
        
            



Praise for K. Eastkott

“… takes me back to the joy of reading Anne McCaffrey as a child. K. Eastkott populates Kreh-ursh’s world with strange and wonderful creatures and yet the sea and the islands that the boy moves between seem as real as anything in our world, so completely has he imagined it.”

 



“The language is beautifully descriptive.”

 

“I absolutely loved reading this story. It was captivating and interesting. The characters were well formed and this was conveyed with apparent ease.”





 

 



[image: image]



 



Lake of Stone

Book 3
in “Seeking the Jewel Fish”

K. Eastkott


For Brianna


1. Compromising Conversations

As Patrick drove over the freeway bridge at seven-fifty that morning, he saw what looked like a fluffy, dirty-gray carpet winding along the Mauri River valley. It was smoke, rolling thick and heavy across the landscape. Turning off, he eased his battered station wagon into the factory parking lot, between fire engines, police cars, and an ambulance. The scene was no less than he had been led to expect from the police call to his home twenty minutes earlier.

The ambulance’s rear door was open, and a blackened figure wrapped in blankets was sitting just inside. As he approached, the young woman looked his way with a mixture of hostility, bravado, and dread.

“Hello. It’s Rena, isn’t it?” he asked with a smile.

“That’s right, but I’m not going to talk to you, mister. Not till I see you and your wife’s brat in court.”

“The situation is terrible, isn’t it? But I mainly came down here because I just wanted to check that you were all right. How are you feeling?”

He actually had little idea of what the situation truly was. The first he had known that his stepdaughter was missing was when the police had called and told him she was a suspected arsonist. So he kept silent now, simply raising his eyebrows at Rena, hoping she would spill some much-needed information.

She looked at him suspiciously, but finally answered.

“Well, you should ask, mister.... And no, I’m not all right, since you’re asking. But you guys will be worse off. You should be shaking cos’ of the trouble your daughter’s in. You see that?” She swept an arm toward the burning laboratory. “A progressive, economic miracle destroyed by a couple of kids. A source of employment for the whole area ... a project that was taking our country forward by leaps and bounds ... and a pair of brats get in there, and millions of millions of bucks ... KA-BOOMBA ... up in smoke!”

“But aren’t you security? Wasn’t it your job to keep potential troublemakers off the premises?”

“What are you saying? They sneaked in.... It wasn’t my fault! Don’t try and blame it on me, mister. You should bring up your kids better.... They’re a danger to society!”

Patrick realized this was going the wrong way. He wanted to calm her down.

“I don’t suppose you know—”

“Where your kids are? That proves my point exactly. You’ve lost them, haven’t you?”

“I know where my stepson is!” Patrick snapped. “In hospital, on the point of death! I’m asking you about Jade because you are the last person to have seen her since ...”—he waved his arm at the fire—“that.”

“Can’t help you, mister.”

Patrick wanted to scream at the belligerent girl, but he knew it wouldn’t make a shred of difference to her attitude. If she had any inkling where Jade was, she was not about to let on. He huffed in desperation, but then, gazing out across the field, saw another avenue of investigation, one that might offer him better results.

“Thank you, Rena, for your time. I hope you’re better soon. You can be sure I’ll talk to Jade when I find her.”

“You do that, mister. Cos she’s a menace, a menace to society! And I want compensation!”

Patrick meandered around the site. Firefighters still had their hoses directed on the blaze. No more flames were visible, but smoke continued to pour from the rubble. The entire building had collapsed in on itself, except for the two tall chimneys—now blackened—that emerged from the billowing smoke. Patrick couldn’t get close to the river because of the smoke, but he eased his way around the police cordon and stepped out across the paddocks. A couple of figures were sitting in the grass about ten yards away with their backs to him.

“... Gees, Head! It’s simple. Just listen to me and repeat it: We were out fishing, right? Early morning ...”

“Why this morning? We wouldn’t of got paid by Dr. Hagues if we’d of gone fishing.”

“Alibi, Head.... It’s an alibi! Okay ... so we’re out fishing, and we see these two come running out of the laboratory and jump into a speedboat they’ve got tied up there ...”

“Where?”

“On the bank, of course. They aren’t going to tie it up in the middle of the river, are they, where they’d have to swim to it!”

“No, where are we fishing?”

“Who cares?”

“Well, we might not be able to see them from where we are.”

“Good point, good point ...”

“And what about that canoe?”

“I told you, there’s no canoe!”

“Then how do they get away?”

“In a jet boat, remember? A jet boat!”

“What jet boat?”

“The one I just invent—“

“Hi, boys!”

They spun on their backsides, shocked to be caught in the midst of such bare-handed alibi-fabrication.

“Uh, hello, Mr. ...” the Head started to say.

“S’okay, Head. I’ll take it from here. What do you want?”

“I just wanted to check you boys weren’t hurt at all by this terrible accident.”

Screwdriver’s eyes narrowed.

No.... What’s it to you?”

“Well, as a resident of the bay, I feel concerned ...”

“Yeah, right. More like you’re hoping we’re not gonna lay charges against the kid. That it?”

“I just overheard what you were saying, that there was another reason you were really on the river?”

Screwdriver just squinted at Patrick.

“Suppose, Mr. Malone, you just tell us ... or the police, where Jade is ... and that vandal friend of hers.”

“You don’t need to worry about that. That’s between us and the police.”

“Yeah, right. Your girl’s done a runner.... You don’t know.”

“That’s none of your business!”

This wasn’t how he’d hoped the conversation would go. Screwdriver seemed more intelligent than Patrick had bargained for. But he knew they must have some clue as to where Jade had gone to ground. So he tried again:

“So did you recognize their boat? A speedboat, you said?”

“Yeah,” Screwdriver snorted. He seemed prepared to play Patrick’s game. “Yeah, a flash model, millionaire style, you know?”

Patrick looked glum.

“They could have gone anywhere in that.”

“Yep. Even down. It was a light boat, and they drove bang smack into the center of that storm that was hanging around out there this morning. Sorry, I can’t help you out anymore, Mr. Malone,” he smirked.

“That’s okay, boys. Thanks for the information.”

Patrick was pleased to note that Screwdriver looked suddenly worried, wondering whether he had let any important fact slip. Patrick had probably lost that battle. He didn’t feel he had learned anything, but he got a malicious pleasure from keeping the snide-mouthed youth on the back foot. At least now he knew that they were covering up something, probably something illegal. Jade would not be involved with that, but she might have wanted to expose Rena and her crew. There was a good chance that was the reason she had sneaked out of the house and got into this mess. She and her friends Darren and Miguel were not at all on friendly terms with the older gang. 

He left them and began walking down toward the river mouth, in the direction of Pine Bluff. His cell phone rang.

“Hello? Patrick?”

“Hi, love, … How’s Kyle?”

There was a pause.

“He’s still in the coma. They’ve been talking about various options … things they could try, but ... well, no change yet. Any news of Jade?”

“I’ve been talking to the security guard and her mates. Sorry, but nothing to report. I’m going to have a bit more of a scout around the coast. I’ll try and hunt out one of her running buddies, Darren, or Miguel, see if they can help.”

“Okay, call me if you learn anything. Love you.”

“Will do. Love you too.”

Patrick rang off and tried to recall exactly where in Mauri Cove Jade’s two best mates lived.
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2. The Search

Unbreakfasted, Miguel sat in a tiny dinghy braving a choppy sea a mile offshore, and wondered how the day had conspired to place him here.

His arm, trapped in a plaster cast, was killing him. He’d tried sticking meat skewers down into it to alleviate the itching, but nothing worked for long. Four weeks ago, Rena, that sadistic security guard down at Synengine Energies had condemned him to a life of not being able to ride his bike, cut his own food, or even dress himself properly—plus this perpetual itching. He was bored with TV and had beaten every last game on his console. For all of this, for putting his arm in a cast, he owed her. Big time. But she was also part of the reason he was here.

Back in the days when he, Jade, and Darren used to play on the construction site of the laboratory that was happily burning today, it had seemed like a fun game. None of them had realized, as they dodged up and down the concrete channels and earthworks on the building site, that they were making such a vengeful enemy of Rena. Any sort of an enemy is bad news in a place as tiny as Mauri Cove, but you’d have to drive a long way to come across anyone with a reputation as mean as hers.

When he got up that morning, it had been all over the TV. As the camera panned across the beach where they normally went to surf, the headlines had seemed surreal:

 



ARSON ATTACK ON MAURI COVE RESEARCH FACILITY:





TWO MISSING, ONE HOSPITALIZED



 

The commentator’s voice had that note of concerned urgency that tried to convince listeners that the very fabric of our civilization was crumbling before our eyes:

“In the early hours of this morning, a vindictive arson attack took place on the new experimental research facility that was recently inaugurated at Mauri Cove. The research center, which had been working on a prototype for a groundbreaking synthetic fuel that would produce no carbon emissions, was torched at approximately seven a.m. One security guard on the site needed to be attended for minor burns while police are investigating several leads, as well as the disappearance of a female youth who’s a resident of Mauri Cove and an unidentified male. Anybody who has information as to their whereabouts is asked to contact the police immediately.”

He had been on his way to pour his cornflakes when a knocking on the door interrupted him. Since his father was away on business and his mom had left for work two hours earlier, it was Miguel who opened the door to two police officers.

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

The second cop also pushed his way in, so that all three stood crowded into the tiny hallway. While Schreub eyeballed Miguel with his worst cop-show intimidation routine, his colleague took out an iPad and opened it to take notes.

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

¡Madre purísima! They were like bad copies of the worst actors on cop shows. And he had always thought those programs were so fake. Stubborn, though—he had to give them that. 

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

But the questions continued. Half an hour later, the officers left, but not before making him understand in no uncertain terms that they didn’t believe a word of anything he’d said regarding his innocence or his ignorance of Jade’s whereabouts.

“We’ll be seeing each other real soon, kid. Remember, you lie to us, and it’ll be worse for you when we find out—and we will. Have a nice day!”

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

“Miguel! Hi!”

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



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



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

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

“Sure.”

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

“You’ve seen this?”

Well, yeah, the TV is on. There’s a good possibility I was watching it before half of Mauri Cove began barging into my living room. But out loud he said, “Yes, I have. Is Jade somehow involved?”

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

At that, Miguel felt a coldness plummet down his spine.

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

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

“Yeah, I mean, I came down to the beach just after you guys left the other day, so I heard. I’ve been meaning to come around, but thought you guys wouldn’t want crowds turning up on your doorstep. I didn’t know he was in the hospital.”

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

“I’m sorry—but how is Jade tied up with that fire?”

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

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

“¡Madre mía!” Trust Jade to complicate an already complicated situation. Patrick turned from the TV and looked at him directly.

“Miguel, I need you to help me find her. You know where she would go, what her haunts are. You and I could look for her together and get to the bottom of this. And we have to do this fast. Her mom is at her wits’ end, and Kyle is ... in a serious condition.”

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

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

“That’s it.”

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

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

“Like the one that was torched?”

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

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

It was true. The tornado-like storm that had been persisting off Mauri Cove for what seemed like weeks had suddenly lifted, and the day was clear and bright. But those towers… something about them Miguel had never liked. Now, what with Jade’s disappearance and everything, they looked quite ominous.

“But why would they go there?”

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

“Well, Kyle got sick from some sort of slick out on the sea; she might have thought that station was responsible. Why else would they go there? Though wouldn’t they try and hide until the dust settled?”

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

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

He sighed again. He would have to tell.

“There is one place, but you can’t get there till low tide.”

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

While Kreh-ursh was carried off by his people, Jade remained in the beached canoe. Kreh-otchaw-oh’s hull was blackened from fire and stained by that toxic slime. Yet Jade did not know what else to do. She felt so completely marooned in this world, and had no idea what had happened to her. Was this science or magic? Here she was, cut off totally from her own dimension, with absolutely no passage back. The huddle of huts she could see farther up the beach appeared alien and hostile; she had no wish to approach them.

When the people—mainly children really, though with a few old people in their midst—had taken Kreh-ursh, they had stared—not with any particular malice, but not overly friendly either. It wasn’t the sort of hospitality she might have expected from an island people, serenading her with garlands or their island songs. These people seemed to see her almost as a danger, or the bearer of some threat that she couldn’t place.

She had been sitting, head bowed, staring at the canoe’s bilges for several minutes when she felt herself observed. Looking up, she spied a gaggle of children of varying ages crouched in hiding behind the closest canoes. Their eyes, studying her, were dark and wary, yet inquisitive, too. Several long moments passed as they observed each other. Then a presence, approaching from the village, made her turn her head: It was the green-eyed girl with the scar—her rescuer. The girl walked up and held out her hand. She didn’t seem particularly friendly, but at least she was making contact. She gestured to Jade to follow her. 

Jade grabbed her rucksack from the canoe, and she and the girl walked up the beach. Numerous villagers appeared and shadowed them, keeping several yards’ respectful—or wary—distance. They were dressed in a similar way to Kreh-ursh, in short, sleeveless tunics of beige, brown, or green. She glimpsed a few old people too, but wondered where the other adults were. Jade and the girl entered among the huts, which were thatch roofed, each in its own fenced compound. It was a large settlement, stretching around the wide sweep of the bay. Finally they stopped at one hut, which appeared to be the girl’s own. Three boys, one aged about seven and two identical twins of around eleven—the girl’s brothers, she assumed—surrounded their sister, chattering and asking questions. ·Even considering how alienated Jade felt at having been thrust into this bizarre world, she picked up a disjointed feel to their conversation, as if half the talk were occurring on some mental plane Jade could not access—for she had been unable to re-ignite the limited mind speech she had achieved with Kreh-ursh. They all stared at Jade with round blank eyes, and kept well back, as if she might contaminate them with some disease.

The green-eyed girl indicated that she wait—not in the hut, but outside in the compound—while she disappeared inside. The youngest boy remained, hugging the doorpost. He did not take his eyes off Jade even to blink. Soon the green-eyed girl returned, bearing a mat, a length of cloth and a clay jar in her arms. She laid the jar on top of the mat in front of her and indicated that Jade should sit. Jade cleared her throat. She had had enough of the silent treatment.

“Jade ... Jade. Jaa ... chuu ... naw Jade ... jaan.”

The girl reacted in mild surprise before smiling, as if she realized she had been impolite:

“Hoh-ee, Jeh-eed. Jaa chuunaw Geh-meer jaan.”

“Hoh-ee, Geh-meer.”

Jade felt that soft mind-tap that Kreh-ursh had used, as if the other girl were probing, testing whether she could communicate that way. But Jade could not connect with this girl as she had been able to with Kreh-ursh. It was all too strange. Cut off from every single familiar thing she knew—Mauri Cove, her mom, Kyle, Patrick, Miguel, anybody who spoke her own language—she would have known such mind speech was rubbish had she not already done it with Kreh-ursh.

She sat on the mat, feeling suddenly very tired. Geh-meer gestured again, so Jade was about to slip off her t-shirt but felt inhibited by the boys; the twins had joined their younger brother at the doorway and also stared in their silent way. Geh-meer rapped something, and they disappeared into the hut. Jade realized that the girl had read her thought, but was grateful. The other girl waved her up, picked up the mat and jar, and moved farther into the compound, out of view of the hut doorway. There Jade eased off her t-shirt and tattered board shorts, sitting back down on the mat in just her underpants. Maybe it wasn’t considered strange here to reveal one’s body in front of others. She was an alien in this village, after all. Who knew what was considered normal? 

Geh-meer removed the lid of the jar, and Jade submitted while the other girl slathered ointment onto her arms, legs, and neck, covering all her burns and scratches in a thick, pale green cream. It stung at first. Then it burned in a dull sort of way before giving way to a numbing, refreshing sensation. Geh-meer picked up a length of light cloth, similar to muslin, and wrapped it loosely about Jade toga style, taking care not to rub off the cream. 

Once she had finished her ministrations, Geh-meer gave a sharp cry, and the two older boys emerged from the hut bearing platters of food. They must have been preparing it while Geh-meer was applying her first aid. There were grains cooked with fruit and spices, cold meat, steamed fish and vegetables. The family, and Jade—she had seen no sign of any parents—sat and began to eat. Jade was starving. Compared to the last meal she had eaten—Patrick’s mushy tomato sandwiches—this was delicious. She wolfed down the food.
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4. Out on the Water

They approached the cave from the north, hugging the coast as close as they dared because the tide was full, and waves crashed onto the rocks below the cliffs.

“They can’t have hidden in there,” Patrick decided. “Look at that swell and those breakers. They would have been smashed to pieces.”

“When the tide’s low, you can get in around the rocks. There’s a sort of path. That’s how Jade and I found it.”

“But what time were they spotted? Around seven-forty? This morning’s tide was around nine-forty. It would have been way too high. And look at that sea. No boat could get in there.”

Miguel had to agree. Patrick turned the dinghy northward again.

“I say we scour the coast, and then have a closer look at that research facility. It’s our best bet.”
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A couple of hours later, they had covered the entire coast for a couple of miles both north and south of Mauri Cove but had found no sign of Jade, the stranger, or any wreckage that might have belonged to the canoe. Miguel, who still hadn’t had anything to eat, was starving, but he knew better than to suggest to Jade’s stepfather that they head in to grab lunch. Police launches and other craft were also out searching, but Patrick and Miguel felt a certain hostility each time they came close to another vessel. The searchers recognized Patrick as Jade’s guardian. It was clear they were blaming her for the arson attack.

“Okay, I’m curious about that research facility,” said Patrick.

“But we won’t be allowed on there, will we?”

“I don’t intend to ask permission. If Jade’s out there, I’m going to find her. You can feel these people’s attitude—they’re angry about that fire. It’s understandable: People were relying on Synengine to create jobs. So we have to find Jade before they do.”

Patrick turned the dinghy’s bow seaward once again. Miguel looked around, checking the positions of other craft, but they were all far away at other points across the bay or up and down the coast. The direction that their small dinghy was taking went unnoticed.

As they approached the towers again, Miguel was able to observe them more closely than he ever had. The three pillars thrust up from the sea in a triangular formation, their smooth concrete bright in the morning sun. Crowning each pillar was a wide, flat platform, alongside a thin bronze spire, which tapered up to a gleaming point far above. While the expanse of sea stretching between the pillars was the size of several football fields, the towers were linked by what appeared to be narrow suspension bridges, each one consisting of a single long span. As they came close to the nearest pillar, they saw that bolted to it at sea level was a metal dock, large enough to moor a good-sized motor vessel, painted a glaring rescue orange, which stood out angrily against the green sea. Another construction, which looked like an elevator shaft, rose from the dock to the height of the suspension bridges. The entire complex had a megalithic and impersonal air.

Miguel felt increasingly intimidated the closer they approached. As if to confirm his unease, he could see uniformed figures manning the dock.

“How would Jade have got on there, past those men?”

Out here on the open sea, he had to shout above the wind to make Patrick hear him, but the installation’s imposing size seemed to demand a silence that made him feel he was challenging it. Patrick, too, appeared at a loss.

“We’ll take a look at the other two towers,” he decided. “You never know.”

Patrick took the dinghy in a wide arc around the nearest tower and headed for the one that was sited the farthest seaward. Miguel became more and more awestruck.

“These are humungous—some research station! This is more like an oil rig, like a nuclear power plant.”

“And how did they get these constructions erected out here without us really noticing? We knew they were building something, but nothing on this scale!”

“Must be pretty big experiments they’re doing.”

It took them over ten minutes’ chugging along in the dinghy to get close to the next tower, which gave them a sense of just how huge the construction was. At first glance, this tower seemed
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