his steering paddle and pulled the rope down off the spar above, hauling hand over hand until the rope end flicked over and dropped into the boat. 
    


    
      When she saw that her operation had been a success, Jade sidled out along the ledge in the cave wall and unhooked the spar. It took some doing, as, having supported the canoe’s weight, it had lodged firmly into the cave wall. But finally it came free. Then while Kreh-ursh held his craft steady on the foaming sea, Jade passed the spar down. That left Jade alone on the ledge while Kreh-ursh and Kreh-otchaw-oh rode the waves below. She worked her way farther down the left wall of the cave until she was standing a mere yard above the tossing foam. Kreh-ursh brought the canoe up alongside, as close as he dared to the rough rock wall. Heart in her mouth, Jade jumped. Though she was a strong swimmer, she had never felt so relieved as when she landed squarely in Kreh-otchaw-oh’s bilges. She would not have survived for long had she slipped into the white water inside the cave.
    


    
      Kreh-ursh had raised a chant, and, channeling the rush of water through his paddle, he maneuvered them clear of the threatening rocks. Both of them worked hard, he manning the steering paddle while she retied the sail and attempted to hoist the mast tripod. Once they were clear of the cliffs, the prevailing southerly wind hitting them fresh in the face, he showed her how the rigging worked, and together they hoisted the sail.
    


    
      Kreh-ursh steered straight out toward the ocean, visible through the heads. It was only once they were nearly half a mile from the coast—boisterous waves whipping lashings of pale foam into their faces—that they changed tack. Jade was able to appreciate the beauty of an outrigger: All you had to do was let the sail go slack, before changing course downwind and reefing in to catch the same breeze but heading back in the opposite direction. There was no need to come about as you would with a sailing dinghy. That was the beauty of a boat with two prows. Soon they were quickly tacking back landward again. Kreh-ursh reefed the sail tighter, steering them harder against the wind on a more northerly course, heading straight for the Mauri River. Before long, they were skipping across the bumpy rip, where the river current spewed into the ocean. They braced themselves for a rough ride and were tossed across the jagged patch of turbulence. The sail still propelled them, though the wind had dropped markedly under the lee of the river’s north bank. Small hard waves smacked against the canoe’s hull. They entered the river mouth, passing close by the sandbar before the current came strongly against them. There, their progress foundered and they briefly started to drift backward. Kreh-ursh struggled to stow the mast tripod and sail while Jade ploughed her paddle into the water as hard as she could. It was slow work, but despite the river current pushing seaward, the tide was now beginning to rise, and they made gradual progress. Hugging the north bank, they eased their way upriver.
    


    
      To their right rose the rainforest reserve. Ahead the jetty appeared on their left. A familiar dune buggy was parked on the narrow road leading down to it, a speedboat moored alongside it. Two men—even from this distance Jade recognized Screwdriver and the Head—squatted on the jetty, examining a powerful outboard motor. Kreh-otchaw-oh slipped closer, gliding silently under the dangling tree-fern fronds and flax that overhung the water.
    


    
      
        Shash o-poubh-aw! Kreek o-poubh-aw...
      


      
        Shash, toh el-aw duu-shehkt-jaan...
      

    


    
      As a mere whisper the chant escaped his lips. He dipped his hand into the river water and raised it, scattering droplets. The drops separated. Fine spray turned to mist, shrouding them. They eased their way past the men like a silver shadow, creeping around the next bend. Out of sight of the speedboat, they breathed more easily but still instinctively hugged the bank’s shade. Kreh-ursh reached out and brushed the stalks that drooped into the water. He started sharply, and brought his hand away. Jade saw that his fingers were plastered with sticky, black ooze. She shuddered, remembering how horrible the substance had felt against her own skin. Kreh-ursh then found that he was unable to remove it. The gunk stuck like glue, and he did not want to cover Kreh-otchaw-oh’s hull with the ugly mess. Jade rummaged in her backpack and found an old t-shirt that she’d been meaning to put in the wash. She handed it to Kreh-ursh, and he was able to clean his hand. But leaning over the side, she saw that Kreh-otchaw-oh’s hull was collecting a ring of the black scum.
    


    
      Before long, around another bend in the river, the laboratory’s dark bulk came into view. It squatted on the left bank in front of the bridge. Powerful floodlights lit up the chain-link fence surrounding it, though the rear of the site, bordering the riverbank, was unfenced. Maybe the men who built it had imagined that the river was protection enough, that intruders would be unlikely to enter from that direction. Kreh-otchaw-oh slid into the cover of a wide-limbed tree that was leaning from the north bank well out over the water.
    


    
      “Now, what we have to do...,” Jade whispered, knowing that Kreh-ursh would not understand her exact words. In fact, she had not thought what might happen when they actually reached the laboratory. From overhearing Dr. Hagues’ conversation with Rena and her cronies, she knew that something was happening here this morning, and she was now certain that this something was what had caused the slick that made her brother sick. She was determined that she would find the source and destroy it, if not discover a cure for Kyle. Though she and Kreh-ursh could barely communicate, she knew they were pursuing the same goal; but they’d been unable to discuss the specifics of that goal or how they might achieve it. And now, here they were, sitting in Kreh-ursh’s canoe outside the laboratory, and she had not the faintest clue as to what to do next. How could they stop this? Investigate, find evidence, she supposed—generally have a look around and try to uncover what was going on.
    


    
      “So,” she puffed, starting again, “we need photos... and a sample.”
    


    
      The sample wouldn’t be a problem. Close to the opposite bank, a whole new slick seemed to be forming on the surface. The black gunk revolved slowly on itself, a dark circular smear. Though still small, it was growing, but where was it coming from? Already the current was dragging at one edge, stretching out the stain into an elongated oval. Even as they watched, one large patch separated itself from the central puddle and, reforming itself into an even, circular mass, drifted off downriver. Jade took the glass jar from her backpack and unscrewed the lid. She nudged Kreh-ursh, miming what she wanted to do, that he should take them in close.
    


    
      But just as they were about to leave the tree’s shade, Kreh-ursh froze midstroke and grabbed at an overhanging branch to still the canoe’s movement. Someone had appeared around the corner of the laboratory. They held their breath, watching. The bulky figure, dressed in a security guard’s uniform, was horribly familiar to Jade. She waddled leisurely from one end of the building to the other and briefly glanced out across the river. They ducked down, but Rena didn’t see them. Boredom flattened her features. She walked a slow circuit of the fence line, then ambled toward the building and unlocked a metal door on the right before disappearing inside. It was only when they heard the door clunk behind her that they began to breathe easily again.
    


    
      “Go!”
    


    
      Kreh-ursh steered the canoe out from under the tree. He headed slightly upstream and turned, so that they drifted down, passing right next to the outer edge of the slick. Once they were close, he back-paddled to hold them stationary, keeping them from plowing through the gunk while Jade reached out and dipped the jar. She managed to trap a few large blobs. That was enough. She screwed the lid on securely, wiped off the jar with the t-shirt, and returned the jar to her pack. Immediately, Kreh-ursh sped them back into their hiding place.
    


    
      Jade took out her mother’s camera. It was digital and had all sorts of complicated features that she had only half learned—Joan didn’t like her experimenting with it. She set the ISO to 800, hoping the floodlights would give enough illumination on the water—so long as the flash didn’t go off and give them away. After snapping a close-up of the slime, she took a wide-angle shot of the whole laboratory with the slick in the foreground. Yet it was still not clear that this substance was coming from the laboratory.
    


    
      Kreh-ursh was waiting for Jade to decide to move. This was the crunch. If they went any further, they’d be trespassing. Well, she’d left the house and gotten into the canoe when her mother had specifically forbade her to do that. She knew she should not have, but how else could they hope to find out what the laboratory was involved in? If they were quick, they could be in, have a look around, and be back home even before Patrick woke up.
    


    
      Kreh-ursh was already paddling them across the river, and then Kreh-otchaw-oh’s prow had bumped into the bank and Kreh-ursh was out, beaching the canoe. Jade wriggled her backpack onto her back and followed. She caught up to Kreh-ursh just as he reached the top of the bank, paddle in hand like a weapon. That made Jade regret not grabbing hers. What would she defend herself with if they were attacked? Just then there was a click and the metal door opened again. They slammed themselves to earth.
    


    
       
    


    


    22. Illegal Entry


    
      

    


    
      Rena came out, moving heavy-footed toward the river. The two of them lay frozen. Her footfalls approached. Kreh-ursh tensed, ready to spring up, but Jade’s hand kept pressing firmly down on his shoulder. The footsteps halted... scuffled... scraped at a patch of earth. They didn’t dare breathe. Then Jade heard a familiar click. After a few seconds, she cautiously raised her head. Rena was standing with her back to them, looking out through the chain-link fence toward the highway. Smoke wafted around her in a halo as she returned her lighter to her pocket. She gave a happy sigh. They lay there for the minutes it took Rena to smoke her cigarette. Then she stubbed her butt out and waddled back up to the laboratory. The door clunked to. They could breathe again.
    


    
      “That was close!”
    


    
      Kreh-ursh checked that the coast was clear and launched himself for the door... only to come to a halt, stumped by the intricacies of the door handle. Jade came up behind. She tried it, but it was locked. They’d have to find another way in. But this was her territory—months of playing around this site in its various stages of construction had prepared her for this. She looked around and pointed to a metal grating above their heads.
    


    
      “That’s how we’ll get in.”
    


    
      She grabbed some cinder blocks that were still lying around from the construction stage and piled them up to build a low platform, climbed onto it, and examined the opening. As she’d hoped, nobody had discovered the screws that Miguel had loosened last year. Using her pocketknife, she had them out in less than a minute and deposited them in a small pile on the ground. Making as little noise as possible, she eased off the grating and slid it down behind the cinder blocks, where it wouldn’t be seen. If they came back through here, she would replace it. She hoped, in the meantime, that Rena wouldn’t do another circuit of the perimeter and notice the gaping hole in the air-conditioning conduit.
    


    
      Kreh-ursh guessed her intention almost immediately, and even as she was sliding the grille behind the cinder blocks, he was already hoisting himself up into the space, pulling his paddle with him. Jade wriggled through behind.
    


    
      The interior of the square aluminum conduit felt a lot like being in the tunnel from the cave. But something felt odd, different from other times she had crawled through while the laboratory was being built. She couldn’t put her finger on it—just had a vague, nagging sense of unease. Before long she was sweating heavily, the familiar fear returning, a horror of being constricted, of being encased in alloy as if in a metal coffin. She found her breath coming in short gasps. Consciously controlling her breathing, she forced herself to inhale deeply, slowly—and to relax. Things weren’t helped by having to inch along behind Kreh-ursh, unable to see where she was going. His body blocked the conduit ahead, and none of the dawn light filtered in behind her, so it was almost black. They made slow progress.
    


    
      Her sense of unease was becoming stronger. It was as if around her swarmed some familiar yet alien being. In the dark, she noticed flashes of color begin to explode against her eyelids, and inside her, she seemed to hear a bass moaning as if some slow leviathan were crooning on the sea floor. No laughter, but of course that boy was far away at the hospital, controlling her brother.
    


    
      Breathe and accept this.
    


    
      She didn’t know who had spoken for a moment... until she realized with a shock that it was Kreh-ursh. He had mind-spoken to her, and she had understood! It had felt as if he had spoken in her language.
    


    
      Can you hear me?
    


    
      It was as if they floated together in some underwater cave, cocooned in a bubble of oxygen that only they could breathe.
    


    
      Yes, I hear you, Jah-eed.
    


    
      How do we do this? I don’t speak your... You don’t...
    


    
      We are attuned. You are a natural mind-speaker. Very few of your people—or anyone outside my tribe—could do this. But there are a few with the open ear to hear and then to speak. You are one. I think your brother, also.
    


    
      Kyle?
    


    
      He is special. The weakest will be the strongest. This is why Kaar-oh could find him. When Kaar-oh escaped time, he scanned future and past, and found the weakest link close to me. We must save him. Or Kaar-oh will inhabit him always. He will be dead to you.
    


    
      How?
    


    
      What we do now. We defeat the evil that weakens Shah. When Kaar-oh is cut off from his world, his strength will wane—a bit, not much—then we can rescue kai-al-lee.
    


    
      “So let’s go!”
    


    
      After less than five yards, they reached a junction. Kreh-ursh crawled one body length farther along, allowing Jade to choose a tunnel. She knew this network of tunnels well. In the final days of construction, before the fence went up—in their game of “Taunt the Security Guard”—this was the main route they’d used to fool Rena, to get from one part of the laboratory to another.
    


    
      Now Jade slithered into the main conduit, the one that made a loop of the whole laboratory floor. This one was a tiny bit roomier than the tunnel they’d entered through, just large enough for them to get onto hands and knees. Though where the square tunnels joined each other, razor-sharp sheet-metal edges rimmed the conduit on all four sides. They had to creep over those flanges carefully in order not to cut themselves. Every few yards, smaller tunnels branched off the main conduit, leading to every room, office, and storage area in the complex—direct access into any part of the building. But Jade was aware of Rena sitting in some room filled with video screens. Sound also traveled freely down the metal conduits.
    


    
      As far as she could recall, the offices—where they might find information on the laboratory—were on the western side. Since they came in on the east, they would have to crawl across the whole complex in this uncomfortable way. By getting down into a corridor they might make faster progress, but she knew that cameras had been installed since her last foray onto the site, and she wasn’t sure where those cameras were aimed.
    


    
      They crawled on for several minutes. Time went by, and they had still not reached the spot Jade was thinking of. The conduit seemed to go on forever, taking twists and turns she could not recall. They came to an intersection. Two conduits, both the same size and shape as the one they were in, led away. She had no memory of this junction. That was it: They were lost.
    


    
      Next to Jade’s head was another grille, similar to those they had been passing every couple of yards or so. It was riveted onto the conduit from the outside and so impossible to unscrew. The last time she was here, none of these internal grilles had been attached.
    


    
      Refocusing on how they might get where they wanted, she chose the left-hand conduit at random and began crawling. Ten minutes’ progress brought them to a halt again. And now she realized what had been bugging her since they’d entered these air ducts, the new factor. It was the continual, gentle draft blowing toward them down the conduits. They were bound to come across something like this sooner or later: An enormous fan, spinning so fast its blades were invisible, was totally blocking their way forward.
    


    
       
    


    


    23. Life in the Machine


    
      

    


    
      Jade looked at the fan, wondering how badly it would mince her fingers if she tried to stop it. She began reversing, but her way back was cut off by Kreh-ursh.
    


    
      What is it?
    


    
      Look.
    


    
      I take it out.
    


    
      No, you can’t. Spin fast. It will cut you.
    


    
      But he had his head down, was fiddling with something, trying to maneuver a long object up the conduit. He pushed it past Jade, who saw what it was, but before she could think to stop him, Kreh-ursh had rammed his beautiful, carved paddle forward—straight into the blades. The fan stopped dead with a CRUNK, slicing a deep cut into the hard wood. She listened as the motor’s low hum began to ease its way up the sound scale. It became a thin whine, then a sickly screech. She smelled smoke... BOOF! The fan propeller went slack. The motor shut off. Kreh-ursh removed his paddle. Metallic-smelling smoke began drifting down the conduit. 
    


    
      “Well, one problem solved.”
    


    
      But another created. The acrid smoke made her cough, and they had to move on. She decided to take a page from Kreh-ursh’s book. Squeezing herself up into a ball, she turned herself around in the tunnel. If one bang had attracted Rena’s attention, a second could not do much worse. She pulled a foot back, braced herself against the conduit walls, and slammed her foot into the propeller for all she was worth. There was a CRACK of snapping metal. The fan crashed back into the wall, swinging out on hinges like a door. On the far wall was an oblong panel, a foot and a half high and two feet wide: the maintenance hatch, so that technicians could swing the fan back to clean and work on it. It was fastened with a plastic catch that popped open at her first shove. Fluorescent light spilled into their lair.
    


    
      Looking out, she half expected to see Rena standing below, poised to swing a truncheon at her head, but the room was empty. Aware that she might not be far away, Jade scrambled out of the cramped space and dropped to the floor. The conduit ran along close beneath the ceiling, so her feet hit the ground hard.
    


    
      Careful. Is high.
    


    
      But Kreh-ursh landed lightly, like a cat. She listened. At first all she heard was a hum of machinery. It was too good to be true. Rena had not heard them..
    


    
      They looked around. Six large machines filled the room. On her last incursion here, these metal hulks, massive and bell shaped, had seemed hollow and dead, sinister yet empty, like burned-out tree trunks.
    


    
      Now, though, thick iron bolts anchored them to the cement, and they hummed in mechanical contentment. Spidery tubes of plastic or glass curled out of each machine and spiraled through the space like crazy branches. Yet these branches glowed. Jade gasped.
    


    
      “Kree-eh!”
    


    
      She turned. It was Kreh-ursh who had spoken. He was transfixed by the transparent tubes. Then she was back in the water a week ago, that early morning that had begun it all, when she had encountered the launch manned by Rena, the Head, and Screwdriver. She remembered those rainbow-colored seaweed ribbons that had sloshed into the water around her, clung to her, and since then had been hailing her so regularly with desperate remorse. These were the voices that had been calling, from farther away and more powerfully than that sinister goading presence who now possessed her brother. She also recalled a newscast on her mother’s phone as she lay on the beach at Mauri Cove. It was about Synengine Energies and a crystal flask that flickered and glowed in changing hues. Swirling through these tubes in a leisurely dance was that same oily substance. Yet it was not. She could sense it. It had not yet been transmuted into that lifeless fluid. The flickering algae forms that flowed through these pipes were still aware; she could feel their consciousness probing hers the same way that Kreh-ursh had bombarded her with his mind pictures, before she had learned to speak. It was as if these chugging giants formed a vast, interlinked plantation, as if the laboratory were a huge greenhouse. The ethereal threads trapped in these crystal tubes were alive. She felt them calling urgently. The kree-eh were calling for help.
    


    
       
    


    


    24. Having a Plan


    
      

    


    
      Approaching footsteps brought them back to the present. Kreh-ursh darted behind the nearest machine. Jade had the presence of mind to grab his paddle from him and nudge the conduit panel shut as quietly as she could. Then she dashed after him.
    


    
      Rena entered the room... sniffed... and walked from one end to the other. The trespassers crept around, keeping the machine’s bulk between her and themselves. Rena walked up to inspect the conduit. Faint wisps of smoke still floated on the air. Fixing a fan like that was not her job, but she would report it at the end of her shift. Not much more she could do. She walked back up the room and seemed to be listening. They held their breath, but then she sighed, muttered something, and left.
    


    
      Kreh-ursh and Jade looked at each other. Even though Rena had left, Jade was acutely aware that there were more than two of them in the room. She realized that she now thought of that effervescent algae as more than just life, almost like a person.
    


    
      “Now what?”
    


    
      We go on as we have planned.
    


    
      Everything they had found out so far seemed to make what they were doing so much scarier. This was no longer a game—that much was clear. Jade now had a clear understanding that if they made a mistake, they could get hurt—and badly. Rena, the bully, might be content to dish out a broken arm or two to protect her turf, but being here, in this strange space, surrounded by these sinister machines that seemed to be doing something to the innocent form of consciousness contained in this marine life, Jade knew that whoever the enigmatic Dr. Hagues might be, he had invested a lot of time and effort in creating this laboratory. She suddenly felt that they should go home, get out of here before they were caught. She did not want to cause her mother the suffering that would mean, not with Kyle in the hospital, near death, and at the mercy of that malignant ghost.
    


    
      But Kreh-ursh had moved to the doorway. He checked carefully for signs of Rena, then stepped through it. A long corridor stretched away in either direction. Other doorways branched off to left and right. Machine noises surrounded and enwrapped them, vibrations through concrete, so constant they felt like ringing silence, eerie emptiness. Remembering that the corridor ran in a large ring, Jade seemed to recall that the offices were above the entrance. So they turned west. She had a vague plan that if they got in there, they might find some sort of proof. As they walked, they saw rooms identical to the one they had landed in, with four, six, or sometimes eight machines humming away, interconnected by those crystal pipes. Though she still had no idea what the machines did, she took photos for the record.
    


    
      The corridor was wide and bright. Jade feared it was armed with hidden cameras, making it risky that Rena might spot them. But it was the fastest route across the laboratory, and time was limited. A hundred yards on, the passage opened into a foyer area. To one side was a reception desk, now empty, and through glass doors she could see the parking area. Emblazoned on the back wall, facing the doors, was a huge sign:
    


    
       
    


    
      
        SYNENGINE ENERGIES INC.
      


      
        Synthetic Fuels and Clean Energies
      


      
        Driving you into the future!
      

    


    
       
    


    
      On the ceiling, just in front of that sign, was a black glass hemisphere. As if to draw attention to itself, it bore a small red light that was winking at her.
    


    
      “Kreh-ursh! A camera!”
    


    
      Whether the boy understood she didn’t know, but she pulled him back into the passageway and out of its range—she hoped. Edging around behind the receptionist’s desk, she led him toward a curving staircase on the other side of the foyer. The offices. They took the steps two at a time.
    


    
      Above, a carpeted hall boasted regal, timber-paneled doors to each side. After trying a few, they entered a large office on the corner of the building. Floor-to-ceiling glass on two sides looked out over the river and toward the Mauri forest reserve on its far bank. A wide desk dominated the room. Sitting in the center of its high-quality leather blotter was that crystal flask she had seen on the newscast, containing the flickering, oily substance. Now it glowed faintly silver in the gray light of dawn. Jade walked over and picked it up. It sat heavy and serious in the palm of her hand. She stored it in the pocket of her backpack. Proof. Of something, though she was not sure of what.
    


    
      Kreh-ursh had crossed the room and was staring between the forest and the plate glass before him, his fingertips gripping its surface disbelievingly. Jade took her flashlight from her backpack and explored the room. Apart from the desk, a heavy cabinet of some expensive wood stood against another wall, containing filing drawers. They were locked. The only other furniture in the room were two leather sofas that faced each other over a low coffee table. 
    


    
      Rifling through the desk drawers, Jade found stationery items but little else of interest at first. But then in the left-hand drawer, she found a small key. When she tried it on the filing drawers, it fit. She began to work her way through the files, not quite knowing what she was looking for but hoping that whatever she needed might jump out at her. And it did. A thick file labeled “Plans” caught her attention. Inside was an old leather-bound journal and some large, folded-up sheets of paper—plans of some sort. Other papers were stuffed into the file haphazardly. She pulled out the entire folder, journal and all, and stuffed it into her backpack.
    


    
      Now, with samples of the slime, photographs of the laboratory, the flask of oil, and these plans—whatever they signified—it seemed to Jade that maybe they had enough to go on for now. She felt exultant. With all this, they should be able to nose out Dr. Hagues’ dirtiest secret designs for Mauri Cove. It was time to put a stop to whatever action was planned to take place on the river that morning. 
    


    
      So they left the offices, creeping down the wide staircase again and out into the foyer. That was their mistake. Kreh-ursh didn’t know what a CCTV camera was, and Jade, in her smugness, had forgotten that one existed. So the shout, when it came, took them by surprise.
    


    
      “Hey! You couple of runts! What are you doing here?”
    


    
       
    


    


    25. River of Death


    
      

    


    
      “Stay where you are!”
    


    
      They didn’t. Both Jade and Kreh-ursh realized what that yell meant and darted toward the doors, only to find them locked. They ran back out into the corridor. Rena could already be seen lumbering toward them in the distance. They ran in the opposite direction. But it was just a matter of time, now that she knew they were there. As Jade pounded along the corridor, she knew she was no match for Rena. Could Kreh-ursh do anything? She had no idea, but he didn’t seem like much of a kung-fu fighter, for all of his toughness and magic. Then she remembered... 
    


    
      After me!
    


    
      She ducked into one of the rooms, the boy from the sea close behind her. It was a smallish room with only four machines, but she saw what she was looking for. First she ran to the air-conditioning vent.
    


    
      Lift me! Help me!
    


    
      He bent, and she scrambled onto his back, reaching for the air vent. She wrenched it open and dropped to the ground again.
    


    
      No, no, get in! I come after.
    


    
      It’s just a... “—decoy, it’s just a... decoy.” 
    


    
      How weird that she had not been able to communicate the word through mind speech. She darted back to the center of the room, to a square metal plate set in the floor. 
    


    
      Your paddle... Give!
    


    
      Jamming the paddle into the crack between metal and concrete, she lifted.
    


    
      Help me!
    


    
      Together they eased up the heavy metal plate. Sewage troughs ran underneath all the floors, connecting every room, leading to larger canals that terminated at an enormous tank on the east side. Jade and Miguel had used them as trenches for staying out of Rena’s sight when they had harried her on the building site. Below was a kind of tunnel less than a yard high. Along its floor ran a deep, narrow channel molded into the concrete. On either side was a thin ledge just wide enough to creep along. That was the good news. The bad had them both gasping. Last time she was here, the channel was empty, newly formed of freshly poured, bone-white concrete. Now it was full, but not with water. The nauseating smell was unmistakable. So was the sight of it: thick and black, oozing its way along underneath the floor—the channel was full of the slick-forming slime!
    


    
      But they had no choice. Only seconds remained. They climbed down, balanced themselves, one on either side of the channel, and eased the plate—as quietly as possible—back into place. Darkness closed in. They waited in silence.
    


    
      Rena’s footsteps approached, running, furious. Her truncheon hit the air-conditioning duct with a BOOM.
    


    
      “Come out of there, you runts! I’ll have you this time! You won’t get away!”
    


    
      More blows rained onto the metal conduit. Her boots left the room running. They heard her in the next room, beating the air ducts again and again. Then she ran back into this room and continued the same ruckus. After a couple of minutes her footsteps left again, and soon they heard her distantly in one of the other rooms, pounding the metal conduits and yelling at the top of her lungs. Jade took out the flashlights and handed one to Kreh-ursh. 
    


    
      Touch this button here. The light will come.
    


    
      This is magic!
    


    
      I wish!
    


    
      The batteries in both flashlights seemed only half charged, but they shed enough light to show their path along the ledge. They moved off along the tunnel in the opposite direction to which Rena had gone, flanking the slime in its oozing progress, and taking care not to dip their feet in it. Jade noticed small circular pipes protruding from the roof of the tunnel, spaced several yards apart. From each, black droplets formed sluggishly. As each drop reached a density where it could no longer support itself, it fell with a heavy plunk into the channel. The uneven music of the falling slime created a depressing soundtrack to their progress. 
    


    
      She knew that, unlike that of the air-conditioning ducts, the layout of these tunnels couldn’t have changed. Concrete trenches can’t easily be rerouted. So she made an effort to remember how to get back to the east side, where they might recover the canoe—and find out what Rena and her friends were up to.
    


    
      Now Rena knows we’re here, maybe they’ll cancel the operation. That’s good.
    


    
      We must stop all the poison from reaching the sea, not just a little bit.
    


    
      Yes, but for now, we can take what evidence we have to the authorities. They can stop it.
    


    
      We must stop it now.
    


    
      They continued shuffling along the ledge, and her mind pondered those machines. Were they all interconnected? Would disabling one disable them all? They looked identical, probably sucked in the same raw materials—the kree-eh—and all churned out the same product.
    


    
      We must stop one, stop all the machines, and so save the ocean.
    


    
      Kreh-ursh had been reading her mind again. Anyway, shutting down the machines right now was not their problem. What time was it? Maybe they could find the raw material and cut it off at the source. Would that halt production for long? Remembering that she was supposed to be taking photos, gathering evidence, she pulled out the camera and snapped a shot of the slime flowing down the channel. The flashlight’s batteries were going, so it was lucky that the flash was still charged.
    


    
      They kept creeping along the trench until it emptied into a wider canal. Faced with a choice between left or right, they decided to follow the flow to the right. Kreh-ursh hopped across the smaller trench, and they continued on the same side of the canal. It was built to the same dimensions as the first trench but on a larger scale. The roof was slightly higher and the ledge on their side a little wider. They hastened their pace, aware that outside, the morning light was growing stronger. Rena might explore outside and discover Kreh-otchaw-oh, or her sidekicks could appear up the river. Or day workers might arrive. If any of those things happened, they would be sunk. She had no idea how the laboratory might change gear once daylight came. Jade’s flashlight, the weaker of the two, had become a tiny dribble of light, barely illuminating a small patch of ground around her feet. She turned it off and stowed it in her pack. Kreh-ursh gave her the flashlight he was holding and untied his fire pot from his belt. He crouched on the ledge to strike a spark. 
    


    
      Jade wanted to keep going. She was tempted to tell Kreh-ursh to forget it and push on with the single flashlight. The boy was rubbing and rubbing his sticks together. It was taking too much time. She grabbed him by the shoulder, jogging his arm. Sparks spilled onto the concrete, wide of the pot. Kreh-ursh glared at her, shook off her hand in irritation. She stepped back, slipped on a wet patch, and dropped the flashlight. It rolled into the channel. They watched helplessly as its beam sank in slow motion into the muck. Finally, it clunked to the bottom of the channel, resting on its end. The flow of the slime began to pull it slowly along the channel, but its beam—perhaps because of the weight of the batteries—remained pointing upward through the slime like a light sabre, barely lighting the tunnel in a brownish glow. They looked at each other. What would they do now? That light wouldn’t last forever. It was already being pulled sideways along the channel.
    


    
      Kreh-ursh bent to his task again. Jade pulled out the remaining flashlight, but its beam cast merely the weakest glow onto his hands. Kreh-ursh rubbed and rubbed. First smoke, then a glow of embers kindled on his base stick. He lifted it carefully toward the pot, but again the sparks tipped off before he made it. An isolated stain of slime stuck to the walkway. There was a flash, and a small column of flame whooshed up between them. They froze. The slime was flammable. If a spark could turn one lone stain into such a flare-up, what would happen if one went astray, flying into the channel?
    


    
      Kreh-ursh searched for a patch of clean concrete. He was sweating. So was Jade. Every spark that scattered off Kreh-ursh’s fire stick now seemed to hold both of their lives captive in its tiny light. Jade tensed to pounce on any grain of light that did not fall right into the fire pot. Kreh-ursh cupped his hands as close over the pot as he was able. Perspiration stood out on his temples. The flashlight beam in the channel had now been pushed onto a diagonal and had drifted farther downstream. Its light barely broke through the slime. They were in almost total darkness. Kreh-ursh continued to strike, but knowing they were both sitting on the edge of a potential inferno did nothing to improve his skill. He shook and kept scattering the little bed of embers before he could get it into the pot. Spark after spark fell onto the concrete and withered. Then, just as the flashlight light dwindled to a mere flickering orange wire behind glass, he managed to tip a few sparks onto the moss waiting in the pot. He leaned close and blew gently. The sparks curled a tendril of moss to ash, glowing, then another and another. A single flame licked up. Kreh-ursh began a soft chant. Oil-soaked moss gently lifted the flame. It became firmer, steadier, until it was a clear glow lighting the tunnel in both directions.
    


    
      Kreh-ursh exhaled loudly. Jade slumped against the tunnel wall. Then he lifted the flame, ready to go. He raised his eyebrows at Jade.
    


    
      We leave now. We have the way.
    


    
      It took Jade a few moments.... Then she realized. Swinging from the leather thong in Kreh-ursh’s hand, protected by its earthenware pot, now a tiny, brave light but capable of infinite expansion, was the solution to their problems.
    


    
       
    


    


    26. Ghost in the Water


    
      

    


    
      “Hey, Rena!” Jade yelled as loud as she could. 
    


    
      It was almost full daylight. They had propped open the laboratory doorway that led to the river. A few yards inside, in the nearest of the rooms packed with machines, the metal cover above one of the slime trenches was lying open. Next to it, on its far side, sat the fire pot, its flickering flames all but invisible under the fluorescent light. Jade’s rope was curled in a loose lasso around it. The rope trailed out of the door of the room and down the corridor to where Jade held the other end a few yards outside the river door. The last step in the plan meant getting Rena out of the facility.
    


    
      She called again, “Brain-dead!”
    


    
      She finally heard footsteps—some security guard! She invented an imaginary sign in her head: 
    


    
       
    


    
      
        ALL INTRUDERS PLEASE REPORT TO SECURITY
      


      
        AND ANNOUNCE PRESENCE ON SITE
      


      
        PRIOR TO ENGAGING IN ILLEGAL ACTIVITY.
      

    


    
      

    


    
      Had they known Rena was this slack, they could have just walked in through the main entrance, saving themselves the annoyance of crawling along air-conditioning ducts and smelly sewers. Rena finally appeared a hundred yards down the corridor. She looked toward the door, saw Jade, and bellowed:
    


    
      “Hey, weasel! You stay where you are!”
    


    
      Jade stood exactly where she was. Rena began to gallop heavily toward her. Much as she wanted to, Jade resisted the temptation to cut and run. She needed Rena to get past the doorway to the room, at least. Rena came on. Jade tensed. Wait till you see the whites of her eyes. Fifty yards. She hoped this was going to work. Otherwise, she would be up Brown Creek without a paddle. Twenty yards. Rena had her truncheon out. Her face was red and angry looking. Ten. She passed the door, looked down, and saw the rope. A question flickered across her face. She knew something wasn’t right. She stopped and reached down for the rope. She mustn’t touch it—the rope mustn’t be moved until Rena was out of the laboratory! 
    


    
      Then a blur of movement flashed past Jade. Rena stiffened and keeled over like she’d been hit.... Kreh-ursh grabbed her as she fell, staggering under her weight, but pulling the stunned Rena toward the door. He looked at Jade: 
    


    
      Do it! 
    


    
      But she had to wait till they were outside....
    


    
      Then they were through the door, but Rena was recovering. Jade saw as if in slow motion how Rena swung her truncheon and it connected with Kreh-ursh’s head... even as Jade was hauling on the rope. But Rena’s hand had closed on it, too. Kreh-ursh had fallen. Rena, beside the door, pulled against Jade, jerking her back toward the laboratory. Beyond the security guard, in the machine room the pot had not moved. In this slow-motion sequence, Jade saw Rena straighten up, rope in hand, reeling Jade in, even as her eyes traveled back along the rope in the other direction, not realizing she was inadvertently pulling it from that side, too. She gasped as she saw that, inside the laboratory, the rope had dragged the fire pot onto its side. She tried to hold the rope still, but the fire pot was already rolling... so slowly.... Rena began to move back into the laboratory.... The pot was rolling toward the edge of the opening... now balanced on its rim. Rena was running toward it. Kreh-ursh was on hands and knees as Rena halted, turned, realizing what the fire exposed in the belly of the pot meant, even as it gave a final lurch and tumbled slowly down into the opening. 
    


    
      Jade heard Rena’s disbelieving gasp. There was a clear clock! as the pot shattered on the ledge below and flaming moss spilled out. But Jade was already turning, running for the river. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Rena shove Kreh-ursh aside, turn toward the river, stretching out her leg to run. 
    


    
      Then Jade was pelting with all her might for the river. There was a whoosh of force. It didn’t seem like an explosion, but as if the laboratory had taken a huge gasp of air, filled its lungs in one split second, then blown itself outward. The air turned to fire and soared outward. A wind, a searing tornado of flame and heat picked Jade up and flung her forward. She was flying on the flames, wind surrounding her. Over the riverbank, she saw Kreh-otchaw-oh pulled up in the mud. She ploughed into the water—the scorching heat doused by the chill. She went under... sank... looked up... was aware of a dark shadow above her. To her right, underwater, she saw the pipe. Black matter was spewing forth... rising... seeking the surface. Her world was going dark. She had to get away. She kicked out.... She had to reach the surface... but not toward the black stain.... She had no air. For the second time in just a few days she was drowning and the pain of it... the incredible pain in her lungs... was unbearable. Her back was chilled with burns. She struggled listlessly but felt herself finally going to sleep, the lovely dark comfort of sleep in this black cocoon...
    


    
      But here was the strange boy from the sea, Kreh-ursh—no, not him, but a smaller, more wiry build—floating down into her underwater world, rippling like a dolphin through the water. His face appeared before her, an uneven grin dribbling silver bubbles. He had a bad head wound, half his skull gone, gore and blood clouding the water red... 
    


    
      Ee-kawg-zjhur... the jewel fish, for Kai-al-lee... for Kreh-ursh...! You are now their only hope.
    


    
      Insistently, the boy threw those thoughts at her, that she had to save Kyle—needed the jewel-fish to save Kyle, and to save Kreh-ursh. Then she understood that this was the boy who had been sending her the dreams, who was possessing Kyle. Yet he seemed to know what Kyle needed.... But she was going to die down here... It was all too late... 
    


    
      An incandescent flash lit the water. Dimly she sensed a rushing, a silent roaring off to her right. The pipe had metamorphosed into a flame thrower, blackness turned to gold and orange as a billowing cloud tumbled up toward the surface. Instantly, the roof of her world turned into the most beautiful sunset above her. Every color from gold to deepest purple was reflected there. And the strange boy was urging her, willing her to respond. Jade felt she was ascending to heaven in the radiant, bright light. The other boy had no substance yet seemed to shoulder her, give her strength. Jade wondered at herself, too. How had she lasted so long down here? It felt like she had been floating in this chilly coffin for ages, but the marine boy insisted, grabbing at her, rousing her... was pulling her up and to the side. He did not want her to enjoy this beautiful sunset but was pulling her out from under it... pulling her away.
    


    
       
    


    


    27. On the River


    
      

    


    
      Jade was again lying in the bottom of a boat, coughing her lungs out. Kyle must be here. She must just have saved him... but didn’t she do that already? She was lost, at home, in the hospital.... She had no idea where she was. The wood of the boat was smooth, strange, unlike any she knew, a fine, golden grain. She had to vomit, and pulled herself up. Her head swam. Then she was vomiting over Kreh-otchaw-oh’s side—river water—of course, Kreh-otchaw-oh. When she opened her eyes, she saw the water burning, flames dancing off its surface merrily in the chill gray light. It was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. She wanted to tell Kreh-ursh.... Kreh-ursh... where was that boy? 
    


    
      She stumbled out of the boat, scrabbled her way up the muddy bank. Flames filled the air, water burned. As her head topped the bank, the heat blasted her. The laboratory was a wall of orange—too close, she was far too close. Kreh-ursh, where was he? She could see nothing.... It was as if the heat were melting her eyeballs. Dark bits and blobs—pieces of the laboratory—littered the ground, burning. One moved.
    


    
      Jade crawled over the bank and into that land of heat. It engulfed her, took over her being, pressed the air from her lungs, scalded where it touched her skin. She pushed on. With every shaky movement, it got hotter. Her dripping clothes and wet hair steamed, then boiled. The only way forward was to drop into the mud and push herself along as flat to the ground as she could. One arm closer, one leg closer, to squirm on her belly under the heat. The dark blob that was Kreh-ursh no longer moved, but she could see his chest rising and falling.... Could she? Or was that just a heat mirage? Had that movement stopped, too? Then she was beside him. It hurt to look at his body, black and burned. Rising onto hands and knees, she grabbed her friend under the arms. She knew she was hurting him, but she had no choice. She began to tug him along the ground.
    


    
      Eventually, they reached the bank, and fell over its lip, rolling down through the mud.... The water revived them both. Kreh-ursh became conscious, bellowing in pain. Jade felt the chill water enclosing her body like a delicious luxury.
    


    
      “You weasel! What have you done?”
    


    
      Rena was lying half in, half out of the water. Kreh-ursh’s yell had brought her around. She was burned black, muddy from head to foot, her uniform hanging off her in tatters. She glared at them, her eyes popping white in her blackened face. Jade turned to Kreh-ursh and pulled him toward the canoe. She found it easier to half float him through the water. Rena was struggling to her feet. She slipped, moaned, and lay there. Jade tried to heave Kreh-ursh up over Kreh-otchaw-oh’s side. He groaned loudly, but she persisted. Then he was in, blubbering from the pain. Rena was on hands and knees in the shallows, glaring at them, murder in her eyes. Jade fell in the muddy water as she got behind Kreh-otchaw-oh, shoved her off from the bank. Rena staggered toward her...
    


    
      “Stay there.... You’re in for it, weasel!”
    


    
      Jade tumbled in, found a paddle, and slashed at the water. Rena jumped, but they were moving.... Rena’s fingers scrabbled at the hull—then they were out into the channel.... Thigh deep in water, Rena, burned yet angry, was roaring...
    


    
      “I’ll have you runts! I’ll have you!”
    


    
      They were moving, gliding around the burning slick. Jade plunged her paddle deep into the still water, trying to avoid the flickering flames. Kreh-otchaw-oh was burned and blackened. Dark slime coated her bow and gunwale.  
    


    
       
    


    
      
        Shash o-poubh-aw! Kreek o-poubh-aw!
      


      
        Shash, toh el-aw duu-shehkt-jaan
      


      
        Jaa faadaw duu-shehkt-tohn
      


      
        Toh freen-aw jaan kohl leekeek-jaan.
      

    


    
      Jade recited the chant to herself, imagining the water rising, pushing them on their way. Yet the river remained as flat as a mirror. Behind them the laboratory was in flames, the heat so intense from that side, it hurt to look. It was a strange sensation: chill before her, heat at her back. But everything was odd lately. Kreh-ursh lay groaning in the bottom of the canoe. They would have to get him to the hospital. She would go home to Patrick, and they would drive Kreh-ursh into town.
    


    
      The burning slick came between them and the laboratory roaring behind them. Then they were around it, heading downstream. They passed a bend, and the river’s quiet tranquility began to take hold. It was nearly full daylight. 
    


    
      Another sound encroached on her awareness, a distant roar, but it was getting louder fast—somewhere between a cough and a whine. She identified the roar of an outboard motor. The boat rounded the bend, heading straight for them. Jade stopped paddling, petrified. They were done for. She began to call out the chant, desperate, to throw up water. It fell with a splat. Again, splat.
    


    
       
    


    
      
        Shash o-poubh-aw! Kreek o-poubh-aw!
      


      
        Shash, toh el-aw duu-shehkt-jaan
      


      
        Jaa faadaw duu-shehkt-tohn
      


      
        Toh freen-aw jaan kohl leekeek-jaan.
      

    


    
      The water turned to mist.... She sprayed up more. It separated, turned to mist. She was jubilant. Then looking around, she saw Kreh-ursh half propped in the bows, barely conscious, his hand trailing in the water, mumbling a chant—that or some other—incoherently. It was enough. Mist shrouded them. As the speedboat approached, Jade recognized its two occupants, Screwdriver and the Head. They were staring, eyes wide, focused on the burning laboratory. They didn’t even glance in the canoe’s direction. The boat roared past, missing them by yards, and was gone upriver. Kreh-otchaw-oh rocked and plunged in its wake. Kreh-ursh collapsed again, moaning. The mist faded. Jade thrust her paddle back into the water. She had to get them away.
    


    
       
    


    


    28. Open Sea


    
      

    


    
      They left the river, Jade driving the canoe across the choppy riptides. Out of the corner of her eye she saw the sun’s first beams painting Point Mauri lighthouse. It glowed like a golden finger above the gray-brown coast. The ocean was a solemn gray-blue, the color of new iron before it’s had a chance to rust. Against it the phosphorescent surf rolling toward the empty beach reflected a hint of rose. She struck out for the open sea. If she could get past the rip, Jade thought, she might bring them around onto the beach. There was no point hiding Kreh-otchaw-oh now; she had to get Kreh-ursh to a hospital. 
    


    
      The boy was barely conscious, muttering incoherently and turning feverishly in the bottom of the boat. He needed help fast. His burns covered most of his body and were deep red and bloody, as if his skin had been flayed from his body. She continued to paddle resolutely, though she had no hope of pushing them to the magical speed of which Kreh-ursh was capable.
    


    
      Then she glanced behind and saw the speedboat. It had returned downriver, cruising slowly. Had they seen her? Not yet, but they would, at any moment. She considered her options and made a decision, striking out directly for the horizon. When the sun rose, its rays might blind her pursuers, and they might not see the canoe out on the bay. It was a slim hope, but it was the only thing that occurred to her.
    


    
      That tornado-like storm was still there out at sea, though the day looked clear otherwise. Jade strained her back into paddling, hoping by some miracle that they might avoid the speedboat. But as she looked behind again, she saw that the sun’s rays were creeping too slowly down Point Mauri’s cliffs. And she realized the canoe had been spotted. The speedboat had turned in their direction and accelerated. It was now powering downriver, bouncing across the rip. So that was it—it would all be over in under a minute. And now they were far out from the beach, cut off from any other hope. Rena appeared as a dark shape crouched behind the windscreen, between the Head and Screwdriver, who was piloting. Perhaps she could show them Kreh-ursh, convince them they had to help her get him to a hospital. It was a slim hope. These were the guys who had broken Miguel’s arm. She knew they wanted blood—hers and anyone else’s who was with her.
    


    
      “Kreh-ursh! Wake up! You’ve got to get us out of here!”
    


    
      But the boy was oblivious, shut inside his pain.
    


    
      Jade kept paddling. She shouted out that chant into the wind:
    


    
      “Shash o-poubh-aw! Kreek o-poubh-aw!
    


    
      Shash, toh el-aw duu-shehkt-jaan...”
    


    
      She knew it was useless. She didn’t have the magic. But at least it gave her anger, a strength to put behind her paddling. And once they caught her, well, she would give them the best fight she could. Another glance behind showed the speedboat was gaining fast. How could a wooden canoe outrun it? Nevertheless, she pushed on, breath sawing in her lungs, determined not to stop, but to keep on... to keep paddling. She aimed at that dawn horizon, heading straight for the storm. Maybe it would give them cover.
    


    
      Then a strange thing happened. A drop of liquid gold seeped over the horizon and a single ray of sunshine struck the boat directly. A second later she saw a silver flash ahead, as if a fish had jumped. It flashed, and flashed again, a constant winking of light on the sea. It didn’t look quite natural. It was like the shine of sun on surf, like a boat’s wake. It was moving, though she couldn’t see any vessel out there. 
    


    
      A look behind showed that the speedboat was less than a hundred yards away. She turned to continue paddling, digging her paddle deep, but it was ridiculous: She was meandering over the waves compared to the speedboat’s sprint.
    


    
      “Yeeeaaaaghh-hhaaaaaaagghhhh!”
    


    
      Screwdriver’s blood-curdling yell froze her heart.
    


    
      She would have to stop. She could not keep up this pace. Her arms and back were aching. She literally could not command her arms to obey her, to keep driving that paddle into the sea. Ahead of her shone that wake, like a wave surging through the sea. And it was coming straight for her. Through her tiredness, Jade’s eyes began to play tricks: She fancied that the silver wake enclosed a swimmer. But that was impossible. As far-fetched as Kreh-ursh’s tidal wave, the way he made the water obey him—no swimmer could move so fast. But here, she imagined, was this person, coming on almost as fast as if surfing, falling down the side of a wave that rolled on continuously, crashing through the other waves toward them.
    


    
      She looked behind. The speedboat was still coming on full force, a mere thirty yards behind. Jade realized that Screwdriver meant to ram them. That powerful launch would turn Kreh-otchaw-oh into matchwood. In the cockpit Rena was howling for blood. She stood behind the windscreen, beating the boat’s cowling rhythmically with her truncheon as if to drive it on faster. Her intention was plain: This time Jade would not escape her wrath.
    


    
       
    


    


    29. The Swimmer


    
      

    


    
      A hand grabbed Kreh-otchaw-oh’s hull. Jade wondered briefly whether she should slam down her paddle on it. A girl heaved herself up into Kreh-ursh’s craft. Jade just stared. With a vigorous swing, the girl swept dripping hair back off her face. Wide green irises registered Jade, then looked beyond her, over her shoulder, and began to call out a chant—one Jade hadn’t heard. The canoe lurched. Turning toward their pursuers, Jade saw the waves heaving, rearing up against the launch. She had seen something similar before. So had Screwdriver, Rena, and the Head, on the beach the day before. Screwdriver turned the steering wheel and tried to veer away. But the water caught their boat broadside.
    


    
      GRRRUURREEEAAAAGGHHHHH!
    


    
      The outboard rose to a scream as its propeller left the water. Jade couldn’t see whether it capsized or not, because their own craft pitched sharply. The girl had grabbed Jade’s paddle, plunging it into the waves. Kreh-otchaw-oh seemed all at once to hum, vibrating with life. Then they were clipping across the waves, which seemed to dance in a brisk breeze. The girl’s chant split the air with the force of her haste. Sailing faster than the wind could have pushed them, they aimed for the sunrise, skimming across the whitecaps almost like a hydrofoil.
    


    
      Looking back, Jade saw the launch foundering, rocking on the waves, low in the water. Rena and Screwdriver were trying to restart the engine.
    


    
      “Chaa!”
    


    
      Jade looked at the newcomer. The girl gestured that she wanted to change places, to take the stern-most position. They squeezed past each other. This girl, only a couple of years older than Kreh-ursh, still seemed so tough. A fine scar sawed jaggedly across her temple and down beside one eye. She was dressed in a short tunic—soaking from her swim—of a moss green cloth. She looked down at Kreh-ursh for long moments, then glanced up at Jade, who understood: She was scared; Kreh-ursh might die.
    


    
      It was bewildering. Everything was happening so fast. The laboratory: They had blown it up. They had gone to get evidence to stop it polluting the bay, and they had blown it up. That would get her sent to prison for... the rest of her life? Because of that, Kreh-ursh, this boy—she didn’t even know who he was—might be about to die. Her mom, Patrick... and Kyle... Kyle was in the hospital, possessed by some spirit, the same spirit that had saved her earlier. Kyle was about to die—was he? Kai-al-lee... What had that ghost in the water said? Kawg-zjhur, the jewel fish? It was all so confusing, and she had no time to think.
    


    
      Kreh-otchaw-oh flew across the sea. Behind them, Jade heard the motor cough into life. Looking back she saw... yes, the speedboat was coming after them again. But where were they heading? Beyond the bows loomed the three towers of the research center, its associated laboratory on land now a flaming maelstrom. Rising like a curse around it towered that tornado-like storm. She got a sense of foreboding. Why not just throw herself into the water... face Rena... or try to swim for the shore? She didn’t know these people... She didn’t like the feeling she was getting about this situation... or that tornado. And her responsibility was to Kyle, wasn’t it? Not to this strange boy she barely knew.
    


    
      The speedboat came on. It was inching continually closer. She tried not to think about the three behind them... about Screwdriver, or his preferred weapon, which he was probably turning over and over in his hands. With a start she realized the girl was studying her, that she had Kreh-ursh’s thought-reading abilities. Jade frowned at her, to show her she knew what she’d been doing. Those big green eyes didn’t even flicker. Jade turned forward. That scary tornado was looming over them, and the weather was turning foul, the waves choppy. She definitely did not want to go any closer.
    


    
      She turned away and bent over Kreh-ursh. The boy’s body was burned and black. What could she do? He was groaning under his breath, swimming in a sea of pain. Yet they had no painkillers, nothing here that might help him. They were almost a mile from the coast and getting farther away all the time. Jade reached into the sea, dribbled water over his burns, but the salt sent him into greater agonies. Her own burns were aching—well, burning. Her wet clothes and hair had protected her from the worst of the heat while she was saving Kreh-ursh, but the back of her neck, arms, and legs were raw and blistered. 
    


    
      The speedboat had gained to within fifty yards. She caught a look of unease in the girl’s eyes. Kreh-otchaw-oh scarcely seemed to touch the water. The canoe planed over the waves—its hull and outrigger seemed almost airborne, catching on and crashing through only the highest whitecaps. But the speedboat was still closing on them.
    


    
      Abruptly, they hit the storm’s rain and hail. Waves smashed together. That dark column reared above. Everything in Jade’s gut rebelled at being drawn here. She could feel that the girl was no longer pushing them—they were being drawn. Gripping the gunwale, with one hand, she tried to steady Kreh-ursh with the other, to keep him from rolling too much. She took a look behind and gasped... No! It was like being on a hill, on a mountain’s flank—yet they were in water! Below, faraway, she saw the speedboat turn away.... Three distant white faces who no longer sought to follow. They knew what was good for them. Waves... wind... rain... everything was rushing along with them into this whirling chaos... and Jade knew this was all wrong.... She should not be here... but chunks of ice in her stomach seemed to have weighted her to the floor of the canoe.... Kreh-ursh was screaming.... She was screaming.... She could hear the girl, too. Then they were falling upward fast, deep into the dark tunnel, being sucked in. She felt a sickening lurch, a readjustment of all the atoms in the universe.
    


    
      Then it all seemed to reverse. She felt the nausea return... that groaning of the foundations of the universe, but they were already rushing through silver water. The girl’s chant rang stridently in her ears. Then nothing. 
    


    
      They were back in the sea... yet everything was different. The sun looked the same but high—it marked noon... though they’d been in that storm just a few seconds. It should have been soon after sunrise. The sea shone blue, bluer than she remembered. The breeze rolling down the coast seemed somehow warmer, and it carried a whiff of some tropical perfume—exotic fruits, flowers. Kreh-otchaw-oh abandoned her rushing progress, crashed down into the water and began to lurch and wallow among the rocking waves. Jade looked around. The rocky cliffs of Point Mauri and the greenish yellow haze of Pine Bluff were gone, as were the towers of the research center. In the distance, stretching north and south behind them, was a new land, a bold line of green that dissolved into a low, brown haze to the south—a jumbled river delta. In the other direction, far away, was what looked like a jumbled collection of rafts drifting on the sea. Closer, canoes dotted the waves in a wide ring surrounding them. She looked at the girl questioningly, saw her relief through her fatigue. The girl began to laugh and weep at the same time. Jade was bewildered. She looked again at the strange land. Then she knew, no need to be told, that she was looking at Kreh-ursh’s coastline, his home. Somewhere either up or down that green band was his village, Rrurd.
    


    
       
    


    


    30. Rrurd


    
      

    


    
      Jade stared down at the boy who lay suffering in the bottom of the canoe. He had come into her world barely a day ago as a ragged and unkempt stranger. Now here she was, adrift in a strange sea with him, far from anyone she knew. He was her only link to home, and he appeared near death. What would it mean if he died, her sole contact not only to her own world, but to his, where she was now marooned? What about Kyle and her parents?
    


    
      At the thought of home, she could not avoid wondering where her home might be—in this universe, or another? The sail of the canoe was raised, and they were tacking west. In this new world, the wind was in reverse, blowing back at them west by nor-westerly. Each time they reversed their tack, the small craft brought them skimming closer to that tropical coastline. The girl sat in the stern, steering and keeping the wind pushing against the flaxen sail with her chant. She appeared statuesque, unwilling to engage in communication or even eye contact with Jade, her gaze resting on her burned companion when she was not occupied with the task of sailing the boat.
    


    
      Their arrival had been abrupt, to say the least. As they came skimming down the side of the giant mound of the whirlpool passage, they had approached the ring of canoes, more than forty of them surrounding the tornado phenomenon. One blue- and one green-garbed figure were seated or standing in each vessel. One by one, the many craft had abandoned their vigil, broken the circle and begun to converge on Kreh-otchaw-oh. No one came close, but she heard cheering and shouts in Kreh-ursh’s strange, guttural language. Jade could tell from the whitening tension of the girl’s scar as she steered that she was talking to them in her telepathic way. Jade did not feel confident enough to attempt to communicate with the unknown girl as she had managed to do with Kreh-ursh. So she sat in the bow and waited, watching these strange people approach.
    


    
      Her attention was caught astern. As each boat left its post, the tornado-storm’s hissing and roaring escalated in pitch. Behind them, she saw the column of water begin to shiver. Light glistened on its surface, wind howled, and it began to quaver, to fold in on itself. Then the hissing ceased as the spout jumped off the water. For brief moments it flailed through the atmosphere, whip-like, with a high keening sound. Then, with a crack of ozone, it imploded and was sucked up into the sky.
    


    
      “NO!”
    


    
      Jade’s heart wrenched as she saw the last link to her world disappear. Despite her unwillingness to use the mind speech, she felt hundreds of alien minds bend in her direction. She recoiled from the detached curiosity.
    


    
      The girl now seemed to be searching the coast for reference points. Barely acknowledging the disappearance of the whirlpool passage, she made a short southerly tack and adjusted their route farther north. On either side of the canoe, beyond the fleet of canoes that now escorted them, Jade could make out small, low-lying islands and an odd volcanic cone sticking up from the blue, but they left these behind as they approached the coast.
    


    
      They had been skimming across the water for several hours when a broken cone gradually lifted out of the sea to the north. As they got closer, it took on a reddish hue. Soon she realized that the volcano formed an island, slightly separated from the mainland. They approached it and slipped into a harbor sheltered under the volcano’s reddish bulk. The canoe crossed a lagoon and scraped onto the beach’s soft sand. A number of villagers were waiting on the shore. It did not look like much of a crowd to Jade, not for the village’s size, since the settlement stretched away around the lagoon.
    


    
      Many hands lifted Kreh-ursh gently from the canoe. Jade remained seated, not knowing what to do, or wishing to interfere in their customs. None of the villagers approached her or offered her a hand, but carefully kept their distance. She thought of her home—now a universe away—and wondered whether she had made the greatest mistake of her life, a fatal mistake for Kyle.
    


    
      The villagers left, carrying Kreh-ursh with them. Jade remained sitting in the beached craft, with no interest in exploring her surroundings. She was examining the bottom of the boat with detachment when a hand entered her field of vision. She looked up to see the girl, the swimmer who had brought them here. The girl’s eyes remained as dispassionate as ever, yet Jade took her hand and stepped out of the boat.
    


    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    The Story Continues


    
      

    


    
      

    


    
      This is the end of Twilight Crosser. Thank you for reading. The story continues in Lake of Stone and two other titles which are to follow, available from the same retailer where you purchased this book.
    


    
      Reviews and feedback help writers spread the word about their books as well as letting other readers know about great books. So, please, if you enjoyed this book, go to the platform where you purchased this book and post a review.
    


    
      If you’d like a taste of Lake of Stone, Book III, Seeking the Jewel Fish, read on.
    


    
      To purchase Lake of Stone and the other books in “Seeking the Jewel Fish”, visit:
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    Lake of Stone


    
      

    


    
      Book III, Seeking the Jewel Fish
    


    
      

    


    
      K. Eastkott
    


    
       
    


    


    1. The Search


    
      

    


    
      Miguel’s arm was killing him. He’d tried sticking meat skewers down into the plaster cast to alleviate the itching, but nothing worked for long. Four weeks ago, the sadistic security guard down at Synengine Energies had condemned him to a life of not being able to ride his bike, cut his own food, or even dress himself properly—plus this perpetual itching. He was bored with TV and had worn out every last PlayStation game. For all of this, for putting his arm in a cast, now he owed her. Big time.
    


    
      But she also made him a little afraid. Back in the days when he, Jade, and Darren used to play on the laboratory construction site, out near the Mauri Cove turnoff, it had seemed like a great game. None of them had realized, though, as they dodged up and down the concrete channels and earthworks on the building site, that they were making a lifelong enemy. In a place as small as Mauri Cove, any sort of an enemy is bad news, let alone one as evil as her.
    


    
      It had been all over the TV when he got up that morning:
    


    
       
    


    
      
        “ARSON ATTACK ON MAURI COVE RESEARCH FACILITY. 2 MISSING, 1 HOSPITALIZED. 
      


      
         
      


      
        In the early hours of this morning, a vindictive arson attack took place on the new experimental research facility that was recently inaugurated at Mauri Cove, Nire County.
      


      
        The research center, which was working on a prototype for a synthetic fuel that would produce no carbon emissions, was torched at approximately 7 a.m. The security guard on the site was briefly hospitalized for burns to a substantial percentage of her body, though her injuries are not considered to be life-threatening. Police are investigating several leads, including the disappearance of a young female, resident of Mauri Cove, and another unidentified youth. Anybody who has information as to their whereabouts is requested to contact the police immediately.
      

    


    
      

    


    
      The words were barely out of the newscaster’s mouth when a knocking on the door confirmed Miguel’s suspicions: His friend Jade was involved. Since his father was away on business and his mom tended to sleep latish, it was Miguel who opened the door to the two police officers.
    


    
      “Can we come in?” the burly one asked while barging past him in a way that Miguel was sure wouldn’t have happened to an adult. Miguel recognized him: Officer Schreub, who had hauled him, Jade and Darren over the coals for the construction site business.
    


    
      The two cops went in and sat in the living room. One took out an iPad and opened a note-taking app, while Schreub eye-balled Miguel with his worst cop-show intimidation routine.
    


    
      “Now, then, sonny, suppose you tell us all about your involvement in this arson attack with your buddy Jade?”
    


    
      Madre purísima! These cops were like bad copies of the worst TV actors. And he had always thought those programs were so fake. But these two were stubborn. Half an hour later, the officers left, though not without making him understand in no uncertain terms that they didn’t believe a word of anything he’d said regarding his innocence or his ignorance about Jade’s whereabouts.
    


    
      “Honestly, officer, the last time Jade and I saw each other was three and a half weeks ago, when I’d just got back from the hospital with this.” He waved his cast. “That morning she left to go surfing. Obviously, I couldn’t go with her, unless I felt like sitting on the beach like some useless idiot.”
    


    
      “Whatever you say, sonny, but we’ll be seeing each other real soon. Remember, you lie to us, and it’ll be worse for you when we find out—and we will. Have a great day!”
    


    
      He watched them get into their car and drive away. Almost immediately, another car pulled up: Jade’s family’s battered station wagon. Jade’s stepfather Patrick jumped out.
    


    
      “Miguel! Hi!”
    


    
      It was feeling like one of those days, and he hadn’t even had his cornflakes yet.
    


    
      “Hi, Mr.... Patrick.” Jade’s hippy parents were the worst in making all her friends call them by their first names. He felt sorry for her.
    


    
      “Um, Mr.... I mean, Patrick, I don’t know where she is, honest.”
    


    
      “Miguel,” he barged past. What was it with adults? “We need to talk.”
    


    
      “Sure.”
    


    
      Miguel followed Patrick into his living room, dreading what he would hear. Jade’s stepdad perched on the edge of the sofa, watching the TV. His eyes didn’t leave the screen as he asked:
    


    
      “You’ve seen this?”
    


    
      Well, yeah, the TV is on. There’s a good possibility I was watching it before half of Mauri Cove began barging into my living room. But out loud he said:
    


    
      “Yes, I have. Is Jade somehow involved?”
    


    
      “I was hoping you could enlighten me. This is no time to be protecting her, Miguel. I need to make sure she’s safe.”
    


    
      At that, Miguel felt a cold feeling drop down his spine.
    


    
      “All I know is what I’ve just seen on TV. What happened?”
    


    
      “It’s all a complete mess. Her mom’s at the hospital with Kyle. You know about Kyle?”
    


    
      “Yeah, I mean, I had just come down to the beach the other day when you guys came in on the boat. I meant to say something, but you were all rushing up to the car. I didn’t know he was in the hospital.”
    


    
      “He is. He got caught in some poisonous substance out in the bay, and he’s... well, he isn’t too good.”
    


    
      “I’m sorry about that. But how is Jade tied up with that fire?”
    


    
      Patrick sighed and placed his head in his hands. Miguel was afraid the man was about to cry. In that case Miguel had no idea what he would do. Patrick continued:
    


    
      “Jade was out at the time we had to take Kyle to the hospital, so I waited for her—and she returned late with this... some sort of foreign orphan boy in tow. He ended up spending the night, and while I was asleep, they both disappeared during the night. I woke up to this... disaster! Apparently, they were seen around the laboratory and running away from it, escaping in a canoe.”
    


    
      “Madre purísima!” Trust Jade to complicate an already complicated situation. 
    


    
      Patrick turned on the sofa and looked directly at him.
    


    
      “Miguel, I need you to help me find her. You know where she would go, what her haunts are. You and I are going to look for her together and get to the bottom of this. And we have to do this fast. Her mom is at her wits’ end, and Kyle is... not good.”
    


    
      “Yes, of course, Mr.... Patrick. I’ll do whatever it takes. Don’t worry, we’ll find her.”
    


    
      Now it was Miguel’s turn to sigh. His day suddenly had an objective, but what a tall order!
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      Morning sunlight glinted off the waves. The swell was a good height and nicely spaced for some relaxed morning surfing—for those not wearing a cast.
    


    
      “That’s it.”
    


    
      Patrick pointed ahead, his other hand on the handle of the dinghy’s outboard as it guided them over the bay. Miguel squinted into the sun and saw the three tall towers that he had observed so often from the beach, or when paddling his board out into Mauri Cove, but had never really wondered about.
    


    
      “It’s supposed to be a research station.”
    


    
      “Like the one that was torched?”
    


    
      “That was the inshore installation, mainly a laboratory, I think. But this is where they were seen to be heading. It’s the only place they could have ended up unless they... unless they capsized.”
    


    
      “Easier to search now anyway. That storm is gone.”
    


    
      It was true. The tornado-like storm that had been persisting off Mauri Cove for what seemed like weeks had suddenly lifted, and the day was clear and bright. Miguel couldn’t say the same about those towers. Something about them he had never liked. Now, what with Jade’s disappearance and everything, they were starting to look quite ominous.
    


    
      “But why would they go there?”
    


    
      “Jade was very angry at what had happened to her brother. Maybe she thought this research station was involved somehow. But I can’t imagine her going as far as to put the whole installation out of business—not arson.”
    


    
      “If they were seen, I imagine they were being chased, you know, like fugitives. So why would they go there? Why wouldn’t they try and hide until the dust settled?”
    


    
      “Where would they go, Miguel? This whole coast is being scoured. There aren’t that many places to hide.”
    


    
      Patrick was staring at him hard. Miguel knew that look. He knew Patrick wasn’t going to give up. He sighed. What a morning! It wasn’t even eleven o’clock, and here he was sitting out in the middle of Mauri Cove, in a tiny dinghy, on a manhunt... a girlhunt.
    


    
      He sighed again. He would have to tell.
    


    
      “There is one place.”
    


    
      He looked behind them, back toward the coast, which looked brightly scrubbed in the morning sunlight, the cliffs glowing like chalk. His eyes searched them until he spied the vertical shadow about halfway along, and down toward the waterline a triangular patch of dark.
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