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1. Surprise Attack

[image: ]




[image: snowflake logo 2]

Kligger looked around the large cave area, what they called the tunnel node. In one direction, the bright light of the cave revealed the round opening of a tunnel maybe twice his height. A couple of Windwheels slowly rolled into it, talking to each other as they headed toward their main work area at Dr. Forsure’s wind caves. Across the cave on the other side, a similar if not identical tunnel ran in the direction of Mr. East Wind’s cave. Inside and almost filling this second tunnel rested a large clear bag, rounded on the end.

Kligger ran his fingers through his long, white hair and swung his gaze across the cave toward Rilkit, the other Windwheel working this delivery. A little bearded guy on wheels, Rilkit’s blue face sweated in the dim light. He nodded toward Kligger and pumped one of his four fists.

“It’s a go!” called Rilkit.

Kligger nodded and waved, then rolled with his leg wheels over the smooth floor. Many years of use had turned the floor from a brilliant white to a streaky gray. He stopped in front of a box-like control panel set in the wall. Sized for the Windwheels, all its switches and dials were within easy reach, none higher than four feet off the ground. As was his habit when operating the controls, Kligger pulled his blue and grey, two-peaked cap down snug on his head. He opened a safety cover and tapped a round button with his fist and a thick, circular plate lowered into position at the tunnel entrance with a slight grating sound. He heard a muffled bump as the plate sealed the tunnel behind the large bag.

Kligger checked around the cave again and got a wave from Rilkit. Satisfied, Kligger flicked his eyes left and right one more time, grabbed a T-shaped handle on the end of a switch extending from the panel and moved it up. He heard a hissing sound for several seconds as he held the switch up, then a whoosh followed by a slight rumbling sound going down the tunnel. The switch dropped back down as he released it.

“Bag of winds for ol’ Easty man!” called Kligger. “Job’s done, let’s close up and go home.” He pushed a button on the other side of the switch and the large tunnel plate began moving back up.

Just then, a muffled boom came from somewhere above them.

“What’s that?” asked Rilkit, jerking his head up to look at the ceiling.

“Dunno,” answered Kligger. “Almost sounded like it came from one of the access shafts.” He rocked back on his wheels and cocked his head to listen.

With a crash, a cover swung down from a hole in the ceiling behind Rilkit. Something dark emerged from the hole and began descending the access ladder, using its arms. Five or six feet from the ground, it dropped and bounced up on two wheels.

“What the—” Rilkit yelled. His cry was cut short as the creature charged into him, long arms reaching for his throat.

Kligger stared in horror. This new creature was definitely some kind of a Windwheel, only taller and stronger, with darker blue skin.

Fear gripped Kligger in a shudder. He should help, but he couldn’t move. He watched Rilkit struggle in the bigger Windwheel’s grasp, then slump over.

Another of the creatures dropped to the cave floor, the eyes in his repulsive face squinting, unused to the bright light.

What were they? 

Then Kligger remembered. He had never seen one, but other Windwheels had. These were Windwheels from Mr. North Wind’s caves in Cold Wind Mountain!

Kligger shook himself. “Move, you silly Windy!” 

As he turned, another creature crawled out of the shaft. Bigger by half than the others, it had legs, not wheels. And as its body emerged, a terrified Kligger saw some wrinkled wings unfolding from its back!
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Attack in the tunnel node

“Seize him!” the thing croaked in a loud voice.

Kligger spun around and raced to the control panel. Forgetting everything else, he yanked on the emergency lever and hit the destruct button. He heard a cranking sound and saw the blocking plug dropping into place in the tunnel to the wind caves. He saw nothing more.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2. Uncle Josh’s Sickness
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“Too bad about Uncle Josh,” said Jane, glancing at her brother Robbie. The two of them relaxed on rocking chairs on the rustic front porch of their uncle’s house. The regular creaking of the rockers broke the silence of the surrounding woods. 

“Yeah,” answered Robbie. “He looks really sick. He said he’d been feeling weak for some time before he went to the hospital.” 

Jane squinted at the sun’s glare on a patch of snow and closed up her coat against the chill. “I guess the doctors didn’t find anything specific,” she said.

“Well, all we know is they sent him home and told him to take it easy,” said Robbie.

Jane looked back toward the front door. “Tough seeing him like this.”

They rocked without talking for a moment, listening to a sudden breeze moving through the woods.

Robbie stopped rocking. “Jane,” he said, with an intensity in his voice that caused Jane to look up. “Call me crazy, but I swear Uncle Josh’s skin has a faint bluish color. Have you noticed that?”

She paused a moment before answering. “Yeah,” I couldn’t put my finger on it but now that you mention it, yeah, there is a bluish tint. Weird.”

Her gaze swept out across the front of the house. “And speaking of weird,” she continued, “Is that Neely I see coming up the lane?”

“Ha, funnyyy,” drawled Robbie, getting up and looking in that direction. After a few seconds, he added, “Looks like Imani is with him.”

“Hello the house!” yelled a boy about Robbie’s age, waving and coming into the clearing around Josh’s house. He wore a black knit cap and coat and the sun glinted off a pair of glasses. His younger sister left his side and trotted up to the porch, pulling off the red knit cap that had been jammed down around her dark face and black braids. Jane stood up and they hugged.

“Thanks for calling,” Robbie said to Neely as they bumped their gloved fists. “We told Uncle Josh. He’ll be happy to see you.”

“Sure thing,” said Neely, his breath visible in the frosty air. “Parents were out running errands. They’re going out of town for a week. Dropped us off so we’ll just walk back.” 

“That’s odd,” said Robbie. “Our parents are gone, too.” He smiled. “You don’t suppose there’s some secret parent convention going on somewhere, do you?” 

“Good one,” chuckled Neely. “Say, I’ve got a joke.” 

Imani turned on Neely with a frown on her face and grunted. “No Neely, not now,” she said. Then, turning to Jane, she asked, “What’s the latest?” 

“Not good,” Jane responded. “Still weak, moving around but keeping to his bed a lot. We’ve set up a cot in his living room. He likes that.”

“Cool,” said Imani. Her eyes moved along the front of the house and then settled on the front door, studying it. “Uh, before we go in to see him, I wanted to bring something up.” She hesitated. “Both Neely and I have noticed that your uncle’s skin looks . . . well, kind of bluish. Have you seen that?” She looked at her brother and he nodded his head.

“Hmmm,” answered Robbie. “We were just talking about that. Seems like that would be important, but none of the hospital information mentioned it. Got any ideas?”

“Sooo . . . ” Imani began, glancing at each of them, and appearing reluctant to finish the thought. 

“Sooo . . . ” she said again, “if they don’t know anything here that’s causing it, do you think it might have anything to do with Cloudland?” She looked down, a little embarrassed. “No, probably not,” she whispered, shaking her head.

Silence followed her statement, as each of the others looked at her in thought.

“You know,” said Jane, softly, “you may be onto something, girl. We’ve been there, but we know so little about Cloudland, and only what Uncle Josh has told us about his time there—”

“And his time in Darkland,” interrupted Neely. “Sorry,” he said, looking at Jane. “That may be important, too.”

“Absolutely,” answered Jane. “Not sure where we’re going with this. But Uncle Josh spent a lot of time on a totally different world. Now he’s come down sick and the medical people here can’t figure it out.”

“’Course, we’ve spent time there, too,” Robbie reminded her.

“Yeah, but only for a short time,” Jane said and paused. “We’re stuck with just guesses at this point.” 

“Unless,” Imani said. “Unless, well, do you think this would be important enough to try to get ahold of Cloudland? 

“Hey,” said Neely, “You may be onto something little—”

“What the—” interrupted Imani. As she said this, she pulled a large coin out of her pocket and held it up. It sparkled golden in the sunlight, a coin or medallion about three inches across with strange writing, symbols, and pictures on it.

“It’s vibrating!” said Imani, alarm in her voice. The other kids gathered around her and stared at the coin. With each vibration, the coin made a buzzing sound and gave off a pulsing blue glow.

“Whoa,” Robbie whispered.

“I carry this with me a lot,” said Imani, “Ever since King Nature gave us one when we were up on Cloudland. Never had it do this though.” She held the coin up flat so they could see it better.

Imani squinted as she studied the coin. “See this?” she asked, pointing to one side of the coin with the shape of two fists facing each other. “Remember when King Nature gave us these coins, he put two of his fists together?

“Yeah, so?” answered Neely.

“I wonder . . . ” Imani said, and she held the coin in both hands while she pushed on each of the fists with her thumbs.

The two fists smoothly slid together.

Slowly, the blue glow expanded into a round shape above the coin and an image emerged, like in a hologram.

In a moment, the image sharpened. They saw the face of Professor Because!
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3. Mr. North Wind

[image: ]




[image: snowflake logo 2]

Professor Because’s smiling face with his long white beard turned slowly in the blue cloud, looking at each of the kids.

“Hello, Imani. Hello all of you,” he said. “It is a pleasure to see you again.”

“Uh, uh, hello to you, P-professor,” Imani sputtered, her eyes wide.

“So, you can see all of us, Professor?” asked Robbie.

“Of course, of course,” said the professor. “And I am very glad you are all there, as I have some important news to share.” 

He paused until Neely said, “Important news, Professor?”

“Oh yes, forgive me,” responded the professor. “Things are in a bit of turmoil here, meetings going on and such. Well, I will try to simplify this. Recently, Mr. North Wind brought a thunderstorm to Blueworld, and while there, something happened.”

“What was that, Professor?” Jane asked.

“We’re not sure, exactly,” he answered. “Other winds reported him rushing back to Cold Wind Mountain, followed by rumblings and explosions there. Then, Dr. Forsure’s Windwheels captured one of his Windwheels fleeing the mountain—”

“Mr. North Wind has Windwheels?” interrupted Robbie. “Uh, sorry professor.”

“Yes, yes he does,” said the professor, “Bigger and nastier than my sister’s, but I digress.”

“My bad,” said Robbie.

“Quite all right. Quite all right,” said the professor. “Anyway, this Windwheel said Mr. North Wind acted crazy, out of control. Shouting and threatening to shut down Cloudland. And, here’s the key part,” said the professor, his face leaning forward and his voice lowering. “All of the Windwheels he came in contact with, and others those Windwheels touched started acting that way, too.”

The professor paused while the kids stared at his image with their mouths open.

“In other words,” continued Professor Because, “We think something happened to Mr. North Wind at Blueworld. Perhaps he came in contact with something, we don’t know what. Something that, for lack of a better phrase, has made him sick. And now he is infecting anyone on Cloudland that he touches!”

“Whoa,” said Neely and Imani at the same time.

“There is more,” said the professor. “I will spare you the details, but Mr. North Wind’s Windwheels secretly entered and captured Mr. East Wind’s wind cave, infecting his Windwheels.

And now Mr. East Wind has basically been shut down. We don’t know what else Mr. North Wind is planning.”

“Oh, that’s awful,” said Imani.

“And the reasons for my contacting you are two,” said the professor. “First, to ask if you could tell us about anything unusual observed there on Blueworld concerning Mr. North Wind’s thunderstorm. It would have been, let’s see . . . three of your days ago. And second, we must assume that all of us on Cloudland would be susceptible to Mr. North Wind’s disease, if that is what we can call it. So, it may take intervention by people from Blueworld, who perhaps would not be susceptible.”

“So, you want us to come to Cloudland?” asked Neely.

“Not sure, let us get back to that,” answered the professor.

“So, Professor,” spoke up Jane. “As to the first part, I can tell you something strange did occur. People reported a very severe thunderstorm that stopped suddenly. Literally, winds and rain stopped in mid-air and then rushed straight up into the sky at high speed. A scientist I know, Dr. Simmons, called it a weather phenomenon that had never been seen before.”

“Ahh, instructive,” said the professor, his chin resting on the thumb of one of his hands. “Anything else, Jane?”

Jane nodded her head, “There is more and it sounds bad. Dr. Simmons said the storm occurred right over an evaporation pond. You know, a large pond used for water treatment? Well, it appears the violence of the storm blew bacteria and other bad stuff from the pond up into the air. And it likely mixed with very high pollution from a nearby city that occurred that day. They’re still getting high readings. That would have been some nasty stuff if Mr. North Wind sucked that up.”

“Indeed, indeed,” said the professor, nodding his head. He looked down and his voice dropped, talking to himself. “He cannot rid himself of this disease. It is living and probably multiplying.” His head dropped lower and his eyes closed. He said nothing.

After a few seconds, Imani gave a little wave to the professor. “Uh, Professor,” she said.

The professor’s eyes opened and he looked up.

“Professor,” continued Imani. “I wanted to tell you that the reason we’re all here together is because of Jane’s and Robbie’s Uncle Josh. He’s very sick. In fact, we were just wondering about maybe trying to contact you when my . . . medal, uh, rang.”

“What? Griff, I mean Josh, sick?” asked the professor, raising all four hands. “Tell me, oh wait, let my sister Dr. Forsure listen, too.” They saw him wave to the side. In a moment, a woman’s smiling face, framed by long white hair parted in the middle joined him in the image. “She is our expert on medical matters,” he continued. “Now, please tell us about Josh.”

Jane described his condition as best she could, as well as some of the tests they ran at the hospital. “The doctors here don’t seem to know what’s wrong,” she said, “Or at least they’re not telling us.”

“How long has he been like this?” asked Dr. Forsure.

“Well, we’re not sure,” said Jane. “He went to the hospital a week and half ago, but he said he had been feeling weak for some time.”
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