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  Epilogue


  “What is it?” cried Emma.


  But part of her already knew,


  Part of her, she realized, had always known.


  And while the larger part of her


  Grew instantly cold with terror…


  Another part,


  Her secret heart,


  Rejoiced.


  Prologue


  Thirteen Years By


  It had begun to snow.


  Everything glistened silvery-white and beautiful. Frost climbed the window panes and icicles clung to the eaves like sculptures of glass. But winter’s frosty legion yielded to the scene inside the parlor of the great house.


  “I see you will not be swayed,” the mother said.


  She glared across the table at her daughter, primly crossing her legs and folding her hands across her pleated skirt, her silvering hair pulled tight with gold combs. The lines of her face betrayed neither tension nor mercy.


  The younger slouched on a wide plush sofa upholstered in a formal flower pattern she had always loathed. Her auburn hair hung in manic disarray. Her eyes were red and puffy, though no less defiant for the tears they had shed. She plucked a tissue from the box atop the coffee table, blew her nose, and glanced out the window into the acres of field and forest behind the house.


  And though it broke her heart to do it, she shook her head in agreement.


  Her mother sighed heavily. “Very well, Sarah. The importance of tradition has always been lost on you.”


  “David is an honorable man, Mother,” Sarah said, hating how her voice sounded through the tears.


  “Honor has nothing to do with it. You were chosen from birth for another, as you well know,” the elder said.


  “But I do not love him. Doesn’t love count for anything?”


  “Of course it does. But as your mother, it is my responsibility—my moral duty—to counsel you to hold tradition.”


  “I can’t. I can’t imagine life with someone other than David,” Sarah said.


  Her mother nodded, a smile playing at the corners of her lips. “Perhaps I am foolish for trying to talk a young woman out of love.”


  “Did you love Father?”


  “I grew to love him. I found him to be a strong, kind, and principled man. And he loved me. The important thing is he treasured you above anything in this world.”


  “He loved another, didn’t he? He loved another while promised to you.”


  “I do not wish to speak of your father anymore.”


  A sharp rap sounded at the parlor door.


  “Madam Estelle, a caller has arrived,” Adele, the house maid, announced. “Mr. David Quinne for Miss Sarah.”


  The smile on Estelle’s lips, slight to begin with, twitched once and vanished. “Please admit him. And strike a fire on the hearth…though I doubt the room will require much heat.”


  When the maid had gone, Estelle stood and made for the parlor’s back door, which opened onto the terrace. To her daughter, she said, “I wish you the best, dear heart. You are intelligent and headstrong and so is the man you chose as your mate. You will bear extraordinary children, no doubt.”


  “Mother, I—”


  Estelle did not allow her to finish. “Enough. I have tried. Who has ever succeeded when it came to parting true love? I leave you now with a final warning: the Elders will disdain having their decision cast aside. I wish I could say what the consequences might be, but I dare not guess. They are strict when it comes to matters of husbandry, as you know.” She sighed, glancing her daughter up and down. “Sometimes I wish I’d never sent you to that school.”


  “It was the best thing that ever happened to me.”


  “Go to him then. I will support you always.”


  Without another word, Estelle stepped out and closed the door behind her. Above her a row of icicles hung on the eaves. She plucked one down, spent a moment tracing its silvery ripples and sharp, tapered point with her finger. Then she flipped it into the snow before wrapping her shawl tight about her and deciding a walk in the woods might suit her. She had much to consider today. Much to ponder. Much to dismay.


  Chapter 1


  The Train and the Bat


  Someone with a big, pale face was watching her. The car jostled, shaking her awake, while the shapes of trees made shadowed claws upon the windows. Distantly, there came the howl of the whistle and a sniff of steam from the engine. Emma remembered where she was now. The train. And she realized what she mistook for a face peering through the window was actually September’s full moon. She sat up, glancing around, ignoring her own face reflected in the window. She had not yet learned to appreciate it.


  The compartment was empty.


  “Mommy?” she called, and then corrected herself. Proper girls, especially girls staring down their adolescent years, didn’t say Mommy—Grandma Estelle said so. They used either Mother or, at the razor-edge of tolerable, Mom. Emma selected the latter.


  “Mom?”


  There was no answer. She poked her head through the compartment door and glanced up the corridor. It was vacant, of course—everyone was asleep. Everyone, it seemed, except her mother. Where was she? The train slid along through unknown darkness like a python.


  Something ticked at the window. Emma crawled to the glass and peered into the night. Now, the moon was nothing more than the moon. How could she have thought it someone watching her?


  Then something caught her eye. It was a bat, the largest she had ever seen. Not that she’d seen many, but this must have been the queen of them: it was at least five feet long with a wingspan half again as wide. Emma watched as it kept pace with the train before peeling up and away like dark ash against the night.


  She was so enthralled, she didn’t hear her mother, Sarah, return. “Emma? You’re awake?”


  “Mommy!” she said, leaping down from her bunk. “Mom, I mean.”


  Her mother seemed tired. “I’ve spoken with the conductor. We should be at the ferry in a few hours.”


  “I wish I could have stayed in Binghamton. I liked my school there.”


  “I know, kiddo,” her mother replied. “But this school will be better for you. The professors are friendly and they’ll teach you everything you need to know.”


  What about the other kids? Emma thought. The students at her last school in upstate New York had been generally kind, if not particularly interested in her, with the exception of Willie Dorgan. He’d exhibited a special fondness for pulling girls’ pigtails. No teacher ever caught Willie in the act, as though they were blind to his cruelty.


  Blind. That made Emma remember the bat, and her attention happily drifted away from the stress of a new school.


  “Mom, I saw a bat outside. It was huge!” Part of her expected her mother to cluck and insist bats weren’t big, like Grandma Estelle would’ve, but she didn’t.


  “You’ll see a lot of strange things in this part of the world, hon,” her mother said. “Now try to sleep. Here, I’ll read to you.”


  Emma lay back on her bunk as Sarah picked up The Golden Book of Poetry. The book was an old friend and still held a special spot in her heart. And while her current fascination may have been Shakespeare, Emma never tired of the silly rhymes in the poetry book. They comforted her.


  “Kiddo?” her mother said. Emma looked up. “Don’t be in such a hurry to grow up. You can still call me Mommy, you know.”


  Emma smiled as her mother began to read “What the Winds Bring.”


  “Goodnight, Mommy,” she murmured, nestling in. It was the last night she would feel completely at rest for a long time.


  Chapter 2


  The Dogs and the Wolf


  Emma dreamed of a seascape, with whitecaps curdling on an endless beach. Dusk fell like a soft, pink curtain. Gulls cawed. A lighthouse striped like a candy cane stood at a bend in the sand. Emma turned to her mother with glee, but Sarah was gone.


  A wolf loped up the beach, tongue lolling. Emma sensed no hostility from it, only a gentle canine welcoming. Its blue eyes reminded her of summer skies reflected in twin glacial lakes.


  Emma moved up the sand toward the creature. It appeared to grin at her. When she got near, the wolf tossed its head and dashed up the beach. She watched helplessly as it vanished into the twilight.


  A tugboat overhung with strands of dead kelp and rotting towlines stood docked near the lighthouse. It must be the ferry that will take me to school, Emma thought glumly and wished the wolf had stayed to play with her. She’d much rather have spent the day frolicking on the beach, digging up seashells or playing fetch.


  Emma supposed her mother was waiting for her at the ferry, so she walked with her head down toward the round little boat that would carry her to the nasty old school.


  The lighthouse stood ahead. It flared suddenly to life in the encroaching darkness. The tugboat rocked against the pier. Her mother was not there. No one was, it seemed. The birds alone remained, a flock of gulls gliding in slow circles above the water. Wait… not gulls. Ravens. Emma shivered and hurried off the boat.


  As she stepped up the plank, the ferryman stepped onto the deck. He wore a long, hooded robe and walked with a hunch.


  “Ticket, please,” he rasped in a voice like autumn wind through moss, and as he extended his hand, his bony fingers clacked at her. Emma gasped and stepped back, peering up at the skull beneath the hood and awoke trying not to scream.


  Her mother dozed on the opposite bunk with the poetry book still open in her lap. As the horror of her dream dissipated, Emma took comfort in her mother’s beauty. Dark hair, lush as a rainforest, framed her face. Her high cheekbones were rouged pink. Her lips, naturally red, resembled dewy rose petals. Had her eyes been open, they would have shown the color of fern fronds. Emma’s own looks favored her mother, and she hoped she would be half as beautiful when she grew up.


  Emma got up, lifted the book, and studied the bookmark—an aged photograph of her mother and father standing beside a snow-white foal in some long-forgotten meadow. The small horse stood on shaky legs, nuzzling Sarah’s hand. A purple bonnet had been placed atop the colt’s head, its ribbons trailing over the velvety ears and intertwining with a mane the color of corn silk. It was a photograph Emma loved because her parents were so happy in it. Her mother smiled less these days.


  It probably had something to do with her father, David. Emma sighed. He’d been gone so long. She couldn’t even recall the precise details of his face without the photo. Something had happened to him, she was sure, which is why her mother refused to talk about him.


  Emma studied the picture. David Quinne was tall and lean. His jaw was a jutting trapezoidal angle, his hair black and cropped. One arm wound around Sarah’s waist and the other around the foal’s neck. His smile was strained, as if his happiness was tinged with worry. The only emotion Emma could place on him was a deep, intangible love she found impossible to describe.


  She had been four years old when her father saved her life, but the event had embedded itself in her mind like a fishhook…


  Emma had been playing near the meadow behind the house. The sun had been sinking, backlighting the waving blades of prairie grass. Locusts hummed high in the poplar trees and sparrows took wing at her approach. Emma had skipped further than she’d intended—further than she was allowed, truth be told. When she glanced up, the house seemed impossibly distant.


  A low rumbling caught her attention. A dog appeared at the edge of the field, head ducked, ears flat, a ridge of fur rising along its back. Saliva dripped from its furled snout, and the sound it made…


  A growl evil enough to freeze Emma.


  Despite her terror (a sharp and immediate terror, tasting like a mouthful of pennies), she noticed something about the dog. It was not looking at her. It was looking…behind her.


  When Emma found the nerve to turn around, she screamed. Another dog approached, and this one was much closer. Racks of ribs like xylophones ran down its filthy flanks and the tail twitched like a snake.


  Emma understood, even at her tender age, she was in mortal danger.


  More dogs plunged through the grasses toward her. They joined their leaders, the rival packs circling, eyes locked. Filthy muzzles dripped foam. Emma still could not unlock her feet.


  A dog from the first pack, a horrid black thing with patches of missing fur, suddenly bolted into the breach. Open war broke loose, and each pack leapt, snarling and snapping.


  Emma flung herself down, head buried beneath her arms. Jagged nails scraped her back.


  Emma shrieked while all around her raged a feral war.


  A cold nose snuffed into her armpit. Any moment, she thought, teeth sharp as darning needles would stab into her flesh, tearing it free like chicken off the bone. Emma screamed for help.


  And her plea was heard because the wet nose vanished, followed by a sharp yelp. Then there were hands—not paws, but hands—lifting her up, holding her tight against a body that rose on two legs which strode fearlessly from the melee. It took her a moment, then she knew her savior.


  Daddy!


  Emma snuggled against her father’s belly, inhaling his scent through her tears.


  He carried her safely away, kicking aside any hound which strayed too close.


  And then they were home, with Mommy coming down the stairs to hold her tight. And then sleep stole in, a wonderful, dark sprite, to ferry her away to distant lands. It was the precise moment when the meaning of love solidified in her mind, like a bright and shining diamond.


  Emma shook off the memory and focused on her mother. If Emma was very careful, she could get her mother to sleep-talk. It was sort of a gift she discovered around the time she’d escaped the dog fight. She leaned in close to her mother’s ear. Outside the window, the forest had given way to foothills.


  “Mom? Can you hear me?” Emma whispered.


  Her mother stirred but did not wake. “Yes,” she said in a thick voice.


  Emma did not particularly enjoy this task; it was sort of like peeking at someone undressing. “Mom, where’s Dad?”


  “Daddy’s hiding.”


  “Is someone after him?”


  “Yes.”


  “Are they after all of us?”


  Sarah’s brow furrowed. “Yes, sweetheart. All of us.”


  Emma’s heart skipped. “Who are they?”


  A single tear slipped down her mother’s cheek. It hurt Emma’s heart to see and she retreated, furious at herself for probing.


  Just then, the train gave a mighty lurch, canting to one side. The force tossed Emma to the floor. There was a moment of vertigo as the train resettled.


  “Em, are you all right?” her mother called, jumping up. She absently wiped the rogue tear away.


  “I’m fine, Mom.”


  They could hear the conductor moving through the corridor, calling out All is well, all is well.


  Emma’s mother ducked her head out the door.


  “Minor glitch, Mrs. Quinne, no cause for alarm,” he said in a Slavic accent.


  “See?” Sarah said to Emma. “Nothing to worry about.”


  The time for worry had yet to come.


  Chapter 3


  Moonwake


  It took only a few minutes after the incident to fall asleep. It had been a long day. Her mother had gone to the dining car and brought back a tray loaded with hot cocoa and shortbread cookies. After each had taken her fill, they crowded into the same bunk and Emma promptly fell asleep. She did not worry about wild dogs or giant bats or derailing trains. Her short sleep was dreamless.


  At last the train slowed. The conductor knocked on the door. “Mrs. Quinne? We’re approaching your stop.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Gustav,” her mother replied, stretching.


  Emma glanced out the window. She still was not keen on starting a new school, much less one in a different country. They had moved first to Liverpool, which was fine because everyone spoke English (albeit a strange version of it), then to Marseilles which was a challenge because she’d only begun learning French. A month later, they found themselves in Munich—the most difficult of all because she knew not a lick of German.


  This new place was unlike any of the others. It was colder, more desolate. Some of the villages appeared positively ancient, as if lodged forever in a snow globe. Even the air smelled different, wilder.


  “There’s nothing to worry about, sweetheart. Did I tell you Daddy and I met at the academy? We moved home after graduation. We wanted to be closer to our families.”


  Emma wrinkled her nose. “Except for Grandma, right?”


  Her mother laughed. Emma would miss that laugh enormously. “Grandma Estelle is like the people of this place, Em. Her beliefs may be staunch, but her heart’s in the right place. She holds nothing but love for you.”


  Emma dropped the subject and watched the landscape slip by.


  While Sarah gathered their belongings, the furrow between her eyebrows slackened. Emma wished she could have continued their sleep-speak conversation. She knew there was something her mother withheld. Something big. Something perhaps… tremendous.


  The train stopped and they stepped out into the dark aisle. A gnarled hand shot from a curtained compartment and grabbed Emma’s wrist. She swung sideways, but the fingers clung on. A face appeared between the curtains, wrinkled and ancient. Two smoldering eyes burned into her.


  “Vârcolac!” the toothless mouth spat. Emma didn’t understand the word or recognize the language. The ferocity behind it scared her.


  Sarah leaned toward the hideous countenance and whispered something. The person—Emma could not tell if it were man or woman—appeared shocked. The eyes flicked from Sarah to Emma before the head withdrew behind the curtain.


  “What was that all about?” Emma asked, rubbing her wrist.


  “Never mind the old witch. Mind your step, now.”


  The first light of dawn glinted over jagged peaks on the horizon. The dew-addled grass came right up to the bank of the railroad tracks. There was no platform in sight.


  They stepped down and a porter dragged their luggage from the baggage car. The train whistle blasted in the early morning air. The conductor, Mr. Gustav, appeared and offered them a curt wave. He did not smile beneath his brushy mustache.


  “Watch your pelt up there,” he called, then closed the door behind him.


  No beach or lighthouse existed at the place where the ferry stood moored. And although there were trees, no wolf came to greet them from within. The boat did not appear as foreboding as the one in her dream; she could see the ferryman outfitted in riverman’s livery, and not a cloak and hood. The boat’s name appeared on the stern in chipped black paint: Moonwake.


  Sarah handed Emma a coin embossed with a wolf’s head. “You’ll need to pay the ferryman.”


  A plank led from the shore to the deck.


  “Slow and steady wins the race, said the turtle to the hare,” her mother intoned as they stepped aboard.


  A sun-bleached steering wheel stood at the helm. The ferryman she’d glimpsed stomped up the stairs from belowdecks, his belly jiggling before him. He wore tall boots and a battered sailor’s cap. A roadmap of scars crisscrossed his arms and his cheeks were so weather-beaten as if stamped with red ink. A pipe bobbed between his lips. She tried hard not to imagine him as Popeye, but couldn’t help it; he was practically torn from the pages of the Sunday comics. And if he happened to utter “I yam what I yam” during their voyage, Emma thought she might fall overboard with laughter.


  “You’re her, eh? The new lass?” he growled in a harsh accent.


  “Yes, sir,” Emma answered.


  “Got me payment, then?”


  Emma handed over the coin her mother had given her. The ferryman eyed it before biting it between the stumps of his teeth. He pocketed it and returned two smaller coins.


  “Yer change,” the ferryman said, before pulling the plank aboard.


  “Excuse me, sir,” Emma said. “Am I the only one on board today?”


  The ferryman nodded again. “Name’s Captain Nen. And, aye, lass. Yer the only one. All the others started school on time, don’t you know?”


  Emma stared at her mother.


  “You’ll catch up quick, Em. You’re a whiz,” her mother said with a wink.


  Well, isn’t this great? Emma thought. It was far more nerve-wracking to begin a new school partway through a term—she knew from experience. If she’d shown up on the first day and made the proper introductions like normal students, things would be better. Now she would have to try to fit into established circles. She would be the odd kid, even more so than she already considered herself. What had her mother been thinking?


  The engine fired with a ratcheting roar and the ferry sputtered out of dock. A cold breeze rushed across the water like an unwelcoming spirit. The sky, gray as a wolf’s pelt, hid the sun and its warmth as they sped across the lake. Lightning danced over the mountains.


  To ease her nerves, Emma asked questions. How long was Moonwake? Four meters. Including the flagpole at the tip of the bow? Yes. How high was the crow’s nest? Six meters. Did Captain Nen have any crewmen, like a skipper or a first mate? No, he was Captain, Skipper, and First Mate. Did he live on the boat? Mostly. Did he catch all his food with a fishing pole? No. Emma noted a hook-shaped scar on the back of the captain’s neck that grew increasingly red with each inquiry.


  At last, Captain Nen grumbled something about the rudder and stalked off.


  Before long, the ferry reached the far shore and when Emma glanced behind her, the expanse of water seemed infinite. She could barely see the shore from where they’d departed; it was nothing more than a gathering of stark trees against the sky.


  “Here we are,” Nen said, cutting the engine. Moonwake drifted toward a long and lonely-looking pier.


  Emma scanned the horizon; this side of the lake appeared even bleaker. Something on the shore caught her eye.


  A wolf. The wolf. The one from her dream.


  “Mom, look!”


  “It’s okay. Wolves own this region. They won’t bother you if you don’t bother them.”


  She wanted to tell her mother about her dream, but withheld, keeping it to herself for now.


  Captain Nen went about docking. Emma watched the wolf, who was now sitting on his haunches and staring mildly back. Up the shore, stood an ancient lighthouse. It was not painted in candy-cane stripes like the one in her dream, nor did it jut from a headland of white sands. Rather, it was mired in brackish swampland and appeared to have been used sometime during the last world war. Ropes of kudzu climbed the gray brick walls. A haunted place in a haunted land. She turned away.


  “Follow the path till you find Old Vigo. You’ll need to give him the bigger of the two coins I gave yer,” Nen said.


  “I know how much to pay,” Sarah said. “I attended the academy as a girl.”


  Captain Nen squinted at her. “I know ever’ student who comes to Volegrim. I never seen the likes of you a day in me life.”


  “It’s because I didn’t cross the lake with you. I came another way,” Sarah replied.


  “All students must cross Lake Dunica. I’ve captained Moonwake since ’fore you were born. There is no other way.”


  Sarah smiled coolly. “I beg to differ, Captain. Now if you’ll please let us ashore, we’ll be on our way.”


  Captain Nen glared at them all the way down the plank before unmaking the moorings for the return trip to the far shore.


  The far shore. It occurred to Emma the place she once considered the near shore had transposed during their voyage. Now she was on the near shore and the one behind them was the far shore. Emma attempted again to see it, but now it was lost across the flat water. It seemed as though the rest of the world had vanished with it. She faced forward feeling lonelier than ever.


  Remembering the wolf, she hoped to catch another glimpse, but he, too, had disappeared.


  Chapter 4


  Thunderhead


  They stepped into the forest. Trees were packed like sentries guarding some great secret. The sketchy spaces between were overgrown with thorny scrub. Even the sun, not yet risen above the canopy, struggled through the tangles.


  “It’s a short walk, but the ground is uneven. Watch your step,” Sarah said.


  “How will we get through? It’s all overgrown!”


  “I know the way, Em.”


  They walked for a time. Emma felt thorns and branches tugging at her clothes and hair. Finally, an unobtrusive path opened among a heavy coat of vines. Emma almost missed it and was able only to access it by stooping under the wiry brambles which blocked the way. Sarah had to crawl to get through. When they’d reached the other side, the path became obvious. It was well-traveled. Emma thought of the path to the witch’s house in Hansel and Gretel and wondered if she should leave a trail of pebbles to find her way back.


  Only she wasn’t coming back. Not for a long, long time. Volegrim Academy would be her home for the next four years. This fact did not bother her as much as she might have imagined—she’d never lived in one place long enough to feel homesick for anywhere. The friends she’d made in her life were little more than smiling phantoms in her mind. She could not even remember some of their names.


  Grandma Estelle said friends were overrated. “Life is not worth living if you have to rely on others,” was one of her mottos. Emma did not believe it. She thought friends were nice to have. They kept you safe during times of trouble. They made you smile. And they made you stronger. The way Emma saw it, how could anyone survive in this big old world without friends? Friends were the singular reason she looked forward to Volegrim. Sarah had told her she’d made the best friends of her life at the academy—including Emma’s father.


  Overhead, the sun worked through the interweaving leaves. There was no sign of forest critters. No squirrels or robins, no chipmunks or badgers. The Quinne ladies were alone on the path.


  “Here we are,” Sarah said.


  Emma peered around. They stood in a rough clearing. To one side stood the forest, tall and imposing. To the other, a sheer cliff plunging into a tiny gray ribbon of river far below. At least in the clearing, the sun was able to shine full force upon them.


  “There’s nothing here,” Emma commented.


  Sarah checked her watch, then squinted skyward. “He’s late.”


  “Who?”


  “Vigo.”


  As if at mention of the name, a wide oval shadow crept into the clearing. Emma thought at first it must be one of the rain clouds they’d spotted from Moonwake. Her breath caught. It was no cloud.


  “There he is,” Sarah said.


  An aircraft slowly descended above the trees. As it touched down in the center of the clearing Emma could not help but smile with delight.


  “A blimp!” she shouted, clapping her hands. It had been one of her lifelong dreams to soar into the clouds in an honest-to-goodness blimp.


  “Don’t let Vigo catch you calling it that,” Sarah whispered.


  “Too late! I heard it!” called a man emerging from a hatch in the gondola. He wore a set of oversized goggles and a leather cap reminiscent of a World War I fighter pilot. The tone of voice held only mock upset. “Who dares to call Thunderhead a blimp?”


  The small man shuffled toward them, one hand planted on the small of his back. White hair curled from beneath the cap. Wrinkles wriggled up his face.


  “You must be Emma,” he said.


  “Yes, sir,” Emma replied, dipping into an awkward curtsy the way her mom had coached her.


  “You’re as pretty as your mother,” he said. “And thus, I shall forgive your slander of the finest airship the earth has known.”


  “What’s the difference between a blimp and an airship?”


  Vigo placed a wrist against his brow. “Take thy beak from out my heart!” he quoted at the heavens. “The difference, my dear, is massive! Gargantuan! Yet, if my decrepit memory serves, you are late and there is no time to talk specifics if you’re to arrive by Feast.”


  “We’re riding in the airship?”


  “Of course, dear girl!” Vigo replied. “How else did you expect to get to the top of an inaccessible mountain? By sprouting wings?”


  Emma stared at her mother. Perhaps her greatest fear was heights. If she were in an enclosed space, like the gondola of an airship, and with an experienced pilot, she would be all right. But on the peak of a mountain? With all this open air and any wrong step to send you plunging? The idea filled her tummy with fireflies. “The top of a mountain, Mom? Really?”


  “I didn’t want to worry you. You’ve had a lot on your mind lately. Don’t fret—keep to the proper paths and you won’t have an ounce of trouble.”


  She supposed she could understand why Sarah withheld certain information until now—she wanted to ease Emma into her new school in a new country with new teachers and new classmates. It would have been too much to spring it on her all at once. Emma took a deep breath and followed her mother aboard Thunderhead.


  There came a touch of weightlessness as the airship lifted off. Emma gripped the armrests of her seat and watched the forest drop away. As the airship climbed, she observed flocks of birds creep back into the trees as the outsiders departed. Emma sympathized; she would not like strangers tramping through her house either.


  Lake Dunica appeared far below and behind them. She could see Moonwake, reduced to the size of a bathtub toy. She wondered what Captain Nen would do now, with no more students to ferry until winter break. Maybe he would go home to a family somewhere, perhaps in a little village nestled in the foothills. He would light a fire on the hearth and smoke his pipe and read the evening paper. He would climb into his own bed and snore till morning. Emma sighed. How simple it sounded, and how delightful.


  “Young lady,” Vigo called from his post at a bank of controls. “Would you care to steer?”


  “Sure! I think…” Emma crept forward, wide-eyed. The captain gave brief instructions and then let her at it.


  “Keep her steady and in minutes, you’ll see your new school,” Vigo said.


  “What does it look like?” Emma asked, excitement swelling in her like a great red balloon.


  “You’ll see,” the pilot replied. He moved to a kitchenette and poured a cup of tea.


  Gripping the steering lever in both hands, Emma gazed out over the purple mountains with their caps of snow. A flock of fowl kept pace and she laughed at their honking salutations. Rivers and tributaries wound away into forever. The sun played games, ducking in and out of the thick gray clouds.


  “You’ll want to bank left after this peak,” Vigo said. “And mind the mist.”


  As the final mountain drifted by with the patience characteristic of mountains, an enormous bird took wing from the apex. Upward it soared, leaving a nest of branches as big as boat oars.


  “Ravenoft!” Sarah laughed. “It does my heart good to see he’s still guarding the old place.”


  The captain nodded. “Ravie’s always going to be around, I think. Been here since before I was born and will be long after I’m gone.”


  Sarah’s eyes tracked the bird as he wheeled around Thunderhead’s gondola. “I see he’s moved his nest again.”


  “Avian Tower isn’t suitable anymore, so Ravie tells me,” Vigo said. “Students are too darned noisy these days.”


  “He used to live at Volegrim?” Emma asked. “A big bird like him?”


  Emma caught Sarah and Vigo exchange a glance. What is she hiding now? Emma thought. She looked ahead, toward Volegrim, toward her future. I guess I’ll learn everything in due time.


  “Don’t forget to steer, now, child,” Vigo said.


  Emma tilted the steering lever in accordance with the pilot’s guidance and at the same time caught a glimpse of Ravenoft’s massive face, peering through the windscreen. The eyes were ancient and kind, the tawny beak scarred and weathered. His feathers appeared pinkish, like the sun had faded them from deep crimson over the years. And did he smile at them, this ancient avian of Volegrim Academy? Emma would have bet he did.


  “There she is, O alma mater of mine,” Vigo murmured. Emma faced forward and gasped.


  Positioned in the bowl of a deep valley nestled among three high peaks, lay what appeared to be a giant stone…


  “Star?” Emma asked. A brief tingle shot through her as she took in its five points and the edges of the basin in which it was embedded. Even at this height, Emma could see the walls acrawl with ivy. The arms pointed east and west, southeast and southwest, with the final aiming due north. The western arm lay partially submerged in a small lake.


  “Not just a star,” Vigo said.


  “It’s a pentagram,” Sarah said. “See? The collinear edges are connected by walls.”


  Geometry was not her strongest subject, but Emma knew enough to understand what her mother said was true. Something troubled her, though.


  “Isn’t the pentagram the sign of evil, Mom?”


  “Been watching too much American television, I see,” Vigo grumbled, edging her away from the steering lever. “Here, child, better let me take her in.”


  “The pentagram has gone through many adaptations,” Sarah said. “An inverted pentagram has been associated with evil at times. The original meaning is far more ancient and mystic. You’ll learn all about it in Symbology class.”


  Vigo nosed in for final descent. Like everything else in this new land, Volegrim seemed ancient. It brought to mind the Great Pyramids of Giza, which she’d studied in school. They evoked wisdom. Power. She longed to be within Volegrim’s walls, and even from this height, she knew her mother had brought her to the right place. And all at once, her fear evaporated.


  She was home.


  Chapter 5


  The Infirmary


  Light as a butterfly, Thunderhead touched down on the academy’s rooftop. Vigo dropped the gangplank and walked Emma and her mother out.


  “Here we are, m’ladies,” the pilot said, tying the airship to an iron ring set in the stone. Emma caught her breath. The scene was magnificent.


  The school’s roof stretched out in all directions. Gargoyles with the heads of animals stood at intervals along the edges, staring out over the valley. On each distant point of the star, great stone obelisks rose into the sky, each carved with a different symbol which held no meaning for Emma. More things to learn in Symbology class, she guessed.


  Suddenly, Emma charged to the edge of the roof. It was impulsive, she knew, but the only way to confront her fear of heights was head-on. Except when she got there, vertigo struck and she felt herself tip forward. She barely heard Sarah call her name.


  This is it? she thought. This is how I’m going to die? Falling off the roof of a school for gifted kids before I’ve even stepped foot inside? That would be the stupid way I go!


  In seconds, Emma was tumbling down, and ancient ivy-covered brick was blurring by her face. Distantly, she heard her mother screaming. She passed a window and glimpsed a vacant old-fashioned classroom complete with a medical skeleton standing in the corner. She had time to admire the neatly tended lawn rushing up to meet her before darkness stole her.


  She awoke in a large room. Golden sunlight streamed through tall windows and she lay on a bed of white sheets. She was scared to move. Half the bones in my body must be broken, she thought in a haze. She would have to spend the term in a body cast. All the kids would laugh at her and getting from class to class would be torture.


  But—


  Why does nothing hurt…?


  She had not even the hint of a headache.


  Emma glanced right. The bed beside her held a boy younger than she. As she watched, he seemed almost to… Wha?… Fade? Yes, fade. Then he snapped back into solidity. Emma blinked; the illusion did not repeat itself. I must be feeling aftershocks from my fall.


  “Hi, sweetheart,” Sarah said from a nearby chair and Emma turned to face her. Sarah did not seem alarmed. Maybe Emma had survived the fall intact. Actually, she had never felt better in her life.


  “Hi, Mom,” she whispered, feeling weak. “Am I okay?”


  “Better than okay. You’re perfect.”


  “How?” Emma asked, troubled. “I fell off the roof. It must have been a hundred feet!”


  “Two hundred twenty-one, to be exact,” came a voice near the door. A short woman stepped in. Her face was seamed with wrinkles and a pair of gold spectacles was perched upon her nose, magnifying the almond brown of her eyes. Her hair was black as onyx, streaked with wisps of white. She wore a robe of cardinal red and gripped a heavy walking stick in one gnarled fist. Both her smile and her stance wielded a sense of enormous power. She reminded Emma of Grandma Estelle’s maid Adele, except this woman before her was older. Also, Emma realized, she could never be mistaken for a servant; authority radiated from her like heat.


  “Emma, meet Dr. Long, headmistress of Volegrim Academy,” Sarah said.


  “I’m pleased to meet you, ma’am,” Emma said, feeling sheepish. “I’m sorry I fell off the roof on my first day. I was excited to be here, is all.”


  Dr. Long’s smile widened. “The important thing is you’re whole. And I’m glad you’re happy to be here. We’re certainly pleased to have you.”


  “Emma wasn’t sure about coming at first,” Sarah said.


  “I hope you’ve changed your mind,” Dr. Long said.


  “Oh, I have. I have, Dr. Long,” Emma said emphatically. And it was true. Even after her heart-stopping plunge, she was more thrilled than ever to be at Volegrim.


  “All is well, then,” Dr. Long said. She hobbled toward the door, leaning heavily on her stick. “I shall leave you two to make your farewells and then Jack will show Emma to her room. Your uniform is on your bunk. Please dress at once—we follow a strict sumptuary code at Volegrim. To maintain order, you understand.”


  She shuffled out the door. The tap-tap-tap of her walking stick could be heard long after she had gone. Emma didn’t understand sumptuary codes, and she added it to the ever-growing list of things to investigate at her new school. For now, she regarded her mother.


  “Sorry if I scared you.”


  Sarah surprised her by laughing. The crease in her brow had vanished as if being within Volegrim’s walls had ironed it out. “I was never truly scared, Em. Your curiosity sometimes gets you in trouble. But you’re also resourceful and such resourcefulness will keep you safe.”


  “I haven’t done anything really great, Mom,” Emma protested. “I fell off the roof and I woke up here. I thought I was a goner!”


  Sarah shook her head. “Not at Volegrim. Too many here care about your safety.”


  “What happened? I don’t remember anything.”


  Her mother seemed to pick her words carefully. “Ravenoft caught you. He often sees students safely indoors on their first day. See? Someone already watching out for you.”


  “The big bird saved me?” The thought of being clutched in its wrinkled claws was less frightening than she imagined.


  “Ravie has saved many students in his time. I told you, sweetheart—once you get to know the place and everyone in it, you’ll fit right in.”


  Just like that, her mother had plucked Emma’s deepest fear right out of the center of her heart. It was not the fear of moving to another country or learning a new language. It was not
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