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	Ashera report #1— Heaven’s Charge

	 

	Ashera’s Garden, Heaven’s Charge

	Striding purposefully through a dark garden, her face shrouded by a black veil and head covered by a long, midnight-toned hood, Ashera peered through the foliage, looking for her toys. Her minions, the ones who’d been brave enough to stay on this god-forsaken island with her, had free rein of the place during the day. But at night, they were hers whether they wanted to be or not.

	“Come, my toys,” Ashera said in a smooth, even voice. Her eyes, black as a starless night, darted around again. “You don’t need to hide.”

	Soft rays of moonlight filtered down, partially obscured by palm trees that swayed back and forth in the warm breeze. The tall, thick hibiscus bushes with their large pink flowers rustled with a distinct force.

	 Ashera’s gaze turned towards the silly flowers. “Ah, there you are.”

	Three of her minions broke forward and kneeled before her, touching the edge of the long robe that covered her feet and the ground several inches behind her. They didn’t dare look up into those black eyes of hers, even through her veil.

	Ashera’s expression was unmoving as she gazed down at them. “What have you brought me tonight?” she asked.

	Each of them held out their hands, still avoiding her gaze. In each set of palms was a smooth, square rock, sandy in colour, but as hard as a diamond.

	She picked one up out of the centre minion’s hands. “These are worthless to me without the Cornerstone.” She didn’t sound angry—she never did, for she never became angry. That didn’t mean they wouldn’t be punished if they’d brought her something useless.

	“Y-yes, m’lady,” this one said. “But it means we’re getting closer.”

	“To?” she asked, her face as blank as the stone she turned over in her hand.

	“To finding the location of the Cornerstone,” the minion on the left said.

	Ashera picked up the other two rocks and curled her hand around them. She placed her hands inside the large cuffs of her robe. “I hope you know what a great punishment will befall you should you take too long with this quest.” The words were said in a lilting, almost lyrical way. But they were as deadly as if a knife had been held against their throats.

	“Yes, m’lady,” they said together in unison.

	“Go and send for Markus,” Ashera said, flicking her wrist in the general direction of the west end of the island.

	Her three little playthings got up immediately and took off at a run, as if she would ever chase after them. No, she would let them do the groundwork. She had already walked this entire island hundreds, if not thousands of times before, trying to find its weakness. All she’d found during her walks across the midnight-blue sands were an infuriating number of traps. She couldn’t touch the water, couldn’t be out in daylight, could barely tolerate the pollens of the tropical plants that grew here. And so, she couldn’t leave—for now—but those who were loyal to her stayed for her sake.

	Like Markus. He lived on the west end. He liked it there, he said. As far as Ashera was concerned, he had a fondness for far too many things. She’d told him many times that attachment to mere Earthly delights would only hinder him. She’d offered to strip the last of his emotions from him, yet he still refused. And she found she couldn’t be bothered to force him. He was one of her favourite toys, aside from that one little hitch.

	She looked past all the hideous tropical plants to what little of the ocean she could see. Ashera had tried more than once to step out into that water, but every time she did, she’d burned away more of her feet. During the night and on the darkest of days, that silly Edanian barrier made it impossible for a Shadow Lord like her to leave. But during the day…

	Ah, that was an even greater pain for her than the water barrier. She couldn’t risk it, not any more than she already had.

	“M’lady?” a rough voice said, catching her attention. There stood a tall, gangly man, with grey eyes and a sordid twist to his mouth.

	“Markus.” She smiled at him, a vicious, false smile that meant absolutely nothing. She held out her hand and waited for him to kiss it in greeting.

	After obliging her, he asked, “What can I do for my Dark Queen tonight?”

	“Get me off this island.”

	He lifted one fine eyebrow at her. “I assure you, I am doing everything I can to accomplish your will.”

	“Markus,” she murmured in a low, sultry voice, “get me. Off. This. Island.” She squeezed his hand, harder than he’d expected her to.

	He could feel the pull of her Dark-Segol bending his will to hers, making her desires become his. But it didn’t change the fact that he didn’t have the answer for her. Not just yet, anyhow. He took a deep breath in, feeling the very force of the Earth feeding his battered soul.

	Retracting his hand from hers, he bowed low and said, “I assure you, my great and powerful queen, that I am doing everything in my power to free you.”

	“I don’t believe that’s true,” she told him, folding her hands back into the wide sleeves of her robe. “But in any case, your three stupid little toys brought me something interesting.”

	“Did they?” Markus asked, his eyes lighting up. “Well, let’s see it then. Maybe they’re not as stupid as you think.”

	“Oh, they certainly are,” she replied. She stretched out her hand and revealed the three pale stones. “But they did find these. What do you think?”

	Markus’ face burst out in a wide grin as he cackled with evil glee. “Those are— Why, they’re—”

	“Yes, yes, connecting stones,” Ashera said, cutting him off. “Where did they come from? I haven’t seen one in ages.”

	“The last place on Earth you’d expect,” Markus said, his eyes dancing with mirth. “May I?” He held out his hand and Ashera dropped the little stones into it.

	He looked at each one individually, tsking and humming until finally Ashera placed a hand over his to still them. He looked up into those black eyes and nearly tripped over himself. Beautiful, but deadly. He had to be more careful around her.

	“These, my queen, are Canadian,” he said.

	She peered down at the little things. There wasn’t a single marking on them, not one thing that would distinguish them from any other square-shaped stone. “How can you tell?” she asked.

	“M’lady,” he scoffed, placing a hand over his heart in much too dramatic a fashion. “Don’t you think I know a rock when I see a rock?”

	Her eyebrows drew in slightly as she considered his vague explanation. “Are you telling me…the Cornerstone is in Canada?”

	Markus nodded eagerly. “Quite likely, yes. No one’s searched there for years. And to think we let those Edanians build an entirely new branch of their organization there because we thought nothing would ever come of it. How foolish—”

	“Silence,” she said in a passive voice that was anything but benign. That was one command he couldn’t refuse. “I must think on this. I need time to gather my thoughts. In the meantime, you need to do a little more research for me. Find out everything you can about that branch. This is clearly an oversight we should not have ignored.”

	“Yes, my great and dark queen,” Markus said, bowing low to the ground. He touched the hem of her robe before rising and turning. 

	He left his Vampire Queen—as they liked to call her—alone in her garden and went back to his lair. Ashera didn’t venture too often to the west end of Heaven’s Charge for it got far too much sunlight during the day and the residue stuck to this side long after sundown. Here he felt safe to conduct his experiments and do his research without her breathing down his neck.

	“Remus!” he called as he entered the adobe hut he shared with his sullen little brother. He turned every light on, knowing full well that if Ashera could hate that, she would. But alas, she’d stripped every last bit of her humanity away, even including the ability to hate. However, he suspected that the desire for world domination was still a strong and driving force within her.

	“What is it, Markus?” a sulking, cold voice answered from deep within the lair. “Why are you waking me? Not everyone has to stay up all night just for Ashera’s sake.”

	“Bite your tongue!” Markus said, his eyes widening. “Or do you want Ashera to know how much you detest working for her?”

	From the shadows crept a man every bit as tall and gangly as Markus, but younger and more fragile in his Corrupted state. Remus had followed his brother into the darkness knowingly but reluctantly. He had long ago given up on helping Ashera get free of her prison, but he hadn’t been able to leave her employment because he was too weak to her Dark-Segol to deny her. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t complain every chance he got.

	“I’m not afraid of her,” Remus said flippantly, a scowl on his face.

	Markus cracked a wry grin. “Easy to say with all the lights on. How about we step out into the night, and you can tell me all about your bravery?”

	“No, thank you,” Remus said hastily. “I’m not...dressed for it.”

	“Oh, yes, dear brother. I’d hate to send you out in…that.” Markus gestured up and down at Remus’ night attire. He wore black silk pyjamas that were so wrinkled it looked like Remus had slept in them for years. The hems of the pants were frayed, and the collar of the shirt curled inward, no longer holding its original shape. Had Remus really been sleeping? Didn’t he know how the island came alive at night? What was the matter with him?

	“Markus,” Remus said, exaggerating a sigh while he crossed his skinny arms over his sunken chest. “What did you wake me for?”

	“I have an assignment for you,” Markus said. Remus groaned but didn’t protest. “You’re getting off the island.”

	Remus’s eyebrows rose. “Okay, I’m listening.”

	Markus grinned slyly and said, “You’re going to Canada.”

	Remus shook his head vehemently. “No, thank you, big brother. I’d rather not. Dreadfully cold place. Now that I think about it, I’m quite comfortable here on Heaven’s Charge.”

	“I’m not asking you,” Markus snapped, all mirth gone from his face. His grey eyes flashed and he held out the three square stones. “These stones were found near that silly Canadian Edania branch and now I want you to go investigate.”

	Remus’ scowl twisted even more with displeasure. “But you’re the rock expert. Why should I have to go?”

	“Because you’re better at weaving through a crowd undetected than I am,” Markus answered. “Look at my face, Remus. I can’t risk being identified.”

	Remus glared at the scar that covered half of Markus’s face. It wasn’t Remus’s fault that Markus had gotten into a fight with a fire-wielding Edanian agent. Why should Markus get away with everything and Remus have to do all the dirty work?

	“You’ll owe me a huge debt if I do this,” Remus hedged, hoping Markus would take the bait.

	Markus nodded. “We have our bargains in place.”

	Remus sneered at him. “Those bargains only benefit you and I never agreed to them. You’ll have to do better than that.”

	“Think about it, brother,” Markus said, edging closer. “If you can find a way to free Ashera, you’ll be rewarded greatly beyond anything imaginable. And—” He paused to take one of Remus’ hands and drop the stones into it. “If she gets off this island, so do you.”

	Remus looked at the stones, wondering just how many he’d have to find to satisfy the Vampire Queen. He shoved them into his pocket. “How many of these are there?”

	“It’s not about how many,” Markus said, shaking his head. “It’s about finding the right one. The Cornerstone. It’s the only one we need to break the barrier that will free us.”

	“Her,” Remus corrected. “And what does the Cornerstone look like?”

	“You’ll know it when you see it,” Markus answered.

	Remus narrowed his amber eyes and peered at his brother. “That’s it? You’re going to send me all the way to Canada in the dead of winter to find something that I’ll just magically recognize when I see it?”

	“So, I’ll get you a little knit hat with a pompom,” Markus said, waving his hand impatiently. “Come now, Remus, what will it take to convince you? What do you want?”

	“You know what I want,” Remus sulked.

	Markus sighed. Not this again. “I can’t make Nightshade fall in love with you. Anything else?”

	Remus nodded. “I would like this to be my final mission for Ashera. Once I find that Cornerstone and we leave Heaven’s Charge, I want to go my own way.”

	“Well, I’m not sure if I can make that happen either,” Markus said. “But it is more likely than the other thing, so I’ll do my best.”

	“Fine,” Remus spit out, the scowl never leaving his face. “I’m going back to bed. I’ll leave in the morning.”

	He turned on his heel just as Markus said, “Goodnight, sleeping beauty.”

	Remus grunted but didn’t respond. Markus could tease all he wanted—he’d been like that their whole lives—but Remus had long ago stopped answering the taunts. 

	He went back to his bedroom where a single lamp always lit the night. He knew Ashera so rarely ventured towards their lair, but he kept it on just in case. He would do her bidding but he would keep her as far away from himself as possible. 

	Heaven’s Charge wasn’t a huge island, so it was nearly impossible not to run into the other Corrupteds that lived here and did Ashera’s grunt work. Their Vampire Queen could be seen every night walking every inch of her infernal garden. Remus had gone mad with claustrophobia after the first few months of living here. But Ashera lacked any sort of emotional response to anything, so he couldn’t imagine how she felt about her prison.

	It didn’t matter though. If she could leave, so could he and then maybe he could escape her employment for good. Maybe Serenia would take pity on him and take him in. That would show her. But first…

	He let out a disgusted sigh. Why did it have to be Canada, of all places? There couldn’t possibly be anything of significance there. Markus must have been wrong. But a part of Remus hoped not because he didn’t want to go all the way to Canada for nothing.



	




	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter #1 — Cold Beginnings — Win 

	 

	Toronto, Ontario

	Clara Belle Williams Secondary School

	It all started on a cold and dreary day in January. Exams were coming up in a few days, and that had me preoccupied. At least, too preoccupied to listen to Ben. Even though I was completely ignoring him, he just kept talking. I wasn’t even sure what he was talking about because I was too distracted trying to weave around the crowd of our classmates.

	And of course, Ben had to stop for all the high-fiving, the playful punches, and the shouting of everyone’s names. He’d always been so incredibly…friendly. I mean, he was a nice guy, really great. But he literally said hello to everyone in the hallways and it made him—and sometimes me—late for class a lot.

	“Oh, hey,” Ben said, his hazel eyes lighting up. “There’s Micah. He’s new. Hey, Micah!”

	A tall dark-haired boy turned towards us and simply nodded at Ben. He glanced at me, nodded again, and turned back to his locker.

	“Say hi,” Ben whispered as we passed by, nudging me so hard I almost fell over.

	“No,” I hissed back after catching my balance. “You’re going to make us late.”

	“You know you don’t have to wait for me, right?” Ben said, lifting an eyebrow at me. “I mean, we don’t even sit together.”

	I sighed. Assigned seating was my worst nightmare, what with me being an Eldridge and Ben being a Wrightman. I forced a shrug. “Fine. Bye.”

	I started speed-walking away from him and smiled when I heard his heavy footsteps jogging to catch up.

	“Oh, just wait, I’m coming,” he huffed.

	We passed a few more of his good friends that he just had to say hello to before reaching our French class. He waggled his fingers at me before taking his seat at the back of the classroom.

	And then roll call started, which was my least favourite part of any class. I don’t hate my name—Winter. It’s unique and I wouldn’t change it for the world. Not even for the teachers who incorrectly identified me as my middle name, Sophie. But today we had a substitute teacher who I’d never met before, and the substitutes tended not to know what they were doing.

	“Sophie Eldridge?”

	I sighed. “It’s Winter,” I said as I lifted my hand. “Or Win. Not Sophie.”

	“Oh, right,” the sub said, scratching her head. “I thought I read that wrong...”

	Story of my life.

	My mind drifted a bit as she continued roll call. I whipped my head forward when I heard her say, “Okay, now everyone find a partner so we can do a little writing exercise.”

	I hate group exercises. I try to avoid them at all costs. It’s not that I didn’t like other people, I just didn’t work very well in a group setting. But at least when I was sharing a class with Ben, I knew I could tolerate working with him.

	I looked back at him while he casually looked around. “Ben,” I whisper-yelled. “Ben!” He lifted a hand, frowned, nodded, and then waved his hand. Was I supposed to know what that meant?

	“Ah.” The sub came to stand in front of my desk. “Vous deux. Parfait.”

	She gestured to my left and I glanced over only to find the new guy giving our teacher the same disgruntled expression I probably had on my face. I didn’t even have time to see if Ben would rescue me before the guy started scooting his desk closer to mine.

	“Hey, new guy,” I mumbled.

	He lifted an eyebrow. “Hey…girl whose name I’m not going to bother learning, either.”

	I could feel my face redden in embarrassment. Okay, that was totally rude, even for me. “Sorry,” I muttered. “Micah, is it?”

	“Yeah,” he said, staring down at his desk.

	“I’m Winter,” I told him.

	His gaze shot to mine quickly and then back down. “That’s a weird name.”

	I scoffed. “Yeah, well, no one’s been called Micah for thousands of years, so you’re one to talk.”

	Finally, he looked at me, a tiny smile almost on his lips. “Touché.”

	“Hey.”

	I let out a relieved breath when I heard Ben’s voice, even though I was still annoyed with him. He flicked the back of my short blond hair and then crouched in front of our desks. I stared at him until his customary smile started to slip.

	“Sorry,” he said even though I hadn’t said a single word. “I took so long trying to decide who I wanted to partner with that I ended up alone. So, now it’s like a group thing.” He made a circular motion with his hand towards me, Micah, and himself.

	“Ben, you know the deal,” I whined. “I only like partnering with you.”

	He tilted his head and gave me a pitying look. “You need to broaden your horizons, Win.” He jutted his thumb towards Micah and it was all I could do to not smack him over the head with my battered copy of Les Misérables.

	“What work are we supposed to be doing right now?” Micah asked, his face all scrunched up.

	I frowned. I hadn’t really been listening. But then Ben said, “We’re supposed to ask three questions about each other and then write down the answers.”

	“Oh, right,” I said as I pulled out a notebook.

	“Ooo, me first,” Ben said. “Winter’s favourite colour: purple. Favourite food? Hamburgers. Favourite movie?”

	“Ben, I think you’re missing the point of the assignment,” I told him quickly. “Also, pretty sure we’re supposed to do this in French.”

	“But I already know everything about you,” he said, giving me a fake pout.

	“So, what’s the deal with you two?” Micah asked, looking back and forth between me and Ben. “Am I, like, a third wheel here?”

	I scowled. “Gross! We’re cousins.”

	Ben grinned. “And neighbours. And best friends.”

	“Great,” Micah said. And then he actually smiled at that. “I’ll write those three things down for my answers.”

	“Really missing the point, guys,” I repeated. As if either one was even listening to me.

	Micah picked up a pen with his left hand and Ben gasped dramatically. “A leftie just like us,” he stage-whispered to me.

	“Wow, so rare,” I said with mock enthusiasm. Even though it was kind of interesting.

	Of course, Ben took me seriously. “Right? I’m so writing that down. What else can you tell us about yourself, Micah?”

	I looked over at Micah’s paper. He had made two columns—one for me and one for Ben. Under Ben’s name, in perfect French, he’d written “friendly, hyper, puppy dog.” Under my name he wrote “brown spot on one eye, name is definitely NOT Sophie, has at least one cousin.” When had he even had the chance to notice the brown spot in my eye?

	“Um, you were supposed to ask us questions to get answers,” I told him. “Not just write down your observations.”

	He shrugged, totally not caring that I’d looked at his work. “This seemed easier.”

	I rolled my eyes. Thankfully, the teacher split our groups back up. Instead of going back to his seat, Ben scooted into the desk behind mine. The girl whose desk he’d taken smiled coyly at him before going to Ben’s seat.

	After class, Ben walked me to the music wing even though his next class was across the school. I sighed at him. “I still wish you’d taken vocal with me.”

	He shrugged. “Why do that when I can sing whatever I want whenever I want?”

	With a goofy smile, he started to belt out a popular tune. I immediately covered his mouth with my hand and shushed him. He laughed, winked, and left me alone.

	Inside the choir room, I took my seat in the back behind the other altos and looked down at my music. I’d never sung alto until a few weeks ago but I looked forward to a new challenge. A shadow crossed over my music and I glanced up. A sigh escaped my mouth before I could stop it.

	“Hey, Savannah,” I said, trying not to sound like the most unimpressed person in the whole world. It didn’t work.

	She tilted her head, making her long brown ponytail swish, and gave me a sad pout. “Oh, Winnie, I’m so sorry you lost your spot with the sopranos.”

	Ignoring the cutesy nickname that I had long ago outgrown, I scrunched up my eyebrows and said, “I didn’t lose my spot. I was asked if I wanted to try something new. There’s a big difference.”

	Savannah smiled and batted her fake eyelashes at me. “You keep telling yourself that.”

	She patted me on the head and I almost swatted her hand away from me. She spun away, retreating to the soprano section where all the other airheads sat. My hands curled into fists as I watched her out of the corner of my eye. She just had to go out of her way to try to make me feel miserable, didn’t she?

	Mr. E, our choir director, came into the room, lifting up his hands for us to be quiet. As per usual, half the girls kept talking. Not me, though. I had nothing to say when there was singing to do.

	“Ladies,” he finally said, peering at the sopranos through his round glasses. “Savannah, sit over here.” He pointed to a spot front and centre. Savannah always sat on the edge. “And…Win. You sit next to her.”

	My eyes widened. “What did I do wrong?”

	“Nothing,” he said, waving his hand to get us to stand up. “I just know you two won’t be gabbing the whole time.”

	I scowled while Savannah scoffed with dramatic flair. 

	“Sometime today, ladies,” Mr. E said.

	I got up first and switched with the girl whose spot he wanted me to take. Savannah, dragging her feet and shooting daggers from her eyes at me, finally managed to make it to the seat next to me.

	We started rehearsing our music and as we sang, I noticed Savannah get louder and louder. Was she goading me on? Why? Even though I shouldn’t have taken the bait, my volume level rose as well, almost of its own volition. Savannah cut me a side glance, dropped her jaw, and started belting out her notes—and she was off-key. No way could I compete with that in a lower range. But I tried anyway.

	When Mr. E stopped us, Savannah immediately put her hand up. “Um, Win is singing too loud. I can’t hear myself and it’s throwing me off.”

	“Um, but don’t you have perfect pitch?” I said, mimicking her whiny tone. She’d only told everyone a million times. “Why don’t you just read the notes and trust your voice to take care of the rest?”

	Savannah scoffed at me and glared at the music in my hand. “That’s right. I do have perfect pitch. So, it must take a really special singer to make me sing off-key.”

	“You’re the special one,” I said, throwing my hands in the air.

	“Girls!” Mr. E snapped, his eyes narrowed. “Stop this right now. Both of you read your own music and please follow the dynamic markings.”

	“Yes, sir,” we both mumbled.

	I stared at my music. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see that Savannah’s face was as red as mine felt. Whether she was embarrassed at being called out or just mad, I didn’t know. It didn’t matter anyway. We both went back to singing properly like we’d been told.

	Thankfully, our class was cut short because we had a character assembly that day. Every month, the school held these assemblies to teach us how to be...full of character? Most of them were pretty lame, to be honest, but sometimes they brought in an entertaining speaker. 

	I hurried into the auditorium and placed my backpack quickly on the seat next to me. A minute later, Ben scooted into the row where I was sitting, picked up my backpack, and dropped it in my lap.

	“Hey,” he said, plopping down into the vacant seat. “What is this assembly about again?”

	“I don’t know,” I whispered as the house lights went down. “Just shush and we’ll find out.”

	“No need to be snippy,” he said with a frown. 

	I waved my hand at him as our principal escorted a man out to centre stage. Even though he was in a sharp three-piece, pin-striped suit, he looked like a linebacker. He was tall with huge shoulders and an imposing stance. He didn’t smile but he didn’t look angry either.

	“Hello, students,” the principal said with her usual smile. “For today’s character assembly, we’ll be talking about leadership. Mr. Cheron here is a legal advisor for a high-profile company, but…I’ll let him introduce himself.”

	Mr. Cheron engulfed the microphone with his huge hand. “Good afternoon,” he said in a deep, serious voice. “I’m here to talk to you today about the qualities of leadership and what makes one a good leader.”

	Well, this’ll be fun...

	“I work as a legal advisor for, uh…” He paused, adjusted his tie, and then continued, “An organization that helps to maintain a viable world order. The people I work with every day are exemplary leaders—they are strong, competent, smart, and above all else, good-hearted.”

	Mr. Cheron paused to look around at the audience, his eyes seeming to connect with every person sitting there. “To me, the most important thing is that a leader is someone who can put aside differences with others to work together for the greater good. To be a true leader, you sometimes need to ignore what you hold most dear and do what is best for others.”

	His eyes scanned the audience again and when they came to rest directly on me, my breath caught in my throat. His gaze was so intense, his eyes flashed, and I could have sworn I saw twin flames in them. I was at once mesmerized and startled. I shook my head and blinked quickly. No way did that really just happen.

	When Mr. Cheron looked away, I turned to Ben and whispered, “Did you see that?”

	“See what?” he asked.

	Of course he didn’t. It must have just been a trick of the light. “N-nothing. Never mind.”

	I didn’t listen to the rest of Mr. Cheron’s speech. I kept thinking about the way he looked at me, the fire that I was sure I saw. But he never once looked my way again and as far as I could tell, his eyes were just a plain brown. Maybe I needed to see an eye doctor.

	At the end of the day, I waited for Ben while he was in a meeting with his English teacher. Something about his final project. I didn’t really need to wait for him, but since we were neighbours and I knew he wouldn’t be long, I figured why not?

	Movement at the end of the empty hall caught my eye. I was sure I saw a tall man in a pin-striped suit. Mr. Cheron? What was he still doing here?

	Something fell out of his pocket while I was watching him, but he didn’t seem to notice as he turned the corner. “Mr. Cheron?” I called out weakly.

	I sighed and only thought about it for a second before racing after him. I stopped quickly to pick up what turned out to be a wallet. Peering around the corner, I saw him again hastily making his way towards the stairwell. “Mr. Cheron!” I called again, this time in a stronger voice.

	He stepped through the doorway, apparently not caring that he’d left his entire identity behind in my hands. Grunting, I made a dash for the door. It clicked shut just before I reached it. I yanked it open and shouted the man’s name one more time, the words reverberating throughout the stairwell. Curiously he was nowhere to be found and there was no answer, either. Nothing but a faint burning smell. 
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