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​Chapter 1


Trapped!
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HOLLY LEANED OVER HER younger brother, Noah. Her arms were aching and scratched from fighting her way out of the rough rope net and poor Noey was still entangled in it. She needed to get him out of that nasty trap and then the two of them could go home with Gilbert. She wanted it more than anything she’d ever wanted before in her whole life. 

But she couldn’t; not right now. There was something else she had to do first. She just hoped she had enough strength—and courage—to do it. 

“I’ve got to help them, Noey,” Holly said, and even to her, her voice sounded low and desperate. She knew Noah had never heard her speak that way; heck, she’d never heard herself speak that way, not that she could remember. 

She sawed away at the rough ropes wrapped around her little brother. Darn it! The knife wasn’t very sharp; she must have dulled it when she sawed through her own bonds, and the ropes were thick. One piece of rope lay across Noah’s mouth, so he couldn’t say anything. Holly knew that look in his eyes, though. She stopped the sawing for a second to shake her finger at him. 

“Don’t you be ridiculous, and don’t you dare wait for me, you hear? Go on through the painting, get back home. You know Mom and Dad are worried. Yes they are, too!” She glared at him when he rolled his eyes. “They are. They’ve probably called out the sheriff, the Coast Guard, and the Army by now. I’ll follow you, when...if I can. If I can’t...if I can’t, I know you’ll bring help and come back after me.” 

The ropes parted at last. Holly took a deep breath, dropped the knife in Noah’s hand, and reached down to give him a quick pat on the head. That didn’t seem enough, somehow; she wanted to lean over and hug him, but there just wasn’t time. She took another deep breath, this one quite a bit shakier than the first, turned, and started across the wide landing toward the crystal staircase—where the tall figure of Captain Ambrose Craven stood at the top step.

I don’t have time to think about Noah, Gilbert, Barnabas, or anything else right now. The important thing is to save Byrtel. I will never, ever forgive myself if I can’t stop the captain from murdering Barclay’s mom.

The captain’s back was to her. It was obvious he saw nothing and no one around him as he held out one long arm and sighted his pistol down from the very top of the crystal staircase. Craven’s arm was straight, steady, and sure as he took careful aim. 

It wasn’t surprising the captain didn’t hear Holly behind him, or much of anything else. From the hallway below, Byrtel’s growls and howls mingled with screams and thumps and crashes—and the creepy sounds of cracking, crushing, crunching pipes. 

Holly chanced one last glance over her shoulder. Good. Noah was free of the remnants of net at last. G-Bert was gone, already through the painting to—with any luck, and if Noah’s information and knowledge he’d got from those old journals was right—their own Rest-And-Be-Thankful. Safe in the future where Mom and Dad were probably going ballistic looking for them. Barnabas, that little sneak, was standing over Noah; the little traitor looked dazed and confused as he cradled his damaged hand in his other arm. Rowley had really taken a bite out of him, not to mention that blow Enkoo gave him. Good for Rowley and good for Enkoo!

Holly wanted to go with them more than anything, she really did. She wanted to be back home with Mom and Dad, with Noah and Gilbert beside her, and away from this weird, mixed-up world with talking animals and clockwork pirates of brass and copper.

She couldn’t, though. She had to do this thing. She’d never forgive herself if poor little Barclay lost his mom.

And Noah would be okay. Holly had to believe that. She didn’t have any other choice, not now. 

She hadn’t told Noah, but she’d promised Barclay, back at the cave last night when they were planning their assault on the captain’s lair, that she’d take care of him. That meant making sure his mom was okay, too.

Holly took a deep breath, let it out, and took another. Then she held out her hands with palms outspread, locked her arms straight, and took off at a dead run—right at the captain’s back.

When she thought about those moments later, everything was sort of a blur, but Holly was pretty sure that three things happened at exactly the same time.

The captain’s pistol went off with a loud bang, a flash, and a puff of lazy gray smoke that curled upward in the still air.

Byrtel screamed in anger...and agony.

And Holly’s outspread hands slammed hard into the captain’s back. 

At once, Holly skidded to a stop, dropped her hands, and bent over panting after her mad dash. At the same time, she watched as Craven struggled to keep his balance. But her blow was strong and did the trick. He teetered on the topmost crystal step, his high-heeled black boots sliding and scrabbling across the slippery surface, desperate to keep from falling.

But he couldn’t right himself. One foot slipped, and then the other.

He began to topple forward, down the staircase. It was like a movie in slow motion, he moved so sluggishly.

But the captain was quick, far quicker than she was. One long arm reached out—and a hard hand grabbed Holly’s wrist.

Almost without thought, Holly’s mouth opened and she screamed.

A heartbeat later, she and the captain were tumbling down the staircase together, rolling over and over. She got a mouthful of blue coat and spit it out. She tried to grab hold of something, anything, but the slippery glass offered no handhold, and the banisters flipped past her eyes as she turned over and over and over...

* *
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HOLLY SPRAWLED ON THE third step from the bottom. She’d like to rub her sore arms, but she couldn’t. Instead, she glared down the rest of crystal staircase at the tall figure of Captain Ambrose Craven. But she could see that, to him, she might as well not even exist. He simply ignored her. 

The pirate captain sat on the bottom step, the still-smoking pistol handing loose in one long-fingered hand. Hol had hoped that at least he’d drop it in their tumble down the steps, but he’d somehow managed to hold onto it—and onto her, too. Two of Craven’s metal minions tore themselves away from the carnage at the front door and rushed to help their master up. Then those same two climbed up three steps and scooped Holly onto her feet. 

Now they stood, holding her tight with their wiry fingers. That was why she couldn’t rub the bruises that were already darkening into blue and purple. The foul oily smell that seemed to be a part of the captain’s minions washed over her and it was all she could do not to gag.

Holly’s heart beat as if it wanted to jump out of her chest. She watched the captain closely; she knew her life depended on it. Craven looked across the great hall at the dying bear. Holly would have bet her favorite drawing pens that a smile creased his left cheek, though she couldn’t see it from her position. She wished she couldn’t see his right cheek; it was horrible, stiff, pale as a fish’s belly, too scarred and twisted to move. And his eye, milky pale and cloudy. Too creepy.

She looked away, to where her friend, Byrtel, lay. Just as she did so, the mighty bear slapped yet another clanking pirate with a mighty paw. The minion flew apart into so many disconnected pipes, each of which slammed into the walls and floor—and other automatons. 

Then the huge mother bear gave a great heave, a gasp of mingled pain and defiance...and collapsed backward. Her chest rose once, twice...and then was still.

Holly fought against the metal arms that held her, but they were too strong. The two automatons chattered in anger at her, but she ignored them as her eyes filled with tears.

The captain began to walk with slow and careful steps toward the doorway where the silent, motionless bear lay. His boots tapped on the wooden floor, a rhythmic staccato beat. 

“Leave her alone!” Holly screamed as she began to struggle even harder. “Don’t you dare touch her, you monster!”

In the doorway to the great hallway of Rest-And-Be-Thankful, Byrtel the bear snarled in death. The hole in her forehead leaked a steady stream of crimson blood onto the polished floor. Piles of pipes lay around her; Byrtel had not gone quietly into death but had shattered and destroyed what looked like dozens of the captain’s minions. 

All those pipes wouldn’t be reassembling themselves into full automatons any time soon, Holly thought in fierce glee. If ever. She opened her mouth to shout that at the captain but thought better of it.

Holly shook the tears from her eyes. She wasn’t going to let the captain see her cry, not if she could help it.

But poor Byrtel; the powerful mother bear, so strong, yet so gentle with her cub and her friends. Not to mention poor Barclay, the huge bear’s small cub. How was he going to live now, without his mother? Who was going to take care of him?

Wait a minute. Where is Barclay?

Holly looked frantically around the hallway and then twisted sideways and peered through one of her captor’s ribcage back up the stairs. No baby bear; no Enkoo, no Rowley downstairs; no Noah, no Gilbert, no Barnabas on the upper landing, the part that she could see at least...no anybody she knew. With any luck, though, Noah and G-Bert had already gone back through a painting to their own world, to get help. But the others...surely the others should be somewhere nearby?

Holly thought quickly; it was almost as if she could feel her mind whirling. Then she drew in a deep breath—and screamed so loud she startled the two automatons that guarded her. One held firm, but the other loosened his grip just enough for her to tear her arm from his grasp. She kicked at the remaining guard and felt a savage kind of pleasure when he too turned loose of her arm and tumbled down the few remaining stairs, his arms wind-milling to catch his balance.

Captain Craven turned, took in what had happened with a single glance, and shouted, “Get her, you fools! If she escapes into a painting, I’ll have your heads for soup bowls!”

All the rest of the automaton guards in the hallway headed for her, their metal feet clanking on the wooden floor. They obviously thought she was going to run up the stairs, but she fooled them all. She dodged and twisted, evading grasping wiry fingers as she ran down the rest of the glass stairs and across the hall, until she reached the massive bulk of the dead bear. She reached down and patted Byrtel’s thick fur. A tear dropped onto the scarred face and ran toward the place where one ear was missing, the mouth still snarling in death; the silvery drop paused there for an instant and then disappeared into the coarse black fur.

Holly dashed more tears from her eyes as she peered over Byrtel’s bulk, through the open door and out into the courtyard.

Beyond the pebble-strewn courtyard, at the edge of the heavy undergrowth that surrounded the house, she could just make out a glimpse of Enkoo’s tall bronze figure, shepherding a small cub away. A brief glimpse of a furry tail held high told her Rowley was with them.

She only hoped they’d get outside before the automaton minions could chain and lock the gates, but she was sure Horatio would help them out. Nobody could make Horatio do anything he didn’t want to, she bet; not as big as he was.

What about Noey? Gilbert? And that little traitor, Barnabas?

But she didn’t have time to worry about any of them now. She had something even more important to do. She had to escape.

Holly felt a strong hand grab the back of her filthy T-shirt. She looked up, into the captain’s one good eye.

“They got away, my friends got away, so there. Oh, and one more thing: you’re a nasty, disgusting murderer!” she spat.

The captain gave his one-sided grin. “I am indeed, my dear young lady; a murderer as well as many other things that are far, far worse. Do not doubt that you will find even more things about me. For, I fear, you are now my prisoner.”

* *
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IT WAS USELESS TO STRUGGLE against the guards, but Holly did it anyway. She twisted and turned, trying to free herself from wiry fingers. On the walls all around her hung paintings: some of which, perhaps any of which, could take her away. Away, if not to her own home, at least to somewhere, anywhere else than this dark, scary, horrible house. 

She’d seen G-bert go through a painting. Heck, she’d come through one herself, when she and Noah ended up in that creepy shed. A painting. Any painting.

But the automaton minions did not release their grasp. They half dragged, half carried her up the crystal staircase, up another staircase, this one shorter and made of simple wood, down long hallways and short, and then up and up again, to what must be one of the very top floors of Rest-And-Be-Thankful. 

Rest-And-Be-Thankful, the house that would someday belong to her, her dad, Hamish Macgregor, her mom, Amelia, and her baby brother, Noah.

But there was no sign of Noah, in any of the hallways they dragged her through, or any of the rooms they passed. He must have made it back through the painting to home, with their black lab, Gilbert. Noah would get help and come back for her. She knew it as well as she knew her own name. Her brother would never rest until he got her out of this mess. Sure, they fought sometimes; all brothers and sisters did. But Holly knew he loved her as much as she loved him.

He’d be back for her.

All she had to do was stay alive until he did. 

The captain strode before them, his shiny boots flashing in the occasional rays of sunlight that sneaked in windows they passed or crept like thieves through open doors. Holly and her captors struggled to keep up as he led them up stairway after stairway, down one hall after another. At last he turned from a long hallway to a short passageway with a single window at the end. He paused before a massive, iron-banded door, reached into a pocket, and pulled out a long key. He stuck the key into the door’s lock, and gave it a turn left, and then one right.

He flung the door open and then turned to Holly. That half smile was still on the left side of his face, the right side as always was horrible and immobile.

“Put the child in here for now,” he murmured, not even looking at her. “Stay on guard outside this door until I return. Here is the key. Make sure the door is secure.”

Without waiting for a reply, Captain Ambrose Craven strode off, back the way they had come.

“In you go, mistress.” The taller automaton released his hold on Hol’s arm and stood back. The shorter one gave her a push. 

Holly stumbled into the room. She heard the door slam behind her, the key revolve once, twice, in the lock.

Alone. Holly crumpled to the floor, buried her face in her hands and let loose the sobs that had been building inside her for what seemed like days. Her body shook as her fear overcame her.

“Oh, you poor dear child,” said a sweet voice. “Has he hurt you? The monster! The beast!”

Holly looked up, her eyes blurred with tears. She hiccupped, wiped her eyes with the heels of her hands, and blinked hard several times.

Did that beautiful voice belong to an angel? Had she died in the middle of all this—and somehow not even noticed? 

Or was all this, talking animals, walking through paintings, Barnabas’s betrayal, and Byrtel’s death, just a horrible scary dream? 

A vision in green and yellow shimmered in front of her, fairylike and unreal. Jade eyes stared down at her, tiny, perfect tears floating like pearls at the base of sooty lashes. A tall pile of curling dark auburn hair was caught up atop a small head; the masses of curls looked too heavy to be supported by the slender neck as pale as ivory. 

A rustle as full skirts and petticoats brushed across the carpeted floor. The vision ran toward Holly, and dropped to the floor beside her, foamy skirts billowing out like silken waves around it.

“You poor, poor child,” said the voice again; to Holly it sounded like tiny ringing bells. A faint, illusive accent lingered behind the words. “Here, let me get you some water; no, a sip of cordial instead. Come along, my dearest child, and let Isobel take care of you, do.”

A soft warm arm circled Holly’s shoulders and urged her upward. Holly just couldn’t stand any more. The light in the room grew dim, spots danced before her eyes, and everything drifted away...

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2

Lady Isobel
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NO HELP. NO HELP ANYWHERE. 

Holly struggled against the dream, twisting, turning, trying to escape the dying bear and a crying cub. The cub turned to her, growled, “Your fault. You promised. Your fault.”

Holly reached out a hand to stroke Barclay’s thick coarse fur, overcome with pity and guilt, but instead touched cool cloth, silky and soft. 

The dream dissolved like mist in sunlight. She opened her eyes.

A pale face, with exactly seven freckles sprinkled across a pert nose, hovered above her. The jade green eyes were full of concern, bright with worry. Then relief flooded their brightness. “Dearest child! How concerned I was, I swear it. Come, take a sip of this, sweeting.”

A tiny crystal glass appeared in front of Hol; it seemed to have floated into her view. Holly sniffed, and fruity fumes filled her nose, but it was as if she couldn’t open her mouth.

“Come, dearest, just a sip, for Isobel. Do try, I beg, for me, won’t you?” pleaded the beautiful woman who sat beside her. The faint accent had grown stronger. 

Holly forced her mouth open at last and took a tiny sip. At once a soothing warmth spread through her body and energy rose in her limp limbs. The taste of herbs and spices danced inside her mouth and rose up into her nose. She wanted to sneeze. She wanted to laugh. She wanted to run for a mile. Instead, she took another sip. 

“That is some really good stuff,” she said, and tried out a smile.

It must have succeeded, for the woman named Isobel sat back and looked satisfied. 

“It is a cordial, my dear child, an infusion of herbs and spices in cider. I discovered how to make it from an old woman in the Dry Tortugas. They said she was a witch.” The woman gave a silvery laugh and Hol heard bells again. “How silly, her people were! As if there are such things here, in this fresh new country. In the land of my fathers, yes, in the ancient land of España, of course. Witches and far more evil things. I pray you do not take offense but, as I am sure you will attest, my dear, this land of yours is somewhat rough.”

“Uh, I guess.” Holly’s vision had cleared amazingly, and she looked around. They were in a room so richly and elegantly decorated it looked like a princess’s bedroom. Rich brocades in dozens of shades of green, from almost black to ice pale, cascaded across the windows, looped back here and there by green-gold, tasseled braids to let the sun in. All the furniture was dainty and small, from a desk with bowed legs that sat beneath a window to a dressing table with a frilly skirt near the fireplace. Only the bed was large, looped and festooned with muslin in a green so pale it was almost yellow, and piled with pillows and bolsters and thick comforters. Holly lay on a weird kind of sofa, with one end that swooped up in a curve; it was way comfortable and was upholstered in dark green velvet that felt as soft as G-bert’s ears.

“What a wonderful room!” Holly breathed out, her head still swirling from the spicy cordial. 

Isobel sniffed and looked around with a disdainful eye. “It is...adequate. Sadly, my dear, I am a prisoner, so I suppose I must be grateful that I am not in rags in some dismal dungeon.” A tear teetered for an instant on Isobel’s lashes before it fell.

Holly reached out and took the woman’s tiny hand; her own engulfed it. “I’m so sorry you’re a prisoner! But don’t you worry. My brother Noah is coming back to rescue me, and we’ll just take you with us, okay?”

“Oh...kay? This is some word of your language that I do not know, my dear. But I thank you, with all my heart, for your kindness!” Isobel smiled, displaying tiny dazzling teeth. “I am so glad to see you! To have a companion in my weary loneliness and exile.” She shook her head and gave a ladylike sniff. “I attest, it is too great a pleasure.”

Holly opened her mouth to ask a question, but at that very instant, something big jumped onto the sofa with her. She drew her feet back in instinctive fear as what had to be the biggest housecat she’d ever seen, its thick yellow fur stippled with black spots, its eyes a bright green, settled down and stared at her. Its mouth fell open in a snarl that turned into a yawn, or a yawn that looked like a snarl—Holly couldn’t tell which.

“Ozberto, querido,” cooed Isobel as the cat stalked across Holly’s legs and jumped into Isobel’s lap, sprawling across the masses of skirts with its legs hanging off. Isobel stroked the thick fur with one tiny hand as the huge cat began a deep and rumbling purr that sounded like a race car revving its engine.

A sudden image struck Holly. “I know who you are! You’re Lady Isobel da Mafaldo!” she said. “I saw your portrait, lots of your portraits, actually, and that cat is always with you.”

“Yes, the...captain’s artist has painted me, I believe. And my darling Ozberto is always at my side, of course. He is my only solace in my sad imprisonment, I fear. He protects me as best he can, but even he is not match for the...captain or his dreadful servants.” Isobel shuddered. The cat rolled over on its back and she stroked its pale belly. “But Ozberto is no mere cat, child. He is an ocelot, a mighty fighter from the jungles of my mother’s home in Brazil.” 

“Can...can I pet him?” Holly wasn’t really sure she wanted to; there was a look in the ocelot’s eye that she didn’t quite trust. But she thought it might be a good idea to make friends with her new friend’s friend. 

“He may perhaps permit it. Ozberto?” Lady Isobel cocked her head questioningly.

The ocelot raised his head and looked at Holly, green eyes staring into blue, somehow calculating, testing. Then his purr rose to a higher pitch and his head fell backward.

“There, do you see? He knows those that can be trusted and those that cannot. My Ozberto is brilliant. You may stroke him, my dear, just a bit.”

Holly reached out and ran a finger across the soft belly. “I have a dog named Gilbert,” she said.

The ocelot growled softly in his throat. One paw raised and a single long claw sprang out.

“But he likes cats, he really does,” Hol said hurriedly, snatching her hand back out of harm’s way. “He’s never chased one in his life.” Not that he ever runs far, or at all, unless it’s for his dinner, she thought in amusement.

The thought of pudgy, loyal, protective G-bert made her smile, and she was amazed. She would have thought, just a little while ago, that she’d never be able to smile again, not at least until she was back home, safe with her mom and dad and Noah. 

“Ah, that is better,” said Lady Isobel with an answering smile. “We must keep up our spirits, my child. The mighty Ozberto will protect us until my ransom is paid.”

“Until my brother comes back to rescue us,” Holly said.

Just then, the door slammed open. Captain Ambrose Craven stepped inside.

“Prepare yourselves, dear ladies.” His smile looked more like a snarl, but his voice was smooth and soft. “I request the honor of your presence on a little journey.”

* *
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I HATE THESE CLOTHES. How did the women back then—uh, now—well, whenever—how did they stand wearing them? How does Isobel wear all those skirts and petticoats and pantaloons and hoops and silly high-heeled shoes, not to mention everything else?

Holly twisted her toes in her comfortable old sneakers as they walked down a shell-covered pathway that wove through thick undergrowth. For the first time in her life, she was glad her feet were huge. Imagine wearing those tiny slippers that Isobel offered her. It was bad enough being back in a dress with a long skirt and all these hampering petticoats. She’d hoped to be done with these kinds of clothes forever.

But Isobel had refused to let her out of Rest-And-Be-Thankful without “proper attire, my dearest child.” Her ladyship even kept the captain waiting, tapping his foot in his high-heeled boots, while she put half a dozen automaton minions to work altering one of her dresses for Holly. The automatons grumbled under their breath—if they could be said to have breath—but they didn’t dare argue with the captain. Their wiry fingers flew, stitching faster than Holly had ever seen anyone sew. Not that she had observed anyone doing needlework very often.

Holly found it odd Craven gave in so easily to Isobel...but the main thing was, he did. After about an hour, Isobel stuffed Holly into a hastily altered dress and all the other ridiculous things that ladies wore back then. Back now. Whatever.

Holly shook her head. She knew she was using all these thoughts to keep from thinking about what was really happening, but it wasn’t working.

They were leaving Rest-And-Be-Thankful. The captain was taking them out in a boat; at least, that was what Isobel told her when they were getting ready.

How in the world would Noah find her now?

They were heavily guarded from the moment they left Isobel’s room, with automatons all around. Holly would still have chanced going through a painting, any painting, but she never had the slightest opportunity. Now that they were outside, it was even less likely that she could get away. 

Holly looked around desperately for some way to escape, but there were automatons in front and behind. And the vegetation looked too thick for her to get far before they caught her.

Then, as they walked down the pathway, shells crunching beneath them, she thought she caught a glimpse, just the merest glimpse, of a fluffy tail banded in black and brown.

Just a glimpse. But it was Rowley! It had to be!

Holly thought so fast she could almost hear the gears whirring in her brain. “Lady Isobel, how long will it take us to sail to this island you said we were going to? And where is it, anyway?” she said, as loud as she could.

Isobel was tripping along in her ridiculously tiny slippers, a lace parasol held in one small hand. “Oh, my dear child, it is but a short journey indeed. We shall not even have to take ship but will do the entire trip in a longboat. Do not worry, I pray! We shall have our tea on dry land.”

“So it’s not very far offshore, then?” Holly asked, slowly and deliberately. “Just a few miles, sounds like.”

“About that, my child. It is an easy journey, and I shall take care of you, do not fear.”

The captain turned and shot a look at Holly. Her first impulse was to stick her tongue out at him, but she thought it probably wasn’t the best idea.

“I’m not worried a bit,” she said, giving him a sweet smile instead. “I won’t be there very long anyway. My brother will come after me.”

The captain smiled his evil, crooked smile, but didn’t say a word. He just turned away and walked faster, to disappear when the pathway took a turn around a huge tree.

Isobel and Holly, with the automaton guard, followed after him. The ocelot, which had been trotting beside Isobel like a dog, shot off into the undergrowth just as the rest of them came out of the greenery onto a riverbank covered in grey sand and dark pebbles. Black water rushed past a wooden wharf, where two boats bobbed and tugged at their moorings like dogs eager for a walk. A pair of automatons tried to hustle Holly and Isobel into one of the boats, but Isobel planted her tiny feet and shook her head.

“No. Not until my Ozberto comes back will I board.”

Automatons clustered around Holly and Isobel. One or two tapped their wiry feet while they waited.

A commotion in the trees, and lots of birds took off from their perches, screaming in high-pitched angry tones. An instant later, the ocelot appeared and paced toward them. Holly could see a tiny yellow feather at the corner of its mouth. 

Thank goodness it wasn’t brown and black fur, she thought in relief, and swallowed her heart back down. I’m sure that was Rowley I saw back there. 

Now the cat had reappeared, Isobel made no further objections as the automatons herded them into the bigger of the two boats. The captain was already seated at the back, his hand resting on a pole or something that projected forward. Noah would know what it was called; Noey was such a book geek. Another automaton, shorter than most of the others, cast off and leaped clumsily in the boat. Each of the minions sat at an oar, and the boat began to pick up speed as they rowed away.

Holly looked back at the fast-disappearing wharf. Hope Rowley heard me.

Then, just as the wharf was about to disappear in the distance, Holly was sure she saw a plume of tail.

She turned and faced forward. No need to take a chance that the captain or anyone else would see her friend. Lady Isobel gave her an encouraging smile and patted her on the arm.

“That color suits you well, my dear,” she murmured. “That particular shade brings out the blue of your eyes.”

“Uh, thanks,” Holly said. Whoa! This woman is seriously into fashion! I hope I never get that bad!

The boat floated down the river. The rhythmic sounds of the oars dipping into the murky water should have been soothing, but they reminded Holly too much of the time they’d ridden in Enkoo’s small boat. Thinking of Enkoo reminded her of all the other friends she’d made in this strange place. She sniffed and then tried to get more comfortable on the hard, lumpy cushion an automaton had plopped down for her beside Isobel. No use. Must be stuffed with rocks, she thought as she squirmed and twisted.

At least Noah wasn’t along on this particular boat trip. He’d be so seasick!

A fresh salt-tinged breeze blew in her face; it smelled like tears. Or maybe what she smelled was her own tears, trying to escape.

The longboat slid down the black water of the estuary, through a wall of trees and undergrowth, as they headed toward the sea.
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