

[image: image]





J. FITZGERALD MCCURDY



THE

 SERPENT’S

 EGG












[image: ]





Dedication

For Jamie, the first reader, and for G. and K., 
for whom I wanted to write this book
 twenty years ago.





CONTENTS

COVER

TITLE PAGE

DEDICATION

CHAPTER ONE HATE

CHAPTER TWO SOMEONE ELSE’S DREAM

CHAPTER THREE STUBBY

CHAPTER FOUR UNWANTED VISITORS

CHAPTER FIVE MORE UNWANTED VISITORS

CHAPTER SIX THE STRANGER

CHAPTER SEVEN FLIGHT

CHAPTER EIGHT PARLIAMENT HILL

CHAPTER NINE THE HELLHAGS

CHAPTER TEN SLAIN

CHAPTER ELEVEN ALONE IN THE DARK

CHAPTER TWELVE THE PORTAL

CHAPTER THIRTEEN THE HORN OF DILEMMA

CHAPTER FOURTEEN THE JAWS OF DEATH

CHAPTER FIFTEEN REUNION

CHAPTER SIXTEEN THE COUNCIL OF BETHANY

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN THE BLOODSTONES

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN DUNDURUM

CHAPTER NINETEEN AMBUSH NEAR THE DEVIL’S FORK

CHAPTER TWENTY DIPUTS SENO

CHAPTER TWENTY–ONE SUT

CHAPTER TWENTY–TWO ESCAPE

CHAPTER TWENTY–THREE THE WINGED STORM

CHAPTER TWENTY–FOUR TYPHON’S HAUNT

CHAPTER TWENTY–FIVE THE THIEF

CHAPTER TWENTY–SIX THE CIRCLE OF FIVE

CHAPTER TWENTY–SEVEN STONE STEW

CHAPTER TWENTY–EIGHT THE CASTLE OF INDOLENCE

CHAPTER TWENTY–NINE DRUID V. WIZARD

CHAPTER THIRTY THE BROKEN WAND

CHAPTER THREE–ONE CATASTROPHE

CHAPTER THIRTY–TWO THE SERPENTS’ CAVE

CHAPTER THIRTY–THREE ATTACK

CHAPTER THIRTY–FOUR THE HEALING

CHAPTER THIRTY–FIVE THE DREAM

CHAPTER THIRTY–SIX THE SIXTH STONE

CHAPTER THIRTY–SEVEN CALLING THE DEMON

CHAPTER THIRTY–EIGHT HATE

EPILOGUE

COPYRIGHT

ABOUT THE PUBLISHER





CHAPTER ONE
HATE

North of Ottawa, deep in the Gatineau Hills, a tremor shook the still night air. One of the hills rippled and blurred as if a sudden breeze had disturbed its reflection in a pond. For an instant, the hill disappeared, replaced by space that was blacker than the landscape. Suddenly, the tip of a sharp stake pierced the blackness, splitting the air. A hot wind issued from the slit, carrying with it the sickening sweet odour of rotting flesh.

The stake prodded the tear, opening a jagged seam. Abruptly, the stake was withdrawn, and for a moment the only sound was the flapping of the tattered opening as the heat escaped. Then, wicked fangs bit into the tear and knifelike claws pulled it apart, stretching it as Taog wormed through the opening and dropped to the ground. In one of her right hands, she clutched the black iron stake with a human skull stuck near the pointed end.

The huge creature hacked at the rip with the spiked end of her stake before reaching inside and pulling out four of her servants—lesser beings, but each more terrible than all the nightmares ever dreamed, and more deadly than anything that had walked the Earth for a thousand years.

When the fourth creature landed on the frozen surface, Taog swung the iron stake, smashing the limbs and snouts of other foul things that attempted to escape from the stinking black hole. GET BACK! She screamed into their hate-crazed minds. IT IS NOT TIME! She would let them taste freedom soon—as soon as she eliminated the human who had the power to force her back inside the Place with No Name.

Quick as thought, Taog pulled the sides of the opening together and ran her stake along the jagged seam, fusing the edges with liquid fire and shutting off the shrill screams of those still trapped in the black chasm. But she could not shut out the smell. It stayed on her like rancid perfume—the stench of death.

The creature raised her head. The hill rose before her, solid and impenetrable. She swivelled her long neck, sniffing the air for danger. Satisfied that they were alone, she bit into the side of her thick protruding tongue and chewed on it until she tasted blood. Then, hissing with pleasure, she raised her arms. Four clawed hands tightened about the iron stake. She fixed her gaze on the human head skewered near the sharpest end. The ghastly eye sockets of the skull instantly burst into two blazing red fireballs that spread from the grotesque severed head along Taog’s arms, down her body, and up her neck, illuminating the drops of blood dribbling in slow motion from her swollen tongue.

Pointing the stake at the frozen ground, Taog brought it down hard, driving it through the snow and into the earth below. Red flames flared out along the ground in a wide circle and for a moment, as the fire engulfed her, Taog glowed like a human torch. Abruptly, the flames sizzled and sputtered out.

The creature yanked the stake out of the ground. The snow had melted away, and steam rose from the scorched and blackened earth. The sharp smell of burnt soil mingled with the creature’s foulness. But what a feeling! She opened her mouth and hissed again, white fangs black with blood. She was free at last! And, after a little killing spree, her powers would be stronger than ever!

Taog glanced at her four servants. She needed them for the task at hand. Crouching to conceal their size, they could go places where she could not—as long as their hoods were up and they kept their eyes and limbs hidden. But she towered over them by at least five feet. Her body was as black as midnight, coated with armour-like scales. Her feet and the hands on each of her four arms ended in razor-sharp claws. Over her massive shoulders she wore a long black cloak with a loose-fitting hood. Under the cloak, around her middle, was a knotted belt of writhing, flexing serpents whose venom could kill a Vark Giant in seconds. Sticking out from under the shapeless hood was a tangle of matted, wet black hair. Human skulls dangled from the creature’s ears, and around her thick neck she wore her favourite necklace of shrivelled corpses. And burning with a fierce glow in the blackness under her hood were two red eyes—Demon’s eyes.

The Demon smiled as her red eyes caressed her favourite servants. The four creatures responded as if they had been physically touched. Their massive forms lurched toward their mistress, drawn like lumps of iron to a magnet.

Taog looked at them fondly. Her beautiful, perfect slaves were bonded to her for all time. She was their creator, and they existed at her pleasure. They were her assassins. They killed for her because the Demon’s entire purpose was death. She drew power from the blood of each victim sacrificed to her. And she had been deprived of human blood for a millennium.
 
Like the Demon, the Thugs were immortal. Well, almost immortal. They could not die except by her hand. That’s what she had told them, and they believed her. They stood ten feet tall and did not know fear. They carried out her orders quickly and brutally. They never spoke. They never thought. They never failed. They were fiends who cared about nothing, except killing.

Thinking about killing and blood sent a thrill along Taog’s scaly hide. But her eyes smouldered with hatred. For a thousand years she had been imprisoned in the Place with No Name—a disgusting cavity populated by her creatures and filled with the stink of dead things—things she had had to kill over the years. She hated those who had tricked her … no, trapped her, and sent her reeling into that Hell. During those years, her hatred grew until it ate her up and took away her name, and she became Hate. But she was free now! Blood pulsed through her veins as she thought about her enemies and what she had in store for them.

First, she would punish the Dwarves, the filthy, sweating hole dwellers. Thinking of the treacherous Dwarves drove her into a frenzy. She raised her claws and scored the air in front of her again and again, hissing and squealing with rage. The other four creatures shrank away from their mistress and watched her warily. They looked like giant statues in their black cloaks, except for the chunks of red fire glowing from eyes that were not human.

When the fury left her, the Demon took a moment to picture the thousands of Dwarf bodies littering the streets of their squalid cities. And the blood! Rivers of blood shed for her, feeding her, fuelling her power! She closed her eyes and swayed back and forth in ecstasy, her gross tongue beating violently against the blackness beneath her hood.

After she had rid the world of the Dwarves, she’d deal with her worst enemy: the despised Elves, a worthless race of treehuggers. No, she mustn’t underestimate this enemy. They might like trees, but they possessed awesome powers. Hate, the demon once known as Taog, smiled wickedly in the darkness. She had defeated the Elven magic. She was free, wasn’t she?

When her enemies had driven her into the Place with No Name and used a formidable power to seal it, they thought they had shut her away for all time. Hate had waited a thousand years to escape from her prison, knowing that the deep, binding spells woven into the invisible fabric of that black, nameless pit could not hold forever. No magic was that powerful. Those who had created the Place with No Name were probably dead. She wouldn’t be surprised if the wretched lot that followed had forgotten about her. Well, good! The creature laughed aloud, a horrible sound that cut into the silence like a saw hacking through bone. When the ground was red with their own blood, they would know her.

For seven hundred years, Hate had prowled through the Place with No Name, hunting for its boundaries. But the magic was potent, and the creature found only an endless black nothingness. Three hundred years ago, when the spells began to erode, she found the ends of her empty dimension. She studied the phenomenon—testing it, and calculating distances and locations in relation to the world she had known. Day by day, the magic that held the bleak void together faded, as if the sun were bleeding the colour from its pitch-black threads.

So, Hate watched and waited, knowing that every hour brought her closer to freedom. Moments ago, she had launched herself at the barrier, and had felt it stretch, as if she had run into an elastic wall. Finally, using her stake, she had poked a hole in a small section of the shield. Now she was free! Now her enemies would pay for what they had done to her. And soon, very soon, she would return, and then the hundreds and thousands of evil, demented creatures still trapped in the darkness would pour out and infect the earth like a virus.

But now that she was free, she must make sure that the power used by her enemies to seal the Place with No Name could not be used against her ever again.
 
The thought of gaining freedom only to have it snatched away drove the Demon mad. She would never forget the terrible power that had defeated her. Even now, after a thousand years, the fear caught and held her in its iron grip as though it had happened yesterday. Hate shrieked and stabbed the ground with her stake, again and again, until her fear died. NEVER! NEVER GO BACK!

Suddenly the creature laughed. What was wrong with her? The only threat to her freedom was a girl. A nobody. A stupid human girl. By the time Hate’s enemies realized that the shield enclosing the Place with No Name had been breached, the girl would be history.

That’s why Hate had brought the Thugs.

And if they were good Thugs and did what they had to do with the girl, Hate would reward them. Yes! She’d give them a mountain filled with Dwarves and an entire island of Elves to kill.

The Demon motioned to them now and they came to her quickly. She opened her arms wide and wrapped her huge cloak about them, drawing them close. The serpents around her middle writhed and hissed loudly as the Thugs pressed against their mistress, but they would not harm her followers. They knew the difference.

Hate pointed the black stake toward the south, and planted her orders in the Thugs’ brains. FIND THE GIRL AND KILL HER! She pushed the Thugs away. GO! NOW! she ordered, without speaking. I WILL BE NEAR.

The Thugs could do many things, but they could not fly. Only Hate could do that. After all, power had its little perks. Her long tongue slid over her thick lips as she tasted victory. Soon! After the Thugs finished their dirty business, the world would belong to her. Soon, every creature on earth would be made to suffer a million zillion times worse than she had suffered. Yes! Nothing could stop her because, before another day had passed, the girl who might have saved the world would be dead.

The Demon froze for an instant, her long, wide cloak spread out about her like a giant wing. She watched until the Thugs melted into the trees. Then, she rose slowly into the air and shot through the sky toward Canada’s capital—a black meteor bringing death and destruction.





CHAPTER TWO
SOMEONE ELSE’S DREAM

Miranda D’arte woke up early on Friday morning. She was sitting up in bed, the sound of her pounding heart loud in the pre-dawn silence. Forcing herself to breathe slowly, she lay on her back and stared through the overhead skylight, trying to remember the dream that had awakened her. It was still dark, and while the few stars she could see seemed brighter, more defined than usual, there was nothing to suggest that Hate the Demon was already streaking across the early morning sky toward Ottawa to find her and kill her.

There had been something—a bloodcurdling terror—inches behind Miranda in the dream. It was a monstrous thing, so evil that she knew her mind would snap if she dared look over her shoulder. She remembered throwing, or dropping, a shiny object on the ground as she ran blindly, lungs bursting, knowing that it was only a matter of seconds before she felt the terror’s sharp claws ripping through her spine.

Miranda scrunched her eyes shut, reliving the unbearable panic and wondering why she kept having the same scary dream night after night. What did it mean? Why couldn’t she remember more than the running and the fear?

“Maybe I’m going crazy,” she groaned. “What if I’ve got a brain tumour? Or Alzheimer’s?”

She turned on the bedside lamp, got out of bed, and walked to the bathroom. Her green-eyed image stared at her from the mirror over the sink—a tall, slim girl with a boyish figure and an oval face framed by short blond hair. Only a few freckles dotted her nose, but more would come when summer finally arrived. After feeling her head and examining it in the mirror, she dressed quickly and went in search of her mother who, being an early riser, was sure to be working in her office even though it was only five-thirty a.m.

Her mother looked up from the computer as Miranda entered the room. She took one look at the dark circles under her daughter’s eyes and rested her hands on the keyboard. “Do you want to tell me about it?”
 
Miranda sighed loudly, eyeing the stack of reference books occupying the armchair near the window. The overstuffed chair pulled out into a narrow spare bed for the rare overnight guest. She placed the books on the floor, plopped into the chair, and dangled her long legs over one of the arms.

“I had that horrible nightmare again,” she said. “It seems so real, but when I wake up I can’t remember any of the details.”

Her mother listened without interrupting while Miranda told her about the thing chasing her. “I don’t know what it is, I only know that it’s going to kill me. All I can do is run and run until I feel my chest’s going to burst.” She pressed her fist against her chest as if the pain had suddenly struck again. “What’s even worse is that I know it’s going to catch me no matter how fast I run, but if I stop, I’ll die for sure. I know it’s just a dream, but it’s real when I’m having it. When I wake up, I can’t breathe, my heart’s pumping like I’ve just run a marathon.” She looked at her mother helplessly. “Why is this happening to me? Is there insanity in our family?”

Her mother thought for a minute before grinning. “I think one of my aunts used to run through the village scantily dressed, and there was Uncle Elinvar, who planted clothespins, thinking they’d grow into clotheslines. Loads of eccentricity, but no insanity.” Noting her daughter’s stern expression, she turned off the computer and walked around the desk to perch on the free arm of Miranda’s chair, her smile now a look of concern.

“I’m sorry. I know it’s not a laughing matter,” she said, taking Miranda’s hand. “But believe me. You are not crazy.”

“How do you know?” protested Miranda, freeing her hand from her mother’s grasp. “You’re my mother. You’d think I’m sane no matter what.”

Her mother stood and folded her arms, frowning at the younger image of herself. “Darling, I’m also the only psychiatrist in this house, and don’t you forget it. And despite the fact that you’re my daughter, I’ve been trained to spot abnormal behaviour.” She sat again and reached out to brush Miranda’s hair off her forehead, chuckling softly. “I’d soon know if you were insane.” Abruptly, she turned serious again. “You asked me why it’s happening to you. I wish I knew, but I don’t. Unless it’s not your dream.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Miranda, looking at her mother as if she were crazy. “If it’s not mine, then whose dream is it?” She snorted rudely.

“I know that you’re the one dreaming, but what if the dream is something that actually happened to someone else?”

“Mom!” Miranda was quickly losing patience. “You’re not making any sense.”
 
“It’s one of my pet theories,” said her mother excitedly, jumping to her feet and pacing back and forth between her desk and Miranda’s chair. “OK. My grandparents had my parents. My parents had me. Your dad and I had you, right?”

“Yeah, so?”

“So, there’s obviously something of each of them in us.”

“I guess,” said Miranda, wondering where her mother was going with this.

“We inherit all sorts of things from our ancestors, like the colour of our hair or the way we look. But we also inherit bits and pieces of their memories. Imagine all of the memories of all of our ancestors.” Dr. D’arte paused for a second and stared at Miranda. “What if, a long time ago, one of your ancestors, either on your father’s side or mine, was running away from something and somehow what happened to her is being replayed in your nightmare?”

“Could that really happen?” asked Miranda, shifting about in the chair, suddenly interested in her mother’s theory. “I could inherit someone else’s memories?”

“Why not?” said Dr. D’arte. “Look, I don’t know if that’s what’s happening to you, but it’s something to think about.”

During the drive to school, Miranda thought about her ancestors. What did she know about them? Exactly nothing, except that her father and grandparents were dead. How did they die? Her mother rarely talked about them. Where were they from? What had happened to them? Was her mother hiding something? Is the dream about Mom? she wondered.

“What?” asked her mother, breaking into Miranda’s thoughts.

The girl jumped and looked about, surprised that they were already stopping in front of her school. “I was thinking about Dad,” she said.

“Thinking what?” Dr. D’arte asked quietly.

For as long as Miranda could remember, there had only been the two of them. She suddenly realized that she missed not having more family. “Just stuff—like where he came from and how he died.” She glanced at her mother. “Mom, I want to know about him.”

For a second, Dr. D’arte’s hands tightened on the steering wheel, but then she reached out and patted Miranda’s knee. “I’ve been expecting this for a long time. Of course you want to know. I hope you haven’t been afraid to ask.”

Miranda shrugged. “Sort of. I didn’t want to make you sad.”

“We’ll talk after school. OK?” Her mother tried to smile. “Right now, if you don’t get a move on, you’re going to be in Mr. Little’s bad books.”

Miranda rolled her eyes. Everything she did upset the grade four homeroom teacher. “It doesn’t matter if I’m late or not, he’d still hate me,” she said, giving her mother a quick hug and hopping out of the car.

Dr. D’arte watched her daughter wave at her best friends, Nick and Arabella, who waited near the student entrance. She frowned as the three friends talked together excitedly. They were so different from each other. Nicholas Hall lived in the house behind the D’arte’s, and was two years older and two grades ahead of Miranda. He was a tall, athletic boy, with a head of unruly dark-brown hair that he was forever brushing out of his pale blue eyes—a habit that drove his parents and teachers wild. He and Miranda had been friends since early childhood.

Both of them were heads taller than Arabella Winn, a dark-skinned, wiry dynamo whose friends called her “Bell.” Through the car window, Dr. D’arte noticed the small patch of white in the girl’s short black hair, over her right eye, and smiled. For some unknown reason, the white patch bothered Arabella’s mother, who kept pressuring her daughter to dye it to match the rest of her hair. But Bell liked it the way it was and refused to change it to suit anyone.

Dr. D’arte remained sitting in the car, staring after Miranda long after the girl and her friends had disappeared inside the school. Her usually calm, smiling face was lined with worry. She thought about Miranda’s recurring nightmare. If someone from the past were trying to contact the child, that meant…. She shook her head. “Surely it couldn’t have anything to do with …?” She didn’t realize that she was speaking aloud. “No! That’s impossible.” But she wondered why Miranda suddenly wanted to know about her father.

“Oh, dear heaven!” she whispered, her green eyes misting over. “Let it be a coincidence. Don’t let them find us.”





CHAPTER THREE
STUBBY

Mr. Little glared at the grade four students and felt like throwing up. He hated the way they looked at him as if he had something stuck between his teeth. He ached to tell them how much he despised them. But no, that went against school policy. If he were running the country, he’d bring back the strap, and lots of other things too—like hangings, public floggings, and truant officers.

Once, before he came to teach at Hopewell Elementary School, Mr. Little had been happy and content, or so he kept telling himself. Now, though, he could barely remember those feelings. How did I end up with this diapered bunch of snot-nosed brats? he asked himself a million times a day. The truth was that Mr. Little had ended up teaching grade four because his former job, teaching grade nine, caused him to have a total nervous breakdown. Unlike Miranda, her teacher really was crazy, but like most intelligent nut cases, he hid it so well that no one ever suspected how seriously off he was.

Ironically, Mr. Little was a small man, shorter than some of his students. He made the taller ones stoop in class so he wouldn’t have to look up at them. Every morning before leaving his apartment on Prince of Wales Drive, he slicked down his frizzy salt-and-pepper hair with a handful of watermelon-scented mousse. During the day, clumps of hair gradually became unglued and shot up like bristly weeds sprouting out of his head. In September, just before the start of school, he bought one brown suit which he wore every day, except on parent/teacher days. Then he dressed to impress the parents. Every chance he got, he spent smoking outside the fire exit doors.

The teacher knew that the grade fours hated him and called him “Stubby” behind his back, but he didn’t care. He didn’t care because the parents of these monsters thought he was the cat’s whiskers. They adored him. They trusted him. Like a chameleon, Mr. Little became a different person when parents and other teachers were around.
 
As he stared about the classroom, his eyes fell on Miranda and he felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. There was something about that particular girl that made him self-conscious. He felt sweat forming on his palms, and he knew that if he spoke his voice would be high and squeaky. The D’arte brat had a nasty way of looking at him with those clear green eyes, as if she were peering into his mind—reading his thoughts. Stubby hated her for that.

And he hated that friend of hers. Arabella! A stupid name for a stupid girl. Rude, ugly little monster, too, he thought, and then smiled slyly. I’ll have some very interesting things to say to her mother and father. He took a few moments to think up some nasty lies to report to the unsuspecting parents. Believe me, Mr. and Mrs. Winn, she can’t help stealing, but she’s been much better since we started working with her after school. Even better: I’m sorry about the weekly detentions, but we can’t have the grade fours using language like that around the younger students. “Yes,” he whispered, “that should get the little wastrel grounded for a few months.” He grabbed his newspaper and held it up in front of his face to hide his spiteful sneer.

When he had composed himself, he laid the newspaper on the desk and peered about to see if he could catch the brats whispering. Miranda was looking at him now, and he quickly dropped his eyes to the assignments the students had passed in at the start of class. He picked up the stack of papers and began counting them, annoyed that he let the D’arte girl get under his skin. One missing. He counted them again. Still, one missing. “They think they’re so clever,” he muttered to himself. “But they can’t fool me.”

“STOP FIDGETING!” he yelled. Why couldn’t they sit still for five seconds? If he had his way, every one of them would be on Ritalin.

Because it was the last day of school before spring break, by two-thirty p.m. the students were so unruly that Mr. Little was ready to pull his hair out. Instead, he held up the assignments and glared from one mean little face to another.

“I’m missing a paper.” He tapped his long, nicotine-stained fingernails on the desk and stared hard at Miranda, willing her to be the culprit. “If you passed in your assignment, raise your hand.”

The teacher looked for the delinquent who hadn’t raised his or her hand. He finally noticed that the entire class was staring at the student who occupied the desk in the last row, behind William Potts.

“GO TO THE CORNER, WILLY!” he roared.

“W-Why?” stammered the bewildered Potts boy.

“Because I said so,” snapped the teacher. “Now we’ll see who’s hiding from me,” he said, as William Potts crawled among the desks to the front of the room and slumped on the floor in the corner opposite the door. Mr. Little stared at the red-haired girl who hadn’t passed in her assignment, disappointed that it wasn’t Miranda or that friend of hers.

“Where’s your homework, Penelope?” Stubby was actually quite fond of Penelope St. John (pronounced “Sen Gen,” if you please). She lived with her father and stepmother. Mrs. St. John was wife number five.

The St. Johns were rich—very rich—the kind of people Stubby envied because they could buy anything they wanted. They also gave excellent Christmas presents. Last year he got a gold Swiss watch that must have cost a year’s salary, and a huge box of white chocolate-covered caramel toffee, which he loved sucking on in front of the class. It made him happy when the brats drooled.

Penelope smiled shyly. “I did my homework, sir. I really did. But I lost it.”

“Tsk, tsk!” clucked Mr. Little. “How could you lose your homework?” He raised his eyebrows and tapped his long yellow fingernails faster.

Arabella blew a wisp of white hair out of her eye, rolled her pen off the desk, and bent over to retrieve it. “I wonder what excuse she’ll use this time?” she whispered, grinning up at Miranda. “My brother really did get abducted by aliens, and they took my homework, too.” She mimicked Penelope, as she fumbled for the pen and sat up.
 
Miranda quickly looked away to keep from snorting out loud.

Penelope gave an exaggerated sigh. “Sir, you’re not going to believe what happened, but my little toy poodle …”

“Oh, no!” whispered Arabella, trying not to move her lips. “Not another Muffy story.”

Miranda groaned. “Remember when Muffy ate two pounds of butter and twenty-four popovers?”

“Yeah,” whispered her friend. “She had to go out every fifteen minutes.”

“… for a week,” finished Miranda, feeling her ribs hurt from trying not to laugh.

Arabella giggled. “And they live on the twenty-ninth floor.”

Miranda clapped her hand over her mouth and looked at the ceiling, feeling the teacher’s eyes suddenly shift in her direction.

“BE QUIET!” Stubby screamed at the two offenders. “One more peep out of either of you and you’ll be sorry.”

He glared at the bold-faced girls, wishing he could flog them in front of the entire school, but having to be satisfied with pounding his fists on his desk and hurling several pieces of chalk at them. Then he nodded at Penelope and smiled encouragingly. “Don’t mind them, my dear, please continue.”

Penelope’s face turned redder than her hair as she tried to avoid meeting her classmates’ eyes, which were glued on her. She knew they wouldn’t believe her no matter what she said, but then, they weren’t the ones she had to sell the story to.

“I finished my assignment last night,” she began breathlessly, keeping her eyes on the teacher. “But Muffy raced into the study, snatched it out of my hand, and ran and hid under the armoire in the living room.”

She held her breath waiting to see if Stubby was buying her story, ignoring the loud snigger from one of her classmates. She was relieved when the teacher smiled at her and nodded.

“My brother, Tyler, tried to get my homework away from her, but she wouldn’t drop it.” She thought for a second. “Tyler thinks it’s a psychological thing because Muff’s never had puppies, but—”

“Yes, yes! Spare us Tyler’s thoughts and just stick to the story,” Mr. Little interrupted crossly. Then he looked at the expensive Swiss watch on his wrist and his tone became butter. “Perhaps you can tell us about Tyler another time.”

“OK,” said Penelope, shrugging. “Well, we tried everything to get her out from under the armoire. Tyler even went and got a steak, her favourite treat, from the fridge, but nothing worked. Whenever we’d reach under the armoire, Muffy’d growl at us. You should have seen her growling with my homework sticking out of her mouth.” She let her eyes roam about the classroom for a second. Then she yelled, “'GRWOORF'—”

“Penelope—” warned the teacher.

“Sorry, but that’s what she sounded like,” she said, smiling sweetly. “So, finally, Tyler got his hockey gloves and tried to reach under and grab the papers, but Muffs was so fierce, she attacked the gloves. You wouldn’t believe how vicious she was. Even Tyler, who’s not afraid of anything, was terrified.”

Arabella rolled her eyes and whispered to Miranda. “How fierce can an inch-long dog be?”

Penelope gave her a scorching look before continuing. “Then I got this great idea. I got my violin case and slid it under the armoire from the side, and pushed it against Muffs until she had no more room left and had to get out.”

“Where are you going with this story?” Mr. Little asked, totally bewildered.

“I’m just getting to the worst part,” said Penelope, knowing that the other kids were all ears now. “As Muffy sped out from under the armoire, Tyler made a grab for the papers, but the little rascal dashed between his legs and ran off so fast we couldn’t catch her. Then we searched the house but we couldn’t find Muffs or my homework anywhere.”

“You lost the dog, too?” asked the teacher, incredulous.
 
“No,” said Penelope triumphantly. “Later, when Tyler was going to bed, he lifted up the toilet seat and saw this big wad of toilet paper. So he flushed the toilet. But it wasn’t toilet paper—”
 
“—IT WAS MUFFY!” shouted the entire class. One boy laughed so hard he fell off his seat. Infuriated, Stubby flew out of his chair, grabbed a large dictionary and threw it at him. Still not satisfied, the teacher gave him a month’s detention and sent him scurrying to the corner next to William Potts.

“Yes,” said Penelope, when things had quieted down. “What happened was Muffy jumped up on the toilet and fell in. And the seat fell down, trapping her. Lucky for us, she yelped just as she got flushed down the toilet. Tyler started yelling like crazy, and we could hear Muffy’s little ‘woofs’ in the pipes. She was stuck between the basement and the ground floor. The plumber came and he had to shut off the water and rip up the floor. Then he had to take apart the pipes. We finally got Muffy out, but the poor baby was icky and cold and wet. I had to give her a bath. The little pet shivered and whimpered all night. We never found my homework, but we saved my Muffsey Wuffsey.”

For once, Mr. Little was speechless. He finally found his voice. “My, my! Oh, my! My, my, my! What a terrible thing. I hope your little Muffsey Wuffsey—er—dog is all right?” He slapped himself hard on the leg for making a stupid blunder like that in front of the class. He glared at the brats until their giggles turned to nervous coughs.

“She’s okay now,” said Penelope, looking as innocent as an angel. “But thanks for asking. The plumber’s coming back today to see if my home-work’s stuck in the toilet pipes, so maybe—”

“No,” said the teacher quickly. “I think not.” Then he smiled wickedly, anticipating the looks of disbelief that were about to appear on the faces of the other grade fours. “Don’t worry about your assignment, my dear. Just make sure you get it in on the first day after spring break.”

He almost giggled out loud as the brats exchanged looks and their mouths formed the words, “Not fair!”

Arabella whispered through gritted teeth. “She’s such a liar.”

Miranda wondered about Penelope’s story. She could tell that nobody except Stubby believed her. Then she shrugged and whispered. “Maybe it’s true.”

Arabella looked at her friend as if aliens had performed weird experiments on her. “Humph!”

When the buzzer sounded at three p.m., Miranda and Arabella joined the tail end of the line of grade fours swarming out of the classroom. Just as they were about to exit, Mr. Little stepped in front of them, closing the door and blocking it with his body. When he noticed that the D’arte girl wasn’t stooping, his face turned purple and he shook with rage. Dare to disobey me, will you? I’ll make you pay! He looked up at her and took a quick step closer. Miranda, thinking he was going to hit her, stumbled backwards in shock, nearly knocking Arabella down.

“I hope you’ve made some exciting plans for the holidays?” he asked, controlling his anger as his voice dripped syrup.

“Yeah, we’re going skiing,” Arabella piped up, before she felt Miranda’s elbow in her ribs.

“How nice,” said Mr. Little. “I hope you’ll have a lot of fun skiing …”

The girls looked at each other incredulously, and then stared at the teacher with suspicion. He had never shown any interest in them before, so why the sudden change? They found out when Stubby suddenly leaned forward until his face was inches from their own, and the sweet voice turned to acid.

“… AND COPYING THE TELEPHONE DIRECTORY!”

The girls fell back, arms up to protect their faces from the spittle flying off the teacher’s lips. For a second, they were too stunned to speak. Arabella untangled her tongue first.

“You’re not serious?” she cried.

“That’s not fair,” protested Miranda, her green eyes flashing angrily.

“I saw the pair of you chit-chatting. And after I warned you. I explicitly told you that if I heard so much as a peep out of you, you’d be sorry.” He stepped aside and opened the door. “Have fun! I know you’ll be thinking of me over the holidays,” he jeered, pushing the girls into the corridor and slamming the door.

Arabella stomped her feet on the floor, her face etched with fury. “No way!” she fumed. “I’m not doing it.”

When her friend didn’t respond, Arabella turned to her. Miranda was as still as a stone, staring at the classroom door as if by staring she could blast it from its hinges. A shiver ran down Arabella’s back, and she grabbed Miranda’s arm and shook her. “Mir, what are you doing?”

Miranda jumped at the touch. She shook her head and turned away from the door. “Thinking,” she said, her voice just above a whisper. “Listen! You were just saying that you’re not doing the assignment. But that’s crazy.” She took her friend by the arm and led her toward the lockers. “There’s something seriously wrong with all of this.”

“There’s something wrong all right,” agreed Arabella. “He’s wrong if he thinks I’m going to copy the phone book.”

“That’s not what I meant,” said Miranda, growing impatient. “We shouldn’t be upset about whether or not we’re going to do the assignment. We should be wondering why he’d give us an assignment like that in the first place. It’s all wrong.”

“Give it up, Mir,” laughed Arabella. “You’re starting to sound like your mother.”

“I don’t care,” snapped Miranda, opening her locker and shoving books and binders into her backpack. “Anyway, Mom’s smart and I know what she’s going to say about this.”

“Whatever,” said Arabella. “Let’s just get out of here and forget about him.” She gripped Miranda by the elbow and pulled her quickly along the corridor toward the student exit.

Miranda stopped suddenly, jolting Arabella off her feet. “You haven’t noticed that he’s getting worse?”

Her friend sighed and rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. “What do you want me to say? It’s Stubby. He’s the same as always—mean and stupid.”

“You’re wrong,” said Miranda. “He really does hate us, you know.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Arabella, tossing her head impatiently. “He hates everybody.”

“No, he hates us—you and me,” answered Miranda. “I noticed the way he looks at us in class. And just now, when he blocked the door … he was using every bit of self-control he had to keep from punching me.”

“You don’t know that,” said Arabella.
 
“Yes, I do,” said Miranda. “But don’t ask me how I know.” Finally, she shrugged. “You’re right. Let’s get out of here. At least we won’t have to look at his ugly face for a whole week.”

“Or listen to any more of Penelope’s stupid lies,” said Arabella.

“Or stoop,” added Miranda, suddenly breaking into a grin.

At the other end of the hall, Mr. Little stared after the girls, fists clenched so tightly his knuckles were white. “That D’arte girl is a troublemaker,” he muttered. “I’m going to have to do something about her. And soon.” He quietly pulled the classroom door shut and skulked toward the girls’ washroom. Inside, he produced a black felt marker from his jacket pocket, and shaking with silent glee, scrawled on the outside of one of the stall doors:

MIRANDA D’ARTE THINKS SHE’S SMART,
 BUT SHE LOOKS AND SMELLS
 LIKE A BIG FAT F’ARTE.

Still grinning, he poked his head outside the washroom door, peered up and down the corridor, then moved toward the fire exit, stained fingers groping for a cigarette.

Outside the school, Miranda tilted her face toward the sky and stuck out her tongue to catch the wet snowflakes that were coming down heavily. “Please keep snowing,” she begged.

“Yes,” shouted Arabella. “We want snow! Snow! Snow!”

The sound of a car horn tooting made the girls jump. Miranda saw her mother’s blue station wagon parked on the street. She hitched up her backpack and raced Arabella toward the waiting vehicle. They piled into the back seat and Dr. D’arte eased the car away from the curb into the traffic.

Because the teacher had kept them after class, the other students had already left and the school grounds were deserted. Once they were settled in the station wagon, the girls never thought to look back toward the school. But if they had, they might have caught a glimpse of their teacher sneaking out the fire exit door at the side of the school to meet a huge black-cloaked figure whose face was hidden beneath a loose-fitting hood. They might have seen Mr. Little pointing toward the car, or caught a glimpse of two glowing red eyes staring after them from the blackness under the stranger’s hood.





CHAPTER FOUR
UNWANTED VISITORS

Dr. D’arte waited while the girls picked up Arabella’s ski gear and stowed it in the back of the station wagon. After three more stops—bank machine, supermarket, and video store, in that order—the trio headed toward Miranda’s house. During the drive, Arabella told the Doctor about Stubby’s weird behaviour. Miranda pressed her head against the back seat, wondering when she’d get a chance to talk to her mother about her family.

“I don’t care if I get expelled,” said Arabella. “I’m not doing his stupid assignment.”
 
“It won’t come to that,” said Dr. D’arte. “How can you get expelled for failing to copy the telephone book? It’s absurd.”

Miranda leaned forward, trying to catch her mother’s eye in the rearview mirror. “If Bell’s not doing it, I’m not either.”

Dr. D’arte briefly locked eyes with her daughter. “The whole thing is so bizarre,” she said. “Why on earth would he give you an assignment like that? It doesn’t make sense.”

“Oh, it makes sense all right,” said Arabella. “He does it because he knows our parents won’t believe us. At least mine won’t.”

“So, I don’t have to do it?” persisted Miranda.

“Of course not,” said her mother crossly. “When we get back from skiing, I intend to have a talk with that ridiculous little man.” She laughed at the unintended pun.

Miranda giggled. “He didn’t say it had to be the Ottawa phone book. We could find a place with a population of fifty and copy that phone book.” She nudged her friend. “He’d go ballistic.”

“That’s an idea,” said her mother, joining in her daughter’s laughter.

“You do it if you want,” said Arabella, crossing her arms and wearing one of her looks. “I said I’m not doing the assignment.”

Miranda felt like arguing with her friend. She hated it when Arabella got stubborn. Instead, she grinned. “You’re such a typical Taurus.” But she ducked down quickly as the other girl tried to bash her on the head with her backpack.

“I’d rather be a Taurus than a Scorpio,” said Arabella. “Especially after I read your horoscope.”

“What did it say?” asked Miranda.

Arabella shook her head. “Believe me, you don’t want to know.”

“Come on,” said Miranda. “You know I don’t believe that stuff.”

“Yeah, right!”

“Seriously! Tell me what it said.”

“I don’t remember exactly, but it was bad. I mean really bad.”

Miranda laughed easily, despite the sudden chill that entered the station wagon and wrapped about her.

It was after six p.m. and already dark when they finally got to Miranda’s house. Dr. D’arte and Arabella lugged the groceries to the kitchen while Miranda dug the junk mail out of the mailbox and dumped it on the hall table, absent-mindedly flipping through the circulars.

“What’s this?” she said, as a thin gauzy envelope slipped out from among the pile. “Somebody must have dropped it off by hand. No stamp, no address, and what are these strange lines?”
 
The envelope was thin as silk and made of a pale grey paper. On the back was a raised gold seal in the shape of an oval. It looked like an egg with an “S” in the centre. There was a mark over the “S,” but Miranda couldn’t make it out. Stuck to the seal was a large black feather tipped with gold.

Removing the feather, she held the envelope up to the light, but despite the fact that she could see through it to the paper inside, she couldn’t see any writing.

“Hey, Mom! This is so amazing. Can I open it?” she called, waving the envelope at her mother, who was busily packing provisions for their ski trip.

“Go ahead. It’s probably a new gimmick to get us to read more junk mail.”

“I don’t think so,” said Miranda, squeezing the envelope to feel its contents. “If it’s advertising, surely they’d want us to be able to read it.”

“It’s from a secret admirer,” said Arabella, dropping a box of cereal on the kitchen table and coming to look at the strange envelope. She poked Miranda in the ribs and giggled. “A marriage proposal from Miles Trent.”

“You wish,” said Miranda.

“Who’s Miles Trent?” asked Dr. D’arte, her ears perking up.

“Nobody
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