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Dominic looked again at the clock. Twelve hours remained before his next venture into Wupatki, the place where Hannah Hale had fallen into the underworld. The closer he came to the time of departure, the more unreal it all seemed, until he began to doubt that he would make it back into the strange celestial realm where he had last seen her.

His efforts to sleep late into the morning had failed, and instead he’d spent time reviewing constellation maps and star-related mythology, determined to solve the puzzles of the stars even before he could be challenged with them—but at last he abandoned those pursuits, finding himself unable to absorb anything new. His mind was already racing with memories of his last trip to the underground tunnels of Wupatki, and with the problem of getting back into them. Dominic had been tasked with figuring out how to sneak into the archaeological site. He found that getting into the area would be simple enough, but getting caught was a dire probability. He had already gone out to the site after hours, roaming with a flashlight until he found the blowhole that Hannah had fallen into. The hole now had a grate over it. A crowbar, at the least, would be needed to remove it. Dominic had marked the site with a small flag—a twig with a strip of bright green cotton fabric tied to one end. Though he feared that someone else would notice it, marking the spot seemed wiser than wandering the grounds after hours with flashlights. Removing the grate and setting up the climbing equipment would take time enough.

Dominic resisted calling Surina until noon. He picked up the phone when he could no longer keep his anxieties to himself. As his only confidant in the matter, Surina had already spoken to him several times the previous day to review plans and possibilities, and to answer questions about her own experiences in the celestial dimension. Her stories didn’t give Dominic much comfort. Figuring out how to bring Hannah home presented enough of a challenge, but Surina’s adventure had provided him with a new worry: that even if he found Hannah, she would refuse to come home.

“When we’re removing the grate and setting up the equipment, we’ll have to keep an eye out for patrols,” Dominic told Surina over the phone. “And we’ll need to work as quickly as possible. I can stop by early, and you can teach me how to use the climbing gear, so I won’t have to learn on the spot.”

Surina paused. “Um...that won’t be necessary.”

“Why not?”

“Well . . . you know, I’m not a very good liar.”

Dominic felt a deep pang of unease. “Meaning what?”

“Meaning . . . I called Greg a little while ago to ask about the climbing anchors, and he was asking me a lot of questions, and I kind of told him what we’re doing.”

“What do you mean? You told him we’re sneaking into Wupatki?”

“Yeah, and he wants to help.”

Dominic leaned forward, resting his forehead on his palm and closing his eyes. He’d only met Greg, the grad student who had loaned them his climbing equipment, once. Inviting him to commit an illegal act, on the grounds where he was building his research career, seemed a sure path to disaster. “Help, in what way?” he asked. “He’s taking a huge risk even by knowing about it.”

“He wants to come with us.”

“Are you serious? And risk getting caught?”

“Greg has special access to the site,” Surina said. “The park closes at sunset, but he’s allowed to be there after hours because he’s doing accredited research. So—”

“Yes, exactly. And what do you think will happen to his reputation and his career if he gets caught helping us? This isn’t just trespassing that we’re committing. Once we move that grate, it’s vandalism, or breaking and entering.”

“I talked to him about that,” she replied, “but he knows that the rescue teams have given up on Hannah. I told him that you know exactly where she is, and that the searchers wouldn’t let you participate, so you’re going down there yourself to get her. It’s a life and death thing—not just for Hannah, but for us. Greg can help us get down there, and he can help us get out again. And if something happens and we don’t make it out, he can go for help. He offered to drive us. If anyone sees his car in the lot, it’s not going to look suspicious.”

Dominic let out a slow sigh.

“So, what do you say?”

“Well, there’s not much I can say now. Let’s just hope he doesn’t change his mind and turn us in.”

In the afternoon, he took the bus to Surina’s apartment. He brought few supplies—just a small flashlight with fresh batteries, some notes, and a gallon of spring water. When Surina opened the door to him, she eyed the jug and smiled. “Afraid there won’t be enough water?” she asked.

“I’m afraid of a lot of things at this point,” Dominic replied.

They sat in the living room and tried to prepare—mentally, as well as physically. Surina gave a brief lesson on climbing gear, even though they now had an expert to assist them; they counted their supplies, discussed things that could go wrong, and checked numerous times to see if the weather forecast had changed. The reports had promised rain in the Wupatki area, but Flagstaff hadn’t yet seen a drop.

Dominic gave his notes a final look-through as the time for departure drew near. He had drawn his own set of star maps on lined paper, with relevant tips based on his previous trip through the zodiac—tips like “Don’t be a jerk” at Gemini, “Don’t go this way” at Libra, and “Don’t kill anything” at Taurus and Leo. Surina leaned over to examine his papers and chuckled softly. “Is that supposed to be a bull?”

“Don’t laugh,” Dominic replied. “I’m not an artist. I should have commissioned you to draw these maps.”

“We might not end up in the zodiac,” Surina reminded him. “And besides, those places might change.”

“They might, but it sounds like some of them stay the same. I’m going to keep taking my notes; I don’t want to forget anything. If we get in there, and come out again, I’m putting you in charge of drawing all of the maps.”

“I don’t have time,” Surina insisted. “I’m broke. I need to work.” She stood up. “I’m going to eat something before Greg gets here. Are you hungry?”

“Starving. I’m so afraid of not fitting through the hole that I haven’t eaten, but I’m starting to get light-headed.”

“Same here. I didn’t want to eat or drink too much—not just because we have tight spaces to squeeze through, but because I don’t want to have to go to the bathroom while we’re down there.” She paused. “Although . . . when I went there through Chavín, I didn’t have to go the whole time.”

“I did,” Dominic replied dryly, “numerous times. In Leo.”

His gaze lingered on Surina as she headed for the kitchen. He still hadn’t adjusted to the sudden intensity of their friendship. Surina had been a stranger to him throughout his first years of college. She was just a year older, and though he saw her frequently, they had rarely exchanged more than a quick hello. And then, this sudden shared goal—this feeling of solidarity and closeness, formed before he even really knew who she was. Dominic found himself studying the details of her face, as though she was a long-time friend who he had never really bothered to look at. Surina’s expression was unsmiling and determined as she rummaged through cupboards. Dominic supposed his own face was set in the same expression: grim, but resolute.

Surina offered him the few snacks she had: granola bars, chips and salsa, or stuffed mushrooms. Dominic restricted himself to a few bites of food, still anxiously remembering his trip through the narrow tunnel that led below Wupatki. Surina, too, was fidgety and preoccupied. Her dark hair was pulled into a tight braid at the back of her head, giving Dominic a clear view of her somber face and the faraway expression in her eyes. The two kept up a half-attentive, nervous chatter until Greg arrived. Then they silently carried the water and a duffel bag full of supplies to the parking lot.

Greg, too, was beginning to show doubts. As someone who had studied the site’s geology, he knew that navigating the underground tunnels was near impossible, and that the venture might result in nothing more than the ruin of his career. The 45-minute drive to Wupatki gave him plenty of time to second-guess the mission. He repeatedly asked Dominic to explain, in detail, how he would be able to find Hannah Hale. Dominic had a ready stream of reasoning: the particular tunnel through which Hannah had disappeared was too small for the rescue team to navigate, so they simply hadn’t entered it.

“But you remember where it is,” Greg said uncertainly. “Right?”

“Yeah, I know where it is.”

Greg was silent for a while. Then he asked: “If she’s dead, will you be able to handle it?”

Dominic had avoided imagining such a scenario, but a wave of sorrow washed through him now as he thought about finding Hannah’s lifeless body in the tunnels—a helpless, bitter grief. He replied quietly: “I’ll handle it the best I can.”

Greg spent the rest of the drive rambling about his research on Wupatki. His tone betrayed his lingering nervousness; his tall, thin figure leaned tensely forward during the entire drive, and his hands clutched the steering wheel as though it might fly from his hands. Surina, in the passenger seat, turned around numerous times to cast anxious looks at Dominic, but she didn’t speak except to give brief answers to Greg’s questions.

At the site, no one stood in their way. They parked, and Greg re-packed the duffel bag and carried it behind Dominic, who led the way by flashlight to the little green flag.

As they walked, Dominic lifted his gaze to the stars. He was glad that he couldn’t see them. The thick clouds surely meant rain.

A drop of water smacked his forehead, followed by a few more that splashed into his hair, and he felt a bit of relief. Water, he had learned, was an important factor in getting back into the celestial realm, though he did not yet know why.

“There it is.” Dominic pointed his flashlight at the marker. “I’m going to start working on the grate. Greg, did you leave the crowbar in the bag?”

“Yeah, it’s in there. Are you sure that’s what you need?”

“It’s our best bet. There are holding mechanisms that have to be pried loose, but they’re too flat to be pried themselves. We have to pop them out by lifting the grate.”

Surina crouched beside Dominic, helping to pull the grate as he heaved it from the earth, while Greg huddled with a pen light, trying to illuminate the scene without attracting attention. Dominic was struck once again by this sudden, unexpected solidarity—not just with Surina, but with Greg, who he didn’t know at all. The grad student’s face was barely visible in the shadows, but Dominic could see his eyes, wide and anxious behind his glasses. Greg’s banter had finally faded away, and he had become just as silent and grim as his companions.

When the grate had been freed from its bearings, Dominic set the crowbar aside. He wiped raindrops from his face and looked again at the black sky.

“I didn’t know what our setup would be like,” Greg said in a low voice, “so I need a few more minutes to figure out the anchors. Get your harnesses on. I’ll check them when you’re done.”

The rain was coming heavier now. Dominic wiped water from his face as he helped Surina into her climbing harness. She helped him in return, checking his straps to make sure they were snug. “Does it feel okay?” she asked.

“Yeah, it feels okay,” he replied softly. “Doesn’t it? In general, I mean. Everything is going well so far. It’s even raining—but I’m going to douse myself, just in case.”

He tore the seal from the plastic jug and lifted it over his head, letting the spring water splash onto his head and shoulders. When his clothes were mostly saturated, he offered the jug to Surina.

“Might as well,” she said.

Greg stared in astonishment. “What are you doing?”

“Getting slippery,” Dominic replied. “Trust me, we need it.”

Greg continued to stare, shining the flashlight beam on Surina as she poured the rest of the jug over her body.

Dominic moved to stand in front of her. “She doesn’t need a spotlight,” he told Greg. “Can you check my harness?”

“Uh, yeah.” Greg directed the beam at a few different places on the harness. He gave a few hard tugs at the straps. “Yeah, it’s good. Good job.”

“Are the anchors set?”

“Just about. Let me check Surina, and I’ll finish with the last anchor, and then let’s get going. The sooner you’re underground, the less visible we’ll be.” He paused, and added: “You’re really sure about this?”

“I’ve never been so sure of anything,” Dominic replied. “But to be honest, I’m . . . scared.”

“Well, yeah. Lots of things to be nervous about.”

“You have no idea.”

Dominic took in deep lungfuls of the damp night air while he waited for Greg to make the final checks. The act soothed the pang of anxiety that had risen in him, and once more he assured himself that everyone would make it home. Why all the puzzles, and predictions, if none of them led to anything?

Greg beckoned him, and Dominic knelt at the edge of the blowhole. He felt the night air being gently sucked into the opening—not a strong flow, but Dominic thought he could hear its faint whoosh over the raindrops and light breeze.

He experienced a sense of déjà vu as he began to descend. During his last trip down this same hole, the rain had started to saturate his hair, to drip into his eyes and obscure his vision. At the time, it had annoyed him, but now he used it as another assurance. We’re doing it right. This time, I will do everything right. . . .

The helmet light helped him see the rock walls around him, but the tunnel was too narrow for a glimpse downward. Dominic was glad for the rope, for his tether to the upper world. When he could no longer feel the rock against his feet, he let himself dangle in empty space, waiting until he reached the floor of the underground cave.

He called up to Greg and gave a few tugs of the rope. Then he aimed his helmet beam around the small cavern, watching the dust particles dance in swirls through the air. Dominic peered at the jagged cracks and ledges, looking for scorpions and other creatures, but all else was still and silent.

And yet he felt some sort of presence there in the stone chamber—something watching him, listening.

“I’m back,” he whispered.

Surina joined him a few minutes later. As she was lowered into the cavern, Dominic removed his helmet and used the beam to explore the details of the rock walls. Shadows moved along with the light, showing numerous dark spaces tucked into cracks and holes.

Dominic was afraid of what might emerge from those shadows.

Soft scraping sounds reached him—but those were memories, unpleasant recollections of being dragged along stone corridors by ghastly creatures, human-like things with corpse-blue flesh and terrifyingly blank eyes.

Dominic tried to shake off his sudden fear. He found the small tunnel where he had first found Hannah and began to duck into it. Immediately, he was seized by a feeling of suffocation. Dominic pulled away with a small shiver. He felt himself break into a cold sweat. Memories were rushing to the surface now—memories of helplessness, of fear, of pain and sorrow.

Surina spoke up behind him: “Are we going that way?”

“Uh . . . I don’t know. It . . . doesn’t feel right, somehow. Or maybe I’m just afraid to go in there again.” 

“Well, I can’t blame you.” Surina, too, removed her helmet and scanned the cave with its light. “No rush. Well . . . okay, maybe we do need to move quickly, but let’s look around before we decide anything. Maybe there’s some other clue we should be looking for.”

They wandered the small cavern, examining the cracks and holes in the mottled gray stone, but not finding any other traversable passage.

Then, Surina said: “Look. Isn’t this the symbol for Gemini?”

Dominic went to stand beside her. Her beam was pointing at a deep etching in the stone, just above her eye level. It looked like a Roman numeral II, but with a curved base and capital. “So it is,” he said. “But . . . .”

He didn’t finish the question he was about to ask. Dominic lowered the beam of his flashlight toward the stone floor, where water had pooled below the carving. He crouched and touched the puddle with his fingertips. “Water.”

“A lot of it,” Surina added. “Not from the rain, right? Where did it come from?”

“Underground?” Dominic suggested. “Maybe there’s a crack in the floor.”

He pressed his hand into the water, against the flat stone surface. The ground was solid there, but as he drew his hand closer to the wall, he noticed an aberration—something not quite right about the puddle. “The water is crawling up the rock,” he said.

“What?”

“Isn’t that how it looks? Oh . . . wait. No, this isn’t the wall. There’s more floor.” Dominic extended his hand farther. From Surina’s perspective, it looked like his hand was disappearing into the stone wall.

“How are you doing that?” she asked.

“Come stand on the other side of me. Look: This whole section over here isn’t one wall. It’s two. This one ends right here.” Dominic stood up, placing his fingertips on the edge of the wall; it stopped just a few inches to the left of the carving. “There’s a gap here, and the other wall is a couple feet farther back.” He stepped closer, wedging himself into the narrow gap behind the stone, shining the flashlight into its depths. From where he stood, the passage looked navigable; it cut a path behind the thin sheet of rock, and then it curved out of sight.

Dominic strapped his helmet back on, but he found that he couldn’t fit his head through the passageway. He removed the headpiece and set it beside the pool of water. “I’m going to see how far I can get.”

“Wait.” Surina placed her own helmet beside his. “Don’t go by yourself. I’ll be right behind you.”

“Be careful.” Dominic pulled a small flashlight from his pocket and switched it on. “There’s water on the floor, so I’m going to test every step to see how deep it is.”

He moved slowly through the passage, feeling both hopeful and afraid he’d find a drop-off that would send him hurtling into the underworld. The memories kept coming, and along with them, a gnawing anxiety. Dominic remembered poor decisions he’d made during his last journey through this place, cowardly things he’d done, things he’d said to Hannah that he shouldn’t have.

Not this time, he thought.

Rather than dropping off, the floor angled up out of the water—but not for long. Dominic soon found himself at a steep decline. He paused there, aiming his flashlight at the descent, at the still and silent pool at its base. The steep rock looked wet and slippery.

Dominic turned to Surina and was startled by her sudden closeness; she had come up quietly behind him and stood just inches away. Something about the way the light beam played on her face made it seem distorted and terrifying—or perhaps Dominic was just a victim of his nerves, and any specter in the subterranean rocks would have startled him.

Whatever the case, Dominic stumbled backwards in sudden fear. His balance gave out as the ground sloped downward, and his shoes slipped against the sleek, wet rock.

Dominic dropped to his knees, making a panicked grab for the floor, but in mere seconds he had slid down the ramp and splashed into the dark pool.

This pool was not a mere puddle. Dominic found himself submerged in cold water—not shockingly cold, but enough to make him gasp as he broke the surface. The flashlight was still clutched in his hand; instinctively, he had held it aloft.

He heard Surina calling from above. “Are you okay?”

“Fine,” he replied.

“I’m going to come down.”

“Wait,” Dominic protested. “Let me—”

He had hardly started speaking when Surina began to skid towards the pool. She tried to keep her balance at first, with her arms spread wide at her sides, but she, too, had to drop to the rock floor. Her flashlight clattered away as she tried to catch herself; it disappeared into the water with a soft plop, followed closely by Surina, who went in feet first and managed to keep her head above the surface. “Damn,” she said. “I lost my light.”

“You might have let me look around first,” Dominic admonished her. “Are you okay?”

“Fine. What now?”

He shone the beam at the high rock walls opposite them, where the pool disappeared around a curved passage. “Now we swim, I guess.”

“All right,” Surina breathed. “Dominic, please hang onto that flashlight for dear life.”

“I’ll do my best.”

Dominic swam slowly, struggling to maneuver with only one hand to propel him. Surina quickly overtook him, though her movements were hesitant. Dominic realized she was walking—tentatively, but walking nonetheless. He shone the beam at her. “Can you touch the bottom?”

“Barely.”

“Good. That’s comforting, actually. Better than a bottomless abyss.” He paused. “I don’t want to get yanked underwater and trapped there again. It’s . . . painful.”

“Well, let’s not assume that won’t happen.”

“Right. Thanks.”

“I think I see a place where we can get out of the water. Look ahead of you.”

Sure enough, just as they began to round the curve, a ledge appeared ahead. It rose just above the water’s surface, and beyond it was a flat platform backed by another high wall. Dominic could already see another tunnel leading through that rock—a tunnel that, by its looks, was more than wide enough to crawl through.

“That looks promising,” he said.

Surina reached the ledge first and climbed up, and then she helped Dominic out of the water. They stood at the entrance to the tunnel and stood in silence, the only sound the rhythmic dripping of water from their clothes onto the hard stone.

The tunnel wasn’t just wide enough to crawl through; it was large enough for both Dominic and Surina to walk into together. “Let’s interpret this as a good sign,” Dominic suggested. “We needed sandstone, dolomite, and water to get back into the zodiac, and here we have an abundance of all three—and a tunnel that’s practically inviting us in.”

“Look,” Surina said. “Shine your flashlight up there, above the tunnel.”

Dominic angled the beam upward. Over the tunnel, carved deep into the stone, was a single word: Mabsuthat.

“Mab-su-that,” Dominic pronounced slowly. “It doesn’t sound familiar.”

“No, but it’s a sign,” Surina said. “We must be getting closer.” She shuddered and wrapped her arms tight across her chest. “I’m cold. Let’s keep going.”

The passage appeared to curve around to the left. Dominic was about to step into it when he heard a voice calling out somewhere behind him.

He and Surina exchanged glances. “Did you hear that?” she asked.

They heard a strange scuttling, followed by a loud splash—and then a voice again, echoing through the stone chambers.

Surina gave Dominic a look of dread. “No way,” she whispered. “Doesn’t that sound like Greg? Please tell me he didn’t come down here.”

“He could have. He’s skinny enough.”

The voice sounded again. It called Surina’s name, then Dominic’s.

“What the . . . .” Surina let out a sharp breath. “He was supposed to stay up there! What is he doing here?”

“So much for getting help if we don’t come back,” Dominic replied.

Surina went to the edge of the platform and called out: “Greg! We’re over here. Keep swimming.”

Greg had managed to hang onto his flashlight. Its beam danced crazily on the walls as he hurried through the dark waters. Soon he was slumped on the platform, still coughing from his tumble into the pool. He directed the light beam at the rock walls; the beam shot from left to right, up and down, revealing expanses of rock that curved over his head. The dark stone enclosed the space and left only two ways out: back toward the impossibly slippery incline, or the tunnel that opened just behind him.

“Damn,” he said. “I’m an idiot. Are we trapped? I don’t think I can get back up that hill.”

“We’re not trapped,” Surina replied.

“But we can’t get back up. This is why I should have stayed behind. I’m sorry I didn’t; it’s just that you were supposed to call up when you both got to the bottom, but I didn’t hear anything after Surina went down, and there was no tug on the rope, and I got worried. I figured you came this way after I found your helmets. And now . . . .”

“We’re not trapped,” Dominic assured him, shining his own beam toward the tunnel. “We have to go that way.”

“But . . . we don’t know what’s in there.”

“Looks like it’s our only option.”

“No, this isn’t good,” Greg protested. “This place is totally unexplored. It could turn out just like The Descent. You know that movie? The group wanders into an unknown cave system, and it turns out there are giant carnivorous things that evolved to—”

“It isn’t like that,” Surina reassured him. She beckoned Dominic. “Let’s see where it goes.”

“Wait,” Greg said. “What if we fall farther down?”

Surina and Dominic exchanged glances. “We might,” Surina replied. “But . . . .” She trailed off, staring into the tunnel. “Dominic, turn off your flashlight.” He complied, and she asked: “Do you see anything?”

As his eyes began to adjust to the now-dark tunnel, Dominic caught a glimpse of something—a haze where he shouldn’t have been able to see one. “Light,” he said.

He felt his anxiety intensifying. This is it, he thought. The portal is probably back there. We’re really going in again.

“That’s not light,” Greg blurted. “It can’t be. It’s phosphorescence.”

“All right, listen,” Dominic said. “I’m going to go in, just a little, to see where it goes. If there’s water, I won’t step in it. I won’t risk falling again.” He switched the beam on. “It looks like the tunnel veers off to the left, and that’s where the light is coming from.”

“It’s not light,” Greg repeated. “It could be phosphorescent calcite, or glow worms—or something worse.” He paused, and then added: “This is exactly what happened in The Descent.”

Dominic was already moving forward, into the wide tunnel. Surina watched as he began to disappear around the curve; then he stopped.

“What’s the matter?” Greg called.

“Come here,” Dominic replied.

“Why, what’s back there?”

Surina started into the tunnel, with Greg following just behind. “What’s back there?” she echoed.

“Come and see.”

She walked in the beam of Greg’s light, moving to stand beside Dominic. She came to a halt as the source of the light came into view: a crack opened in the wall of rock just ahead of her, and through it she could see a vast, grassy plain, lush and green, illuminated as if by the sun, spreading beneath a bright blue sky. “We’re here,” she said. “I can already feel it.”

Slowly, Dominic stepped closer, getting a better view of the landscape ahead: wide, sloping fields, and a dirt path cutting across the green. “I remember this place,” he said. “At least, I think I do. It looks like . . . Gemini.” He glanced back, past Surina. “And once again, there are three of us, when there should only be two.”

“Well,” Surina murmured, “if there are three of us, then I guess there are supposed to be three.” She came to stand beside him. She looked through the opening with a strained sigh. “We’re in. We made it.”

“Yeah, we’re in,” Dominic replied quietly. “And here’s our first challenge: What are we going to tell Greg?”
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Surina stood for a while, gazing through the crack into the bright realm. Short green shafts covered the ground, like thick grass, with a wide dirt path cutting through it. Already she was scanning the rea for clues, but nothing caught her eye except for a simple wooden post beside the trail.

Greg began to nudge past her, but he came to a sudden halt. “What is that?” he asked.

Dominic silently surveyed the landscape. Surina, too, remained quiet.

Greg moved forward again, stopping as the light began to stream onto his face. He squinted as it hit the lenses of his glasses, and even when his sight had adjusted and he had a clear view of what lay beyond the wall, he stood frozen, staring in confusion.

“What is that?” he repeated.

At last, Dominic spoke. “Okay, here’s the deal: There’s a portal to another dimension underneath Wupatki, and Hannah is in there somewhere. It’s why the rescuers couldn’t find her.”

Greg took a step back. “What . . . what do you mean, another dimension?”

“Just what I said. She’s not at Wupatki anymore. She’s . . . .” Reluctantly, Dominic gestured to the opening in the stone. “She’s in there.”

Greg switched off his flashlight. “How is there so much light? How is it daytime?”

“It really is another dimension,” Surina said quietly. “I don’t know how else to explain it. It’s another place, a place not on Earth, and it doesn’t work like Earth does.”

“I don’t believe in alternate dimensions,” Greg replied. “I mean, not this type of alternate dimension.”

“Well, we’re not going to try to convince you,” Dominic said. “Regardless of whether it’s another dimension or not, we don’t have a lot of time to save Hannah—so let’s get moving.” He looked up at Surina. “Are you ready?”

She took a deep breath. “Does it matter?”

“It doesn’t look wide enough to squeeze through, but there might be another . . . wait.” Dominic reached out, moving close to the wall and placing his hand into the gap. “It is wide enough. It’s two walls again, not one. The left-hand wall is farther back.”

“I don’t think we should go out there,” Greg said.

Surina moved to stand behind Dominic. “Then you can stay here and wait for us.” She gripped Dominic’s shoulder and looked nervously into the bright realm beyond. “Want to go first? I’m right behind you.”

“Yes, I can feel that. Are you trying to break my bones?”

“Sorry.” She loosened her grasp, but she didn’t take her hand away.

Stepping into the light felt surreal—not just because Surina knew that it was night, but because the light of this realm lacked warmth. The air felt less damp and stuffy than that of the cave, but it had an emptiness about it. The grass, too, looked rather like plastic, though it bent beneath Surina’s feet as easily as real grass. Not far from where she stood was the head of the path, meandering across the land, where nothing but small green hills were visible in the distance. “I don’t think this is Gemini,” she said. “When I was in . . . .”

She trailed off as she focused on the post near the trailhead. Dominic gestured to it, noting the large symbol etched into the wood. “Gemini,” he said. He gave Surina a pointed look. “Looks like we got the easy version. Wasn’t Gemini the place where you had to do all those partner obstacles with Wibben?”

“Yeah. Let’s not talk about obstacles.” She stepped farther out, making room for Greg to follow. “Remember, this place gets ideas from us.”

Dominic glanced back at Greg. He started to speak, but something caught his attention, and he went back toward the wall. Surina, too, turned to look at the massive stone that rose high along the border of the realm, smooth and dark gray, with no other visible openings. There was, however, something unusual at the foot of the wall—a tan-hued object that stood out against the gray and green, obscured by Dominic, who crouched in front of it.

“Did you find something?” Surina asked.

He stood up, stepping out of the way so she could see what he’d been looking at: a pair of boots, with a garment folded neatly across the top, and other objects piled on top of that—items of a similar shade of tan.

She moved closer, stooping beside Dominic and removing the folded material. The boots, of soft brown leather and sturdy laces, were battered but well made. “These look like the boots I wore last time I was here,” she said. She began to unfold the material in her hands and found that she was holding two garments: a large sweater and a soft woolen nightgown. “Oh . . . Dominic, put the boots on, quick,” she said.

“Why?”

“Because—aren’t we supposed to wear these things? They cover up our scent, or something, so Tagua and his . . . his people won’t know we’re here.”

“It’s because of the hounds,” Dominic replied.

Surina stood up, giving him a puzzled glance as she shook the garments out. A woven belt had also been laid there, along with a soft pouch—a flask, by the look of it. These, she knew, were all made from the ram of Aries. By wearing them, an intruder such as herself could mask one’s scent and blend in with the starry realm. “The what?” she asked.

“I think we have to wear them because of the hounds,” Dominic said. “Orion’s hounds. They caught my scent and went after me last time. Hannah barely saved me.” He turned to Greg, who stood staring at the landscape with pale, glassy-eyed anxiety.

Dominic went to him and nudged his elbow. “Put this on,” he said, handing him the sweater.

Greg took the sweater and looked blankly at it. “Why?”

“It will keep you out of trouble. Don’t take it off while we’re in here.”

Several seconds passed, and then Greg began a slow process of stripping off his wet T-shirt. Dominic slipped on the boots and tucked the flask into his pants pocket; he stood with his hands on his hips, waiting for the others to finish.

The fleece dress was too small for Surina to wear; she wrapped it around her waist and secured it with the belt, keeping her eyes on Greg as he struggled to pull the sweater over his chest.

Dominic moved to stand beside her. “Enjoying yourself, are you?”

“What?”

“Never seen a shirtless man?”

Surina lowered her voice. “I’m not checking him out, if that’s what you mean. I’m afraid he’ll go into shock. Look at his eyes.”

“Yeah, I know.” Dominic’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Stoner eyes. I told you.”

She gave him a scathing look. “You’re very calm for someone who just walked into another dimension. Now that I’m here, I’m . . . scared. I’m really, really anxious. I can only imagine how he feels.”

Dominic shrugged. “He has ways of being chill, even when the situation calls for panic.” He brought two fingers to his lips, inhaling loudly, as if smoking an invisible cigarette.

Surina rolled her eyes. “Will you do that the whole time we’re here?”

“No. I don’t want to overdo it. I’ll wait until you forget about it, and then I’ll spring it on you again.”

She hesitated, studying Dominic’s face, looking penetratingly into his eyes. If he was anxious, he didn’t show it in the least. “Are you really that confident?” she asked.

“About what?”

“About being here. You told me before that you were scared.”

“Honestly, I’m surprised that you’re more anxious than I am,” Dominic said. “When we went to Peru, you were saying ‘We’re fine’ in response to everything. The car is about to go over a cliff? We’re fine! A waterfall is about to hurl us to our deaths? We’re fine!”

“I admit,” Surina said, “this place rattled me. I think of this as a place where bad things happen.”
“And yet, we’re fine.”
Greg joined them, still tugging the sweater into place. Dominic looked up at him and said: “Looks like we’re all going on this trip together. Just bear with it, and don’t worry, okay? We’ll find Hannah, and then we’ll go home.”

“How?” Greg asked. “If we can’t go back this way . . . .”

“Don’t worry, I know a way out.” Dominic gestured to the field ahead. “Right now, we’re going this way. Just start walking.” He started off, leaving the others to trail behind him.

Greg began to follow, but halted and stared. Surina noticed, then, that he was shaking—maybe from a chill, but Surina didn’t feel cold, despite being soaked. Her only uneasiness came from the strangeness of this place, the seeming impossibility of it, and from other little anxieties: Hannah, Tagua, and the hounds that Dominic had mentioned. Surina didn’t feel good about the small amount of ram’s clothes they were wearing. She would probably be okay, but Dominic only had the boots and a flask stuffed in his pocket.

She hurried forward, easily catching up with him. “Here,” she said, untying the belt from around her waist. “Wear this, too.”

He looked at the nightgown as it began to slip from Surina’s hips. “Don’t you need it?”

“No. I can just tuck this into my pants.” She pulled the fleece gown back into place. “Wear that, please. You’ve hardly got anything on.”

He fastened the belt around himself and frowned at the path ahead. “We’ll be walking for a while,” he said. “This is what it was like for me in Gemini, last time: just a lot of ground to cover.”

“There’s no riddle,” Surina said, looking again at the wooden marker. They had reached the trailhead, and now that she had a closer look at the post, she found herself scrutinizing it for other markings: symbols, words, anything unusual.

“Hang on,” she said. “It looks like there’s something on top of it.”

Dominic stood on his toes, and then moved back, hoping for a better look. “Is there? I’m too short to
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