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Book Description

Fourteen-year-old cousins Gwen and Vic have lived together ever since the mysterious deaths of Gwen's parents and disappearance of Vic's mother—until Vic's scientist father accidentally transports them through a magical doorway to the island of Elantya, a wonder-filled place of magic as well as steampunk technology. Vic and Gwen are soon caught in a tempest of ancient magic, bizarre gadgets, vicious creatures, and fierce battles—in a territorial feud with the sea-dwelling merlons, an age-old conflict between the bright and dark sages...and Gwen and Vic's own mysterious roots.
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One

A WARM SALTY BREEZE ruffled Gwendolyn Pierce’s blond hair as she stared across the ocean. She let her mind sail all the way to the horizon. Anything seemed possible out there.

Gwen squinted against the golden flare of sunlight reflected from the waves. For centuries, the lure of the sea had cast a spell over mankind. The briny waters held beauty, danger, and mystery in equal portions. Sea monsters. Explorers sailing off the edge of the world. Ghost ships. Undersea kingdoms.

Intrepid sailors crossed the uncharted waters to find adventure in distant lands, exotic ports with new goods to trade. Fishermen hauled their catch from the bountiful waters. Artists, writers, and philosophers drew inspiration from the restless depths. The potential of the seven seas seemed limitless.

“You kids hungry yet? Or do you want to hit the rides right away?”

Gwen lowered the brochure-map of the Ocean Kingdoms Learning Center and Amusement Park. “I want to see some exhibits first, Uncle Cap.”

Dr. Carlton Arthur Pierce—nicknamed Cap for his initials—regarded his niece with affection and good humor in his hazel eyes. “Don’t forget to have fun, too, Gwen. You’re so serious.” The brilliant yet eccentric former archaeologist had given up a day of his strange experiments with crystals so they could all visit Ocean Kingdoms.

“Of course I’m serious.” She drew her slender form up to its full height. “I’m going to be an oceanographer or marine biologist, maybe even study at The Scripps Research Institute.” A love of the sea, and water in almost every form, was one of the many things Gwen’s mother and father had passed on to her. In the two years since her parents’ death, Gwen had become increasingly serious, but she couldn’t help it. Only by immersing herself in study did she find refuge from her feelings of loss and grief. But today she was supposed to have fun. She forced energy into her voice. “In other words, it’s never too early to start learning!”

A suntanned hand yanked the map from her grasp. “Sheesh, Gwen—take off the Spock ears for a while, okay?” Her cousin Vic grabbed her by the shoulders and turned her in a slow circle so she could see the roller coasters, flume rides, concession stands, and gift shops. The air smelled more of popcorn than salty ocean. “It’s an amusement park, so let’s try to be amused.”

“Actually”—she pointed to the brochure—“it’s a Learning Center, too.”

“Come on, Doc. Play now, work later.” Vic used the nickname he had given her when, at age six, she announced she was going to be “Dr. Pierce” someday, just like her dad. Now Vic looked longingly at the rides. “Here’s a plan: we get all sticky with cotton candy, wash off with a drench on the Raging Riptide, and then stuff ourselves with corn dogs and giant pretzels. You know, have some fun! Then, if there’s time, we can look at an exhibit or something.”

“Goof off all day?” Gwen planted her sandals firmly on the turquoise-painted concrete. “I’m the oldest, and Uncle Cap said I get to choose first.”

Her cousin made an exasperated sound. “Sheesh. Older by five hours. Big deal. That’s a trivial percentage of fourteen years, you know, so don’t try to pull rank on me. Besides, I’m bigger than you are.” Years of competitive swimming had made the cousins equally lean and fit, but in a recent growth spurt Vic had grown a few inches taller than Gwen. He pointed to a flume ride that looked like a three-story-tall cement wave frozen in place. At its base lay a glittering sapphire pool. “Doesn’t that look cool?”

 “It looks wet.” Gwen pulled herself free. “The exhibits will be more—”

Dr. Pierce broke in. “I’m the captain of this ship, and I propose a compromise. I say we grab some churros from this vendor here and eat them on our way over to the South Pacific Kingdom. Then we ride the Ripple Conveyor through the underwater tunnel in the aquarium.”

Gwen retrieved the wrinkled map from her cousin. “If that’s the aquarium with all the miniature volcanoes around it—I’m in!”

“Yup, you just might be. If you don’t climb out of your rut, I’ll make sure you see plenty of fish.” Vic cracked a wicked smile as his father handed them each a fried doughnut stick. Vic waved his churro in front of Gwen, ignoring the sugar that showered onto his black Mad Scientists’ Union polo shirt. “Mmm, the food of the gods. Cinnamon and fat and about a million empty carbs.”

Gwen primly stepped around her cousin. Although Vic and his dad finished their treats in two minutes, she took small bites as they walked up the gentle slope toward the aquarium.

“Hey, I wonder if Ocean Kingdoms has a suggestion box,” Vic jabbered. He often made oddball comments that came out of nowhere. “Wouldn’t it be cool if they’d let us use skates, bikes, or skateboards in here? We’d move faster and hit twice as many rides.”

“And exhibits,” Gwen added.

Uncle Cap tapped a finger on his lower lip as he considered. “Think it through, Vic. There’d be more accidents, and that would increase the park’s insurance rates and lead to higher entrance fees. It could cause traffic-control issues, injuries, unfairness to the elderly or handicapped who might not be able to ride bicycles or skate. And if the park owned the equipment, there’d be problems like sizing skates and bicycles, equipment breakdowns, maintenance, providing safety gear and changing areas for the skaters. There are a lot of second-and third-order consequences.”

Gwen smiled; this was typical of her uncle. Once given a problem, Dr. Pierce would work at it until he found a solution, often by instinct or by the seat of his pants. Vic and his father were similar in that. On the other hand, Gwen’s approach to problem solving was painstaking and methodical, though not always more successful. Since the mysterious car accident that had killed her parents, Gwen’s strategy of organization and structure had become a way for her to impose order on the world, to make sense out of life.

Because she had no other relatives, Cap—her father’s identical twin—had moved Gwen from Berkeley, California, to live with him and Vic in Hawks Hills near San Diego. Adding to the strange circumstances surrounding the deaths of her parents, Vic’s mom—Cap’s wife—had vanished a week later. No one seemed to know where she had gone.

Bound together by the unexpected tragedies, Dr. Carlton Pierce, Vic, and Gwen had formed a new family. For two years now, the “twin cousins”—born only hours apart on the same night—had been raised almost as brother and sister. They attended Stephen Hawking High School together and shared many of the same classes and friends.

“Maybe,” Vic said, unconvinced, “but we’d still get around a lot faster.”

Gwen turned her violet eyes to the sky, begging the heavens for patience. “What’s your hurry? Maybe walking is the best way to see the park.” Making a mental list, she ticked off the reasons on her fingers as she spoke, pointing to each digit in turn with her half-eaten churro. “One, most people here could use the exercise—think of all the calories in this food!” She gave the churro a twirl before tapping it to her second finger. “Number two, the designers of Ocean Kingdoms spent millions of dollars developing its ocean theme, creating the whole illusion.”

“You mean like painting concrete blue, so that it looks, um, ‘just like’ water?” Vic gave a snort.

Gwen ignored his interruption. “If you rushed by, you wouldn’t get the overall effect. For example, as we move toward the South Pacific Kingdom, they gradually add more and more of the area’s distinctive culture.”

“Ooh-ooh! Volcanoes!” Vic pointed to a miniature cone-shaped mountain at the side of the path. It erupted every few seconds with “lava” that was really just water with a red light beneath it.

“See? If you took skates or a scooter, you’d miss a lot of the ambience,” Gwen said. “Like volcanoes.”

“And the shops.” Her uncle indicated the ubiquitous thatched huts with names like Easter Island Trader or Polynesian Playthings. “Merchants don’t want visitors going by too quickly.”

“Plus, there’s the island music.” Gwen waved her churro like a baton, pretending to direct the ukulele tune that drifted from the speakers hidden in the palm trees. Then she touched the churro to her third finger. “Number—”

“Seven?” Vic tried to derail her train of thought, a game he often played.

She shot him a warning glare. “Three, these people are on vacation. They come with families or friends to get away from it all. Walking from kingdom to kingdom gives them a chance to take their lives at a more relaxed pace.” When Vic mocked her serious tone by playing an air violin accompaniment, Gwen rushed on to her next point. “Number—”

“Googol?” It was the biggest number Vic could cite, a one followed by a hundred zeroes.

“Number four.” She tried to wither him with the power of her eyes. “Amusement parks don’t have the capacity for all the visitors to be on rides or in exhibits at the same time. So walking disperses the crowds from point to point. Rushing faster only creates bigger bottlenecks and backups.”

Uncle Cap nodded. “Good point, Gwen. It also gives visitors a chance to gorge on food that they shouldn’t eat, and buy souvenirs that they don’t need.”

She smiled. “That too. And also—”

“Fourteen B?” Vic intoned.

She punched her cousin’s shoulder in mock exasperation. He often acted a lot more than five hours younger than she was. “Number five, you dork—”

She never got to make her point. They had reached the section of the park called the South Pacific Kingdom. “Pick a seashell and stand on it.” Uncle Cap hurried them onto the conveyor. “Quick.”

“Please watch your step,” a robotic voice droned from a speaker in an oversized replica of a spiny rock lobster.

The conveyor carried them down a tunnel. The clear arched roof offered a spectacular view of the aquarium around them. Gwen quickly forgot her list, and Vic dropped his impatient complaints as the darting sea creatures caught their attention.

The exhibit’s coral reefs were populated with sea urchins, frilled anemones, and slimy curtains of algae. Gwen studied the various species, identifying them from labels and drawings mounted on the glass: shrimp, seahorses, bright feathery crinoids, sea stars, cruising sharks, sea fans, striped lionfish showing off their venomous spiny fins, moray eels, triggerfish war-painted in blue, brown, white, and yellow. Orange-and-white clownfish and zebra-striped angelfish swam among blobby sponges.

The underwater scenes mesmerized them all and, for a time, transported them to another world—exactly as Gwen had wanted.


Two

THOUGH TIRED FROM WALKING, drenched from the rides, and queasy from eating so much junk food, Gwen was truly enjoying herself at Ocean Kingdoms (and not just the educational parts). It seemed like such a long time since she had lost her parents, but bittersweet memories still came back at unpredictable moments. She wished they could be there.

Uncle Cap instituted what he termed an Anthropologically Sound Method of maintaining harmony between the cousins: Before they left the aquarium, Gwen and Vic each chose the activities they most wanted to do, then Dr. Pierce arranged them in geographical order to avoid unnecessary backtracking. Any complaints about the other’s pick resulted in a lost turn in the rotation.

The three of them saw a giant water clock, visited kelp-bed experiments, blasted at targets with water cannons, and went on splash rides that soaked Gwen’s hot-pink tee and white shorts. Vic’s thick brown hair got drenched and dried a mess, though he didn’t seem to notice.

After a long day, Cap suggested that they attend the main theater’s four o’clock Marine Spectacular, which had performing dolphins, sea lions, and a killer whale. Vic and Gwen both agreed, though for different reasons. When they got into the amphitheater, Gwen hurried toward the front to get a good spot. Vic couldn’t help teasing her. “Guess you want to be close enough to smell the fish, huh?”

“I want to be close enough so you can get splashed.” 

“Too late.” He plucked at his wet tee shirt. “Already soaked.” They found seats in the second row, near the ramp where the trainers and aquatic actors would stage their performances. As the open-air auditorium filled with young couples, senior citizens, laughing teenagers, and parents herding children or maneuvering rented strollers, Gwen scanned the rows of benches, the crystal blue water of the exhibition pool, the fabric banners depicting Shoru the trained killer whale. She looked at her watch—another ten minutes.

At the moment, Gwen felt more relaxed than she had in the past two years. At times, Uncle Cap reminded Gwen so strongly of her father that she could almost believe he had never died … and she found that troubling. Was she betraying her own parents by accepting Uncle Cap and Vic as her replacement family? Such thoughts were sobering and disturbing, but how could she help seeing the uncanny similarities between her father and his twin brother?

Uncle Cap and Reginald Ivan Pierce—“Rip” to his friends—had studied the same subjects and gotten the same university degrees in anthropology and ancient history. The brothers had made a brief bid for independence from each other, Uncle Cap in the Air Force and Rip in the Marines, but after serving their required stints they applied to graduate school at Berkeley, became roommates, and earned PhDs in historical archaeology.

On a dig in the dense jungles of Mexico’s Yucatan Peninsula, a pair of exotic and beautiful sisters had stepped out of nowhere and into the brothers’ lives—Kyara and Fyera, who would become Vic’s mom and Gwen’s mom. Both women were now gone. Gwen missed her parents and knew Vic must feel just as bad for his lost mother, though she, at least, might still be alive.…

When the Marine Spectacular finally started, it was a welcome distraction from Gwen’s uncomfortable thoughts. Recorded music blared through the speakers. The host, a tanned man with curly dark hair and a bright smile, stood on a high podium above the water. Underwater gates opened, and six gray bullet-shaped dolphins streaked out in a choreographed water ballet. Female handlers in tight wetsuits swam along with the dolphins, holding on to their fins. Sea lions clowned, bouncing beach balls back and forth; an enormous walrus provided more comic relief.

Vic laughed at the host’s corny jokes, while Gwen tried to observe the creatures as a marine biologist would, studying the traits that made them so well adapted to living in the water. She was impressed with their intelligence and training.

After all other performers had cleared the tank, a black-and-white creature swam out to great fanfare and many cheers. As soon as Shoru the killer whale appeared, curled into the air, and dove under the water again, Gwen could see why he was the star of the show. Shoru amazed the crowd with his tricks and showed an incredible ability to understand and follow commands. If Vic could follow instructions that well, Gwen thought, he’d probably do better in school!

The curly-haired announcer called for a volunteer from the audience. Glancing around to see who would be chosen, Gwen was astonished when Vic grabbed her arm and waved it in the air. “Here! My cousin wants to do it.”

Gwen tried to yank her wrist free. “No, I—”

“Over here!” Vic shouted, then elbowed his cousin. “Come on, Doc. You want to be a marine biologist. Here’s your big chance to get up close and personal.”

Gwen wasn’t exactly averse to the idea; she just didn’t like being forced into something she hadn’t planned. Before she could think of a rational reason for resisting, the announcer pointed at her. “I don’t know which one of those two is more enthusiastic, but we have our volunteer. Young lady, please join us!”

The audience applauded. Some of the children who had raised their hands reacted with obvious disappointment. Uncle Cap gave Gwen an encouraging smile, and she got uncertainly to her feet.

“Hurry now!” the announcer prodded. “Shoru’s hungry. Don’t make him wait for his snack.”

As if in a dream, Gwen found herself moving toward the aisle. When she and Vic were younger, their mothers had taught them zy’oah, a form of self-defense that combined unconventional techniques of balance, observation, evasion, and improvisation. Although the instruction had demanded poise and alertness, at the moment Gwen felt anything but self-assured and graceful.

A trainer led her to a ramp at the edge of the main pool, where a big bucket of fish waited. Gwen thought the trainer was cute, with a lifeguard’s build, a nice tan, strawberry-blond hair, and blue eyes that were entirely on her. Everyone’s eyes were on her, for that matter, and she felt distinctly awkward. The trainer hopped up onto the platform and reached out. Taking his hand, Gwen stepped up beside him, noting that she was almost as tall as he was. After the trainer asked her name, he tapped a microphone on his collar and said, “Everyone give a big hand to Gwendolyn Pierce, who’s going to help me do something … fishy.”

A ripple of laughter passed through the audience. For a moment she was thrilled to hear her name come across the loudspeakers. She glanced over her shoulder and saw Vic grinning and Uncle Cap with a wistful smile. A sad smile? Was he missing his lost wife? Gwen felt another pang for her own parents.

The story of how Cap and Rip Pierce had met the two beautiful women out in the middle of an isolated Yucatan jungle still seemed so romantic. “It was as if Kyara and Fyera were forest spirits who just magically appeared,” her father had told her once.

The sisters were anything but twins. Kyara, Vic’s good-humored mom, was full-figured and stood nearly as tall as the brothers. She had flowing dark hair and eyes as warm and sweet as pools of melted chocolate. On the other hand, Gwen’s slender and serious mother, Fyera, was shorter, with baby-fine flaxen hair cut to chin length. Her gray-green eyes, the color of a stormy ocean, were in keeping with her reserved and thoughtful nature. Neither of them looked at all like the locals. They spoke perfect English and understood the esoteric work that Cap and Rip Pierce were doing out at the digs.

According to the stories, the moment their eyes met, Cap and Kyara were smitten with each other, and Rip and Fyera could not be parted. Both sisters loved the sea, especially the nearby blue Caribbean, and a few weeks later the two couples were married in a private ceremony on the beach near the ancient Mayan ruins of Tulum.

The mysterious sisters assisted Rip and Cap with their archaeology project, where their uncanny knowledge of languages proved helpful, not only with the local villagers, but in interpreting the markings on unusual artifacts. After three months at the dig, the Pierce brothers returned to the United States with their new brides, who were already pregnant. On May fifth of that year, Fyera gave birth to Gwendolyn Uma Pierce; five hours later, in a remarkable coincidence, Kyara had a baby boy, Victor Ivan Pierce.

Neither Gwen nor Vic knew much about their mothers’ families. Though they raised their children with unmistakable love, Kyara and Fyera were reticent to talk about their pasts. Gwen had always suspected that her father and uncle knew a lot more than they revealed—and now it was too late. Gwen found it enigmatic, like a fairy tale, and clung to the strange aspects.…

“All right, Shorn!” The announcer’s voice boomed through the loudspeakers. “Time to eat.” Alone inside the big tank, Shoru plunged from one end of the pool to the other like a hungry puppy excited for his dinner.

Startling Gwen out of her memories, the handler reached into the plastic bucket, pulled out a dead fish, and extended it toward Gwen. She wasn’t squeamish about fish or slime—no potential marine biologist could afford to be. Gwen took the fish from the trainer, who flashed her a smile. She held on to the tail, the caudal fin, and studied the fish, trying to identify the species.

When she glanced again toward Uncle Cap and Vic, Gwen noticed a strange man sitting two rows behind them. He had unusual eyes that looked wrong, somehow, and thick eyebrows furrowed in an expression of intense anticipation. A chill ran down her spine. Why did that man give her the creeps? Everyone else in the audience was cheering and whistling, but the man just stared.

The cute trainer cleared his throat. “Gwendolyn—if I were you, I’d concentrate on the giant set of teeth that are heading this way.” His stage-whispered words boomed across the loudspeakers. Everyone laughed.

Gwen flushed with embarrassment, then turned back to the killer whale, mentally kicking herself. She’d never been so close to a large marine mammal before. This was a dream come true!

Swimming from one end of the tank to the other, Shoru kicked up quite a froth with his passage. The killer whale seemed agitated, and she could sense a bit of uneasiness from the handler, too. He tried to cover it, but Gwen could read the concern on his face as he went on with the show.

“Hold the fish out, like this.” He took Gwen to the edge of the platform and she extended the dripping snack so that it dangled over the water.

She had seen this trick before and knew what was supposed to happen. The killer whale would rise out of the water and, as gently as a kiss, take the fish out of her hand, and probably splash her to the amusement of everyone in the stands.

But Shoru surged forward like a black-and-white torpedo. He launched from the water, mouth yawning open to reveal a set of sharp white teeth. Fishy breath came up at her, smelling like a clogged drain in a seafood restaurant.

Shoru was rising too fast, coming too close. It looked like he was going to attack her! This wasn’t supposed to happen! She let the fish drop, but the killer whale ignored it, lunging toward her instead.

The trainer acted swiftly. “Look out!” He dove to the side and tried to pull Gwen with him from the platform but missed because she was already moving. Her body instinctively remembered the zy’oah tricks her mother had taught her. She sprang backward to the edge of the platform, grabbed the rail, and swung to safety as the killer whale struck the end of the ramp where she’d been standing only an instant before. Shuddering, Gwen watched Shoru crash back into the pool. As he swam away, the killer whale seemed confused, like a sleepwalker who had just awakened and didn’t know where he was.

The trainer scrambled to his feet. “Are you all right?”

“Was that really part of the show?” she said, panting. The audience cried out in alarm; a few chuckled nervously, convinced the “accident” had been staged to add thrills to the performance. Uncle Cap and Vic scrambled toward her from the amphitheater seats.

In a wavering voice, the announcer tried to cover the mistake. “It looks like Shoru was hungrier than we thought.” He forced a weak laugh.

Nodding that she was okay, Gwen looked back toward the agitated people in the stands. Oddly, she noticed the strange, dark-browed man sitting cool and emotionless while everyone else reacted with great concern. If anything, he seemed disappointed.…

Uncle Cap and Vic rushed to her, full of alarmed questions. When she looked up again, the stranger had silently slipped out of the amphitheater.


Three

WHILE THE AUDIENCE CLEARED from the amphitheater, a florid-faced man wearing a tie and an Ocean Kingdoms uniform hurried toward them. “Miss, I am so sorry for any inconvenience Shoru’s poor performance may have caused you. I assure you Shoru has never misbehaved in any way before. Thank goodness it was such a minor incident.” His dark eyes tried too hard to be sincere, while he downplayed the danger Gwen had just faced.

Minor incident? Inconvenience? The man made it sound as if the killer whale had done little more than splash a bit of water on her. Gwen’s weak knees seemed only now to be comprehending how close she’d come to being chomped.

“You should have seen it from where we were sitting!” Vic broke in, sounding more excited than afraid. “Sheesh, those jaws only missed you by an inch or two!”

“I apologize for your distress,” the administrator said. “Please accept our hospitality while you calm down. I’ll show you to the VIP area, where we serve our finest refreshments.” Gwen’s stomach was already queasy from all the junk food they had eaten. Another round of refreshments didn’t sound very appealing.

Uncle Cap seemed a bit jumpy. “That really won’t be necessary,” he told the administrator. His voice sounded strange and distant. “It wasn’t Shoru’s fault.” He kept glancing around, studying the last few people leaving the stands, as if expecting some new threat to leap out at them. She wondered if he had seen the creepy man, too.

“I’d rather just go home,” Gwen admitted.

“Of course, of course!” said the administrator. “But let us offer you some small tokens of our regard. Nobody should leave Ocean Kingdoms without a pleasant memory of their time here. I can authorize a free annual pass to the park, and any souvenir you would like from the shop near the park entrance.”

He bustled them out of the amphitheater to the nearby Aquatic Emporium. “Now you just look around in here, Miss. And you, too, young man. Find yourself a souvenir—as if this day wasn’t memorable enough!” He gave an unconvincing chuckle. “I’ll just run to my office to get you some releases to sign. No hurry. Take your time.”

Gwen knew the man was trying to make sure she didn’t file a lawsuit against Ocean Kingdoms. Her uncle certainly realized what the administrator was doing, but he seemed more preoccupied and unsettled than she had ever seen him. Gwen bit her lower lip. “It was an accident, wasn’t it, Uncle Cap?”

A one-of-a-kind accident … just like the mysterious car wreck that had killed her mother and father. Accident. Even the police had been baffled. Her parents’ car had fallen through a high bridge on a rugged section of the Pacific coast. They hadn’t driven off the highway, but dropped through it. Several girders and support plates had been missing—not fallen away, broken off, or cut apart. Just … missing.

Clearly troubled, her uncle shook his head.

“I thought—I thought I sensed something,” Gwen said. “I saw a strange man in a row not far behind you, and his eyes looked wrong somehow. He was watching me as if he knew something was going to happen.”

A shadow crossed Cap’s face. “We have to go home, kids. It would be best if we got away from here as soon as possible. There’s no telling …”  His voice trailed off.

Vic was pawing through the sweatshirts, stuffed dolphins, plastic Shoru toys, T-shirts, and puzzles. “Just a minute, Dad. That man said we could have anything we want in here. I’ll make it quick.”

“All right, hurry up.” Uncle Cap still seemed distant, and for some reason, his gaze lingered on the five-sided medallion Gwen always wore on a leather cord around her neck. Her mother had given it to Gwen at her birth. Vic’s mother had given him one exactly like it, which he kept as a fob on his keychain.

The pendants were five-sided, paper-thin disks of iridescent metal the size of a penny, etched with a strange design of loops and angles. Fyera and Kyara had never explained the significance of the medallions, but the unusual symbols had always intrigued Gwen.

After the Lost Spring—Uncle Cap’s name for the three months following the death of Gwen’s parents and Kyara’s disappearance—her uncle had become obsessed with the exotic symbols. Giving up his tenured professorship, Dr. Pierce took a job as a curator for a local museum and spent much of his spare time researching the medallions. He scanned the symbols into his computer and ran worldwide searches for similarities, for any clue that could lead him to his missing wife. He found nothing.…

Vic chose his souvenir in less than three minutes, a muscle tee tie-dyed in shades of green and blue that said:

 

SEA CREATURE.
SEE CREATURE SWIM.
SWIM, CREATURE, SWIM.

Still flustered by what she had been through, Gwen agonized over the selections for a full fifteen minutes, while Vic shifted from foot to foot. “Come on, Doc. I could have built a working submarine out of an oil drum and a couple of table fans by now.” He took out his frustration by scratching a mosquito bite on his arm until it bled; he asked the woman behind the counter for a bandage.

Finally, the Ocean Kingdoms administrator came back, still all smiles, with season passes, a bag of “VIP Goodies,” and—almost as an afterthought—release forms for them to sign.

Gwen was astonished at how quickly Uncle Cap signed them. “Don’t worry about it.” He seemed to be brushing the man aside. “Come on, kids. We really need to get out of here.” He looked around again, very wary.

“I still need to pick something.” Gwen narrowed her choices to a baby pink camisole tee with OCEAN PRINCESS spelled out in glittery silver bubbles and a lilac hooded sweatshirt with the same design.

Vic whispered, “The sweatshirt’s more expensive. Get that.”

Hovering nearby, the Ocean Kingdoms man overheard. “Please, take them both. I insist. In fact—” He picked up a pair of zippered jackets in dark green fleece with embroidered logos and gave them to Vic and his father. “Take these, too, with our best wishes.”

After curtly thanking the man, Uncle Cap hurried them past the jostling crowds to the parking area. Vic was already making plans about the next time they could use their season passes. “I wouldn’t worry about that,” his father said. “I don’t know when we’ll be back.” He looked quickly over his shoulder, as if someone might be following them. “I’ve decided we should lay low for a while, keep out of sight. In fact, we may …” His voice caught. From his stricken expression, Gwen wondered if he was suddenly reminded of how his wife had vanished.

“Uncle Cap, what’s wrong? What are you talking about?”

Vic’s eyes were also wide. “Hey, does this have anything to do with those big crates that arrived yesterday?”

Gwen knew her uncle had been excited about the shipment—assorted chunks of exotic and expensive crystal. It didn’t seem likely he would want to pack up and drive off so soon. She wondered if the creepy man in the audience was involved somehow. A rival researcher, maybe?

“Yes, a big breakthrough … I hope. I’ll be getting you both up at three-thirty in the morning—no complaints, now. This could be the key to … well, let’s just wait and see if it works.”

“If what works?” Vic asked.

Uncle Cap’s voice was agitated. “I need you two where I can protect you. Pack an overnight bag—a change of clothes, a toothbrush, a book—I’ll take care of the rest. We’ll leave early, but I’ve got a lot of work to do before then.” Cap unlocked the car doors for them. “After what happened today, it’s more important than ever that I get everything right.”


Four

HER ALARM WENT OFF at 3:30 the next morning, though “morning” might have been too optimistic a word for the hour. Exhausted from their busy day at Ocean Kingdoms, not to mention almost being eaten by a killer whale, Gwen had gone to bed early. She was still agitated after what had happened, and even more so because of Uncle Cap’s very obvious concern. He wouldn’t explain anything.

Knowing she’d be getting up before dawn, she kissed her uncle goodnight and went upstairs while he continued to bustle around with great determination, hauling crates of crystals into the solarium, a large glassed-in area just off of the living room. Unsettled, she packed a few things in her yellow duffel, put on fresh underwear, set the alarm clock, flopped onto her bed, and immediately dropped off to sleep.

Even though her uncle had promised to wake them, Gwen set her own alarm. Her parents had always taught her to be self-reliant. She could still hear her mother saying, “If something is important to you, don’t rely on anyone else. Do it yourself.”

Bleary-eyed, she rolled out of bed, wearing her pendant and underclothes. She pulled on a pair of cropped white jeans and the new pink cami, wondering where Uncle Cap would be driving them. The tension in the air told her this wasn’t going to be a surprise “vacation,” though school wouldn’t start for another month yet. She threw on the lilac Ocean Kingdoms hoody just as a tousle-headed Vic appeared in her doorway wearing his Sea Creature shirt, old jeans, the green fleece jacket unzipped, black Vans skater shoes, and a small backpack slung over one shoulder. “Did I sleep through Dad trying to wake me up?”

“He hasn’t come up for us yet.” Gwen slid her feet into a pair of white sandals. “I wonder if he even went to bed last night.”

“Did you see all those crates he was unpacking? They looked like a geologist’s treasure chests,” Vic said. He and Gwen both shared their mothers’ love for crystals and geodes of all sorts. “Sheesh, when Dad gets involved in some project, he could work right through an earthquake and a solar eclipse at the same time.”

Gwen picked up her duffel. “Then he may not realize what time it is. Let’s go put our stuff in the car. Any idea where we’re going?” They kept their voices low and walked quietly in the pre-dawn hush.

“It’s a surprise—an adventure.” Vic was always better at rolling with the changes than she was.

“Do you think he’s outside already?” Gwen asked. “I didn’t hear him.”

“Don’t worry. I’ve got my key,” Vic whispered, tucking the medallion key ring into the front pocket of his jeans along with the tiny LED flashlight Gwen had given him this year on their fourteenth birthday. “Just in case Dad locked himself out.”

“That would be a switch.” Twice in the past month, the cousins had decided to go for a midnight swim in a neighbor’s outdoor pool and had accidentally locked themselves out of the house. The first time, they had rescued themselves with the spare key under the terra cotta planter by the door, but Vic forgot to put it back, once again earning his nickname of “Doctor Distracto.” The second time, they’d been forced to wake Uncle Cap to let them in. Tonight, though, they were prepared.

They were creeping down the stairs toward the garage when they heard a low, throbbing hum from the glassed-in solarium. Exchanging surprised glances, they headed toward the sound instead of going outside.

As they approached, Gwen saw her uncle adjusting and repositioning massive clusters of exceptionally clear quartz crystals around the room. Dr. Pierce was spending a lot of time arranging them with absolute precision.

“What’s Dad still doing that for?” In the darkness, Vic squinted at the lighted dial of his watch. “Weren’t we supposed to be going somewhere? There isn’t time for another experiment.”

She dumped her yellow duffel on the floor. “I have a feeling he’s not ready to go yet.” Vic set his backpack next to her duffel, and they went to the solarium doorway.

Through the glass ceiling, stars twinkled in the pre-dawn sky. Dr. Pierce had arranged mirrors, prisms, and lenses all around the floor and mounted them to the glass walls. He fidgeted with the mirror and prism angles, adjusting and readjusting them just so. “A key.” He kept referring to a parchment diagram in his hand. “I still need a key!”

Gwen knew how much her uncle hated to be interrupted when he was concentrating. Vic, though, had no such compunctions. “Hey, I’ve got keys.” Fishing for his keychain in the pocket of his jeans, he walked into the room.

Gwen hurried after him. “Uncle Cap, didn’t you want to—”

As they stepped into the network of crystals arranged all around the solarium, their night-adjusted eyes were suddenly dazzled by a bright light that was refracted and echoed by the prisms and mirrors. The air around Gwen and Vic sparkled like a million glowing shards of glass.

The smells of salt and ozone filled her nostrils. Gwen could see only her uncle’s outline silhouetted against a blaze of light. Vic grabbed her arm.
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