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PROLOGUE
CALLING HIM LIKE A DOG



‘Hurry! Make faster magic, boy.’ Mr. Walkwell sounded grumpy, but that was no surprise: Mr. Walkwell didn’t like Colin much and made that clear to him nearly every day. ‘The children will be here in a few hours and Gideon wants everything to be ready.’


Colin Needle made a face but didn’t say anything, only bent closer over his laptop. Thunder rumbled above the distant hills. The sky felt hot, heavy, and close. The children this, the children that – he was so sick of hearing about them! Everybody at Ordinary Farm except Colin and his mother seemed to think Lucinda and Tyler Jenkins were something wonderful, but really the two were nothing but troublemakers. In just a few weeks last summer the Jenkins kids had managed to ruin all of Colin’s careful plans to improve Ordinary Farm, and now they were coming back for another summer’s stay. Lucinda and Tyler, Tyler and Lucinda – he was tired of hearing their names and tired of everyone on the farm making such a big show out of their return visit.


The sky growled again. A single fat drop of rain fell on Colin’s screen. The weather had been strange all spring and didn’t show any sign of changing, the days as hot as they always were at this time of the year but also damp, overcast, and even sometimes stormy. Colin Needle had never been to a tropical country, but he imagined it might be a little like the weather around this part of California lately.


Ragnar had finished installing the complicated new gate on the adobe barn and now he wandered over, wiping either sweat or rain off his forehead with his wide forearm. ‘Why aren’t you finished, Needle?’ the great Norseman demanded. ‘We have done all the hard part, boy! Just cast your spells so we can go and get ourselves something cold to drink.’


‘It’s not magic and they’re not spells,’ Colin said through clenched teeth. ‘I’m trying to hook the new security gates and fences up to a computer network so we can do everything from a distance. I already explained it all several times.’


‘You told me your flat box makes things work by invisible lightning that flies through the air,’ said Ragnar. ‘What is that if it is not magic?’


Colin scowled. Nobody else at Ordinary Farm knew anything much about electricity or computers, let alone wireless networks – most of them had been born centuries before such things existed. Even his mother, who had learned enough to use the internet and keep her experimental and household records on a computer, still could not come close to what Colin himself could do. Some day Gideon would be gone and Colin Needle would be in charge. Lucinda and Tyler Jenkins would have to do exactly what he said, then – if he even allowed them to visit the farm.


And his own mother, frightening as she might be, would have to do what he wanted . . .


A deep, rasping snarl from the far side of the barn made Colin Needle jump in fear. Ragnar laughed and slapped his thigh; he had made it very clear that he didn’t like Colin any more than Mr. Walkwell did. ‘Don’t jump out of your skin, boy! It’s just the manties saying they are tired of their cage. They want to come out and play with you!’


‘Very funny,’ Colin said, but he was shivering. ‘Those things are killers.’


‘And who made Gideon think so much about protecting the farm?’ Mr. Walkwell gestured to the sliding electric gate they were struggling to finish. ‘Who was it who brought Gideon’s enemies here onto our land?’


‘Leave me alone, will you? I said I was sorry! I’ve said it a thousand times!’


In truth, Colin thought Gideon’s new obsession with security was the most intelligent idea the old man had come up with in years, but that didn’t make him want to spend any more time around these imprisoned monsters than he absolutely had to. There was something about their orange eyes – something so cold and knowing … ‘You said their cage is secure, right?’ he asked the two men. ‘Right? Then get out the way and let me try this.’ Colin clicked the ‘OPEN’ button on his screen. A few yards away the motor whined for a moment. Then the heavy metal barn gate rattled as it began to slide to one side on its small wheels. It really was a little bit like magic, Colin Needle thought proudly. The manties heard the noise and began grunting and barking inside the barn. Colin was very grateful the savage things were caged behind heavy steel bars: their long yellow teeth, clawed fingers, and curiously intelligent but emotionless eyes had haunted more than a few of his nightmares lately.


A brief flurry of rain spotted the dust and splashed warmly on Colin’s neck. He opened and closed the gates a few more times to make certain he had set everything correctly, then shut down the program while Ragnar and Mr. Walkwell finished with the last details.


Simos Walkwell whistled to him, a sound that made Colin bristle – calling him like he was a dog! ‘Needle,’ he said, ‘take the end of this metal rope and hold it as I roll the rest up.’ Mr. Walkwell didn’t seem to sweat even in the most sweltering weather, but he pulled off his hat and ran his fingers through his hair as he examined the loop of plastic-covered wire cable in his hands. He hadn’t sanded down his horns in several days and they looked like tiny tree stumps growing just above his temples.


‘It’s not a metal rope,’ said Colin, ‘it’s wire. The word is wire.’


The old Greek barked a humourless laugh. ‘You knew what I meant. Now make yourself useful, boy. Hold the metal rope and close your mouth. Both things will help.’


Colin swallowed a bitter response. You’ll see, he thought. I really will be in charge of this farm one day, no matter what you or those stuck-up Jenkins kids think. And when that happens, everything’s going to be different. Very, very different.


The summer storm had already drifted off to the other side of the valley as its last damp traces vanished into the dirt. As the thunder died away Colin could finally hear the sounds coming from the barn on the other side of the new gate – the restless noises of large, hungry creatures waiting to be released.





CHAPTER 1
COLD-WAR FARM



‘I can’t believe you came to pick us up, Uncle Gideon!’ Fourteen-year-old Lucinda Jenkins turned to her younger brother. ‘Isn’t this great? We’re back!’


For once, even Tyler wasn’t trying to pretend he was too cool for everything. ‘Yeah,’ he said, grinning. ‘It’s definitely great.’ It was amusing to see his sister so thrilled – this from a girl who thought even Planetoid, the best video game in history, was ‘lame’. In fact, Tyler was feeling pretty happy himself; even the unusually damp weather seemed exciting.


Uncle Gideon looked happy to see them too, which made a nice change from long stretches of last summer when he had acted as though he regretted inviting them to his very special farm. Gideon Goldring looked healthier than he had last year as well – he was even wearing something other than his normal working costume of pyjamas and a bathrobe. His white hair was uncombed as usual, of course, but very clean, and his skin was tanned as though he had been spending time out in the sun.


‘And it’s good to have you two here!’ their great-uncle said, laughing. ‘Now, hurry, children! We have a long drive ahead of us and everyone’s waiting to see you.’


Simos Walkwell, Gideon’s right-hand man – or at least with his hat and boots on he looked like a man, though Tyler and his sister knew better – nodded and might have even smiled a little, but broad emotional displays were not his style. He tossed both big suitcases up onto the wagon bed as if they were no heavier than sofa cushions then hopped up onto the driver’s bench. Lucinda scrambled up into the bed of the cart, Tyler right behind her.


Lucinda was so excited she couldn’t stay quiet. ‘Wow, it’s great to be here! How is everybody – and how are the animals? Ooh, how’s the baby dragon? Your last letter said she’s big now!’ Uncle Gideon’s last letter had also been months ago. Lucinda had been driving her brother crazy since then. ‘Is she all right?’


Gideon chuckled. ‘Yes, child, yes, all the animals are fine. All the people too!’


Mr. Walkwell swung back up onto the bench and clucked his tongue. Culpepper the cart horse snorted, then pulled the wagon into a broad turn across the main road. A few townsfolk on the opposite sidewalk looked up and one or two even waved. It was clearly another slow Saturday in downtown Standard Valley.


Gideon lowered his voice. ‘You didn’t tell anybody at home anything, did you? About the farm?’


‘No, Uncle Gideon!’ both children cried at the same time, and Tyler added, ‘We wouldn’t do that. We promised.’


‘Darn right.’ Gideon settled back on the bench. ‘Because that is the first rule. In fact, that’s almost the only rule I have!’


Not quite true, Tyler thought, amused. You’ve got a few of them. Don’t ask too many questions about the animals. Don’t ask questions about the Fault Line, where the animals come from. Don’t ask about what happened to your wife, Grace. And definitely don’t ask why you have a witch for a housekeeper … ! But of course Tyler didn’t say any of that. He had made it through an entire amazing, wonderful, incredibly dangerous summer at Ordinary Farm last year and the one thing he had learned for certain was that when Gideon Goldring was in a good mood it was better just to keep your mouth shut and enjoy it.


And their great-uncle really was in a good mood, as though he had missed the children almost as much as they had missed Ordinary Farm. Tyler hadn’t spent his school year counting the seconds until they could return in quite the way his sister had, but he had definitely been looking forward to this. He had been worrying about it too. So many secrets – so many crazy, dangerous secrets!


And now it all starts again, he thought. Ten whole weeks. Anything could happen!


‘Wow. We’re really back.’ Lucinda stared down the sloping road to the valley floor. ‘It was so hard to wait!’


‘Does it look the same?’ asked Gideon. ‘As you remember it?’


‘Better. When can I see the dragons?’ Tyler knew she was dying to talk to them, as she had found out she could do at the end of last summer – she had talked about little else all the way down on the train today. ‘Can I stop in and see them now, Uncle Gideon? Before we go to the house? The reptile barn’s just over there, and we’re so close … !’


Mr. Walkwell grunted in disapproval, but Gideon was still in a good mood. ‘I suppose so, just for a minute – if you promise to stay out of trouble … !’


‘I will, I will! Oh, thank you, Uncle Gideon!’


The old man was smiling. ‘Just don’t tell Mrs. Needle. She doesn’t like me changing the schedule.’


‘She doesn’t like anything with a pulse,’ Tyler said under his breath, but he knew that at this moment Lucinda wouldn’t have cared even if Patience Needle was riding toward them on a broom.


After they had descended from the hill road they crossed a wooden bridge over a creek, then followed the line of the new and impressively tall wire fence that ran around the outside of the property. Tyler also couldn’t help noticing the signs reading ‘DANGER – ELECTRIC FENCE.’


‘Is it really electric?’ he asked.


‘Not enough to kill anyone,’ said Gideon. ‘Just to keep unwanted visitors from climbing over. And if they try it some other way, well . . .’ He pointed to a small dome-shaped object on the top of a fence post. ‘We’ve got cameras – they work at night too!’ Gideon chortled. ‘Much less work for Mr. Walkwell to guard the property now. Isn’t that right, Simos?’


‘I didn’t ask for this.’ Mr. Walkwell sounded unhappy. ‘My ears and my nose are still better than any seeing-box.’


‘Yes, but even you can’t keep track of what’s going on across the whole valley at the same time.’ Gideon seemed amused by the overseer’s grumpiness. ‘This will be good for you, Simos. You’re not getting any younger.’


‘Pericles said that to me too.’ Mr. Walkwell turned back to watching the road as it ran along beside the fence. They were approaching a large gate that was definitely another new addition.


‘He never knew Pericles,’ said Gideon in a stage-whisper. ‘Pure exaggeration.’


Since Tyler didn’t know the guy either, he could only shrug. ‘So that’s the new gate?’


‘One of them, yes.’


‘But why?’ Lucinda sounded alarmed and Tyler couldn’t entirely blame her. The hills and the valley hadn’t changed at all, but here was something that definitely had, a ten-foot-tall gate of steel and heavy timbers. Tyler thought it looked like the entrance to a fortress … or a prison.


‘I told you in the letter I sent over the Christmas holidays,’ Gideon said. ‘Told you we couldn’t have you visit until now because we were making some changes. Well, this is one of them. We’ve got new fences and gates for the whole farm – in fact, we’ve got a whole new security system!’


‘Kind of weird,’ said Lucinda. ‘It looks like … like … ’


‘East Berlin,’ said Tyler, who had just finished the Cold War in his American-history class.


Gideon shook his head emphatically, happy mood now gone. ‘Don’t be stupid! The Berlin Wall was meant to keep people in. I am protecting myself against people who want to creep onto my property and steal my secrets. Not the same at all!’ He glared at the children. ‘Or have you forgotten what happened last summer?’


Tyler decided it might be a good time to stop talking about the gate. ‘No, Uncle Gideon.’


‘Of course not, Uncle Gideon,’ said Lucinda. ‘We get it.’


Tyler looked along the fence, which stretched as far as he could see in either direction. ‘It … umm … looks very secure.’


Gideon laughed harshly. ‘It had better! Do you know how much it cost to build fences and mount cameras around ten thousand acres? It took most of the money that Ed Stillman tried to use to bribe Simos! And that was quite a lot of dough!’


Except that money hadn’t really been a bribe, Tyler knew. Billionaire Ed had brought it to purchase a dragon egg from Colin Needle, a crime against Ordinary Farm that Tyler and Lucinda had helped prevent, then also helped to hide from their great-uncle.


Now Gideon climbed down from the cart and punched some numbers into a keypad beside the fence. A lock clicked open and the heavy gate rolled to one side on little wheels. After they had driven through it slid closed again by itself.


‘That’s to make sure no one leaves it open by mistake,’ Gideon said. ‘Wonderful improvement – and there are others you haven’t seen yet! We’re really set now. Just let Stillman’s mob try to sneak in here without us knowing about it!’


Even Lucinda had finally fallen silent. As they turned toward the reptile barn, the tall shadow of the gate stretched a long way down the road in front of them.





CHAPTER 2
A FLAMING LOOGIE



As they pulled up in front of the barn, Lucinda thought she heard someone calling them. Mr. Walkwell must have heard it too, because he turned to look off in the direction of the farmhouse. A strange object was approaching them, something odd and upright trailing a cloud of dust.


‘Oh, crud,’ said Tyler. ‘Him.’


Colin Needle rode unevenly toward them across the dirt, jouncing up and down on the seat of a plain, old-fashioned black bicycle.


Tyler laughed. ‘Hey, nice ride, Needle! Is that your mom’s bike?’


‘Oh, it’s good to see you too, Jenkins,’ said Colin with a tight and completely unconvincing smile as he bumped to a halt beside them. ‘Hi, Lucinda,’ he said to her. ‘Welcome back to the farm.’ He sounded like he actually meant that part.


Lucinda thought Colin was taller and thinner than the previous summer. He was also dressed in an old, ill-fitting coat and matching trousers; with his hair mussed by his riding he looked like some kind of wheeled scarecrow. ‘Hi, Colin,’ she said. ‘You look nice in your suit.’ It wasn’t entirely true, but Lucinda wanted to start the summer being friendly this time – she was convinced that Colin Needle wasn’t all bad. Tyler snorted, but Colin and Lucinda both ignored him.


‘Thanks.’ Colin quickly turned to Gideon, as if he was embarrassed now to meet Lucinda’s eye. ‘My mother saw you heading over here and she wanted me to remind you that Sarah’s worked all day making us all a hot meal but it won’t stay hot for long.’


‘Saw us? She must have been watching through my binoculars!’ Gideon turned to Tyler and Lucinda. ‘Meaning we had best hurry up, I suppose.’ He sounded as pleased as a small boy to be bending the rules. ‘Before Patience loses her patience!’


Even Lucinda on her best behaviour couldn’t pretend that was a great joke, but she chuckled as best she could. ‘Come with me, Colin,’ she said. ‘I’m just going in to see the dragons. Come along! I’ll be quick.’


Colin, who was beginning to get off his bike, suddenly stopped. ‘Ummm … no, thanks. You go on. I’ll wait here.’


‘Don’t be silly! You can tell me what you’ve been doing since last summer.’ Lucinda almost took his arm, but thought better of it. She wanted to be nicer to the tall, awkward boy this year, but she didn’t want to give him any ideas. ‘Come on!’


Colin reluctantly – very reluctantly – joined the small group as Mr. Walkwell pushed open the heavy door.


The air was at least as hot inside the massive barn as it was outside, but it was also full of the musky smell of wild beasts. Lucinda did her best to not to let the stink bother her – after all, this was what she had been wanting for months, the way a little kid wants a special doll for Christmas.


Meseret, the adult female, lay stretched in her enclosure with her wings folded against her body, big as a city bus, beautiful and awful. Lucinda could not hold in an excited squeak at seeing her. Meseret was like something out of a children’s storybook, all thick leathery scales and knobs and whorls of bone, something that should not exist in the real world … but there she was. The eyes with their slit pupils watched them all and gave away nothing.


Can you hear me, Meseret? Lucinda did her best to speak with her thoughts. Do you remember me? We flew together! Although to be perfectly fair, an observer on that night last summer might have thought Lucinda had been dangling helplessly from Meseret’s harness. Do you remember me? I’m Lucinda! She had tried to convince herself not to expect too much at first, but Meseret’s gigantic, uncaring silence pained her anyway. Remember? I helped save your egg!


‘Man, look at this! The little one’s here too!’ called Tyler, and Lucinda reluctantly turned away from the big dragon.


‘You wrote in your Christmas letter that you named her Desta,’ she said to Gideon.


Her great-uncle nodded. ‘It’s an Ethiopian word for “Happiness”. My wife Grace once had a puppy with that name that was very dear to her . . .’


Desta didn’t look much like a puppy, or in fact like a baby of any kind, at least compared to the tiny thing that had hatched in the farmhouse kitchen last summer. The young dragon was now as big as a small horse. In most ways she was a smaller, more slender version of her mother, but her overall colour was a sandy brown instead of drab grey-green, with rosettes of brick red and a frill of pale olive spines down her back. Desta’s scales, some as big as Lucinda’s hand, others as small as a sliver of her pinky nail, glinted and shone as the muscles moved beneath the skin.


The young dragon was watching Lucinda and Tyler too, but she mostly looked as if she wanted to go back to sleep. ‘So cool,’ Tyler whispered.


‘Is anything wrong with her?’ Lucinda asked, staring at the straps around Desta’s middle. A chain connected the arrangement to a large ring set into the concrete floor of the pen, close to the pile of straw she was using for bedding. ‘What’s that thing she’s wearing?’


‘Harness,’ said Gideon. ‘Have to keep it on her right now. She’ll learn to fly soon, you see. Don’t want her leaving the property by surprise.’


‘She must hate it.’


‘Don’t sentimentalize the animals,’ her great-uncle said. ‘That’s a mistake.’


Meseret suddenly growled, and although the mother dragon was some distance away from her, Lucinda could feel the slow, rumbling sound through her feet.


‘Why’d she do that?’ Lucinda asked. ‘Is she all right?’


‘Perfectly all right,’ said Gideon. ‘She’s probably just hungry . . .’


Meseret raised her vast head and swivelled it from side to side, nostrils flaring, as if she smelled something.


‘Gideon . . .’ said Colin, ‘maybe we should … maybe we ought to . . .’ Lucinda couldn’t help noticing that the older boy sounded genuinely frightened. ‘I’ll just . . .’


A strange loud noise made Lucinda jump, a wet pop like a starter’s pistol held underwater. Colin Needle jumped, shrieking in surprise and pain. ‘Owwww! Oh, help, it’s hot! It’s burning me!’


Lucinda spun to see Colin jumping and thrashing wildly. Something thick and sticky was running down his jacket – something that smoked. An instant later, Colin’s jacket burst into flame.


Luckily Mr. Walkwell was only a few yards away. The wiry old Greek moved with such incredible speed that Lucinda had just opened her mouth to shout for help when he wrestled off Colin’s burning jacket and threw it aside. He shoved the pale, whimpering boy onto the floor, then rolled him back and forth to make sure he was no longer on fire. For long moments after the flames were out he kept Colin down on the ground. The black-haired boy lay trembling violently, his breath hitching.


‘Is he all right?’ Lucinda asked. ‘Colin, are you okay?’


‘It is not bad,’ said Mr. Walkwell. ‘His mother will give him something for the burns.’ He didn’t sound too worried.


As Mr. Walkwell and Gideon helped the tall, pale boy out of the reptile barn, Tyler crept up next to Lucinda and quietly said, ‘Well, I guess dragons don’t forget that easily, huh? Desta’s mom hasn’t forgotten who stole her egg.’


‘Don’t be mean, Tyler!’ What he had said finally sunk in. ‘Wait a minute – you mean Meseret? Was that her? What did she do?’


‘I guess she still remembers Colin from last summer. She spat at him from twenty feet away! Hawked a big one.’ He rubbed his mouth to hide his grin. ‘A flaming loogie.’ Thunder rumbled softly in the distance. The storm seemed to be moving away.


Lucinda was not amused. In fact, she felt a bit sick inside – all this from trying to be friendly … ! ‘Poor Colin. He didn’t want to go near the dragons but I made him do it . . .’


‘He’s fine, Luce. Anyway, he deserved it – just ask Mama Dragon!’


But this was most definitely not the way Lucinda had wanted to start the summer.





CHAPTER 3
INTO MOUNT ZION



The side trip to the reptile barn had led them a different route from the one they usually took back from town. Tyler found it interestingly strange to approach through the centre of the farm, past outbuildings and barns, instead of seeing it across a distance from the road in the hills. From the hillside the buildings came into view below like a fleet of strange painted wooden spaceships, all red and yellow and tan and white, but their approach this time made the house and its connected structures rise up before them like a vast sea of sawtoothed roofs and towers – an entire toy city made by drunken Christmas elves and plunked down in the middle of a dusty California valley.


‘Look, Luce!’


His sister looked up. ‘Oh, yeah,’ she said. ‘We’re definitely back.’ She had been trying to comfort Colin, who was huddled near them in the back of the wagon, eyes red and jaw clenched. Tyler didn’t think the older boy’s injuries were as bad as he was making them out to be.


Lucinda gave him a warning look as the cart horse pulled them past the old grain silo. The tall grey structure looked like a haunted house out of a scary movie but was actually only an empty wooden building that covered the farm’s greatest secret – the Fault Line, a gateway to other times and places, discovered by Octavio Tinker. Tyler didn’t know what Lucinda’s look meant and didn’t much care: she had her dragons and he had the Fault Line. In fact, as far as Tyler knew, he was the only person in the world who could walk into it and out again safely without the help of any machine or device. Did she really think he was going to ignore it all summer?


A crowd of people was pushing through the front door of the farmhouse and out onto the covered porch, a group of smiling, familiar faces waiting to greet them. Even before the wagon rolled to a stop the farm folk were hurrying toward them.


‘You are here! That is good, very good!’ cried Sarah the cook as she wiped her hands on her apron, her ruddy cheeks even ruddier than usual because she had been cooking. Tyler took his hug from her with good nature, although she nearly squeezed the breath out of him – Sarah was short but strong. She was also serious about hugging: a moment later she had captured his sister too and squeezed her until she squeaked. Sarah’s kind spirit filled the house and was responsible for much of what was homey and welcoming about strange old Ordinary Farm.


Pema, a quiet young woman from long-ago Tibet, and her near-opposite, Azinza, from Africa, tall, dark, and regal, followed closely after Sarah with hugs of their own.


‘We missed you,’ Azinza told Lucinda. ‘It was too quiet here after you went away.’


‘But not so quiet today, it seems.’ Sarah had seen Gideon lead Colin past them and into the house. ‘What happened to him?’


But before Lucinda could answer, most of the rest of Ordinary Farm’s inhabitants were upon them. Ragnar the Viking, a blond, bearded grandfather built like a professional wrestler, came at them with a big grin and surprised Tyler by pulling him into a rib-cracking embrace. Kiwa, Jeg, and Hoka, the Mongolian herders whom the Jenkins kids had named the ‘Three Amigos’, hovered smiling, holding gifts they had made, a bracelet for each of the children woven from long strands of hair.


‘Horsehair?’ Lucinda asked.


‘Not horse,’ said Kiwa, the oldest. ‘Unicorn. From tails, manes. They leave on fence and bushes.’


‘Wow,’ said Tyler. With Jeg’s help he tied his onto his wrist. The braided hair was surprisingly thick and heavy, shiny as platinum wire.


‘That’s so cool,’ said Lucinda, examining hers. ‘Thank you!’


The last person to come forward was Ooola, the girl Tyler had rescued from the ice age, cleaned up and wearing a dress but with long curly brown hair that looked as if it hadn’t caught up with modern brushing techniques. Ooola took Tyler’s hand and pressed it carefully to her forehead. Tyler smiled at her, but he wasn’t quite sure what the gesture meant. ‘It is good to see you,’ she said, looking at him shyly through surprisingly long lashes. She then seemed to remember something else she had to do and scuttled back to the kitchen, leaving Tyler a bit confused.


Of course, a huge celebration banquet had been prepared to welcome them back – ‘eine Feier,’ as Sarah named it – and soon the children were led to the table. Tyler decided it was entirely reasonable and polite to honour the work the cooks had done by dedicating himself completely to food for the rest of the day. As he walked along the table where the dinner had been set out he found roast chickens, juicy inside their crispy skins, enchilada casserole with homemade corn tortillas, several kinds of salad, and great big bowls filled with grilled artichokes and summer beans. Sarah had also prepared a speciality dish called Sauerbraten, a sort of beef roast with fruit and cabbage. Tyler approached that one cautiously, but after a few sample bites he went back and helped himself to a huge serving. Something about Ordinary Farm made him hungrier than he almost ever was at home.


Later, as evening turned to night, Sarah brought out beer for the adults and a pitcher of strawberry lemonade for the others, then settled her wide, warm self between Tyler and Lucinda. ‘How you two have grown!’ The mistress of the kitchen looked Lucinda up and down. ‘So big now! Woman very soon, yes indeed!’ Lucinda blushed. ‘And you, Tyler. You are much bigger!’


Tyler laughed. ‘Oh, I’ve got a while to go before I catch up with Ragnar.’


Sarah nodded. ‘Yes, poor Ragnar, he works so hard on all Gideon’s fences and gates.’ She shrugged.


‘What do you think about all that?’ Tyler asked the cook. ‘All the new fences and security?’


‘Oh, me, I don’t know anything.’ Sarah clearly didn’t feel comfortable talking about it. ‘If Gideon says we need, then we need. He works so hard to keep us safe here! And he is still so sad his wife is gone.’


‘Poor man,’ said Lucinda. Gideon’s wife, Grace, had disappeared decades ago, but the mystery was still unsolved. ‘He must miss her so much!’


‘But you help him, Tyler!’ Pema, the little Tibetan woman, had come up quietly. She blushed when everyone turned to her, but bravely continued. ‘I mean, when you find his wife’s necklace last summer. He always carries it! Always around his neck. When he is sad, he reaches up and –’ she stroked an invisible something at her throat – ‘like so. Makes him not so sad.’ She pointed. ‘Look,’ she said. ‘He is doing it now.’


Tyler turned to look at Gideon, some distance away. He was indeed stroking the locket’s gold chain at his neck, but that wasn’t what caught Tyler’s attention: his great-uncle was speaking to Mrs. Needle, the first time Tyler had seen her since their arrival. The witch – to him she would always be the witch – was dressed in her usual prim, timeless way, long dark skirt and white blouse buttoned right up to her slim throat. She seemed to feel Tyler’s gaze, because she suddenly looked up; for a moment he saw what he felt certain was icy hatred in her eyes, but then it vanished like a mist and she smiled at him in a way that appeared almost natural.


‘Welcome back!’ she called.


Tyler turned away, his stomach clenching. Lucinda gave him a warning look.


‘And how is our Mrs. Needle these days?’ he asked.


Sarah made sure the Englishwoman wasn’t looking before she scowled. ‘She is what she is.’ Like almost everyone at Ordinary Farm, Sarah was a refugee from the past, a medieval woman with very, very firm ideas about witches. ‘But she holds Gideon’s ear and he trusts her. Please do not make her angry.’


‘Why would we want to make her angry?’


Sarah shook her head. ‘Just be careful, children, please! She doesn’t like you and she is a bad enemy to have.’


Evening had fallen. Bats were swooping over the garden, snatching up moths and mosquitoes. Country hours ruled Ordinary Farm: those who had not left to take care of after-dinner chores were beginning to drift toward bed. Gideon had retired half an hour earlier. Caesar, the old black man who did handyman work around the house and insisted on taking personal care of Gideon Goldring, suddenly began to sing a song, his cracked voice full of longing for something Tyler couldn’t quite understand.


‘Oh, let me fly, now, let me fly!


Let me fly into Mount Zion,


Lord, Lord.’


The song was exactly right for the mood: or perhaps it was how Caesar sang it … Even Mr. Walkwell tapped a hoof. Ooola the ice-age girl stood in the middle of the floor swaying and twisting her fingers in her thick brown hair.


‘I jes wanta get up in the Promised Land—’


A hard hand fell onto Tyler’s shoulder: he jumped in surprise.


‘Good evening, children,’ said Patience Needle. ‘Lovely to have you with us again. Now it’s time for me to show you to your rooms.’


‘How’s Colin?’ asked Lucinda. ‘Are his burns okay?’


The woman’s expression did not change. ‘He is nearly well already. Burns are easy for me to heal. Now come with me.’


Tyler fought to keep his voice friendly. ‘It’s okay. We remember how to get to our rooms, Mrs. Needle.’


Mrs. Needle smiled thinly. Her pale face gleamed like the moon in the frame of her black hair. ‘But you don’t have the same rooms this year. Now, come along, children, it’s getting late. Say goodnight to everyone.’


The main house at Ordinary Farm was a labyrinth of wooden floors, dusty, faded carpets, flickering light bulbs in empty halls, and countless locked doors, but it was clear that Mrs. Needle was indeed leading them somewhere different from where they had slept last year. For long minutes she glided before them like an apparition, holding a battery-operated storm lamp, then stopped at last in a corridor Tyler didn’t recognize.


‘Here you are, children.’


‘Isn’t this in … your part of the house ?’ Lucinda asked.


‘Yes, Lucinda,’ the housekeeper said in her crisp way. ‘It’s near my retiring room – my office, as you’d call it. That’s why I know you will be comfortable here. Sleep well.’


‘Why can’t we stay in our old rooms?’ Tyler asked.


‘Because the decision has been made,’ she said, her voice less friendly than before. ‘I can keep a closer eye … pardon, I mean I can take better care of you here.’


The assigned bedrooms stood side by side and both looked out over what was perhaps a courtyard – it was too dark now to tell for sure, although one thing Tyler could make out was that they were several floors above the ground. Mrs. Needle snapped on the overhead light in first one room and then the next, revealing both to have dark wood panelling and flowered wallpaper from another century. The only modern thing in either room were the children’s suitcases, apparently brought up earlier. ‘Get ready for bed, now,’ the Englishwoman said. ‘It is late.’


Tyler brushed his teeth and returned to his room. He wasn’t thrilled about having to change rooms – it had been hard enough to learn his way around the ever-confusing farmhouse the first time – but he was too tired and too full to worry about it. He was just thinking about wandering over to Lucinda’s room to discuss this eventful first day when he heard the lock in his door click. By the time he had jumped up and run to it he could hear Lucinda thumping on her own door in surprise and protest. Tyler rattled the knob but it wouldn’t turn and the door wouldn’t budge.


The witch had locked them in.





CHAPTER 4
LIZARD JERKY



Angry but very tired, Lucinda sat on her bed and did her best to ignore Tyler banging around in his room, thumping the walls and door in frustration.


Okay, so they’d been locked in. She didn’t like it either, but they couldn’t do anything about it tonight, so why wouldn’t her brother just let her go to sleep?


Tyler’s room finally went quiet. Lucinda took a book out of her suitcase and settled back against the pile of pillows to read, an old novel of Mom’s called The Singing Tree about a Hungarian family during the First World War. The story was good and she was tired enough just to fall into it, so when someone knocked on her window it startled her so much she screamed and dropped the book.


It got weirder. Tyler was hanging upside down at her window like a huge bat, waving and grinning.


‘You idiot!’ she said as she jumped up to shoulder open the ancient window so he could climb in. She looked down. ‘It’s like three floors to the ground! You could have broken your neck!’


‘You sound just like Mom,’ he said. ‘There’s ivy all over the walls outside – it’s totally grown into the bricks, really easy to climb.’ He sat up, his hair all kinds of wild and looking enormously pleased with himself. ‘Nobody’s going to lock me in.’


Lucinda found herself almost admiring his total irresponsibility. ‘You’re insane,’ she said. ‘How are you going to get back?


Tyler sank to the floor and stretched out on his back. ‘It was pretty awesome, really. There’s a big moon tonight – plenty of light for climbing. And this house … ! I forgot how big it is. It just goes on and on – crazy, gigantic big … !’ Tyler’s eyes narrowed. ‘What’s that?’


Lucinda sighed. It was like having a young dog around – sniffing, scratching, digging, chewing, always into something. ‘What’s what?’


‘That.’ He pointed at the ceiling above her dresser. ‘That square up there. Looks like a trap door or something.’


‘Yeah, well, check it out tomorrow, Dora the Explorer. I’m tired.’


‘No, really.’ He sprang up and pulled out a couple of the dresser drawers. ‘Here, help me. Keep this from tipping over . . .’


‘Tyler, no!’ But it was useless, of course – he was already clambering up the dresser, making it sway ominously. She hurried forward just in time, wincing as she heard the wooden drawers creaking and protesting under his weight. When he reached the top of the dresser Tyler reached up and poked the rectangular ceiling panel once, then poked it again. It gave a little.


‘I knew it!’


‘Knew what? That there was a heating duct up there?’ But Lucinda was a little intrigued in spite of herself. Tyler pushed the wooden panel up and out of the way, exposing darkness. ‘Eew,’ she said. ‘Probably full of spiders.’


‘Give me your flashlight, Luce.’


‘Where’s yours?’


‘I dropped it when I was climbing on the roof.’


Lucinda sighed. ‘Good going.’ She found the dopey pink flashlight Mom had given her and passed it up to Tyler. He gripped it in his teeth, then pulled himself up into the space above until he could rest his upper body on the edge and only his legs dangled down. ‘What do you see?’ she asked. ‘Don’t let any spiders crawl down or I won’t be able to sleep in here.’


His voice was muffled. ‘Yeah, that makes sense. You’re on a farm with dragons as big as a jet plane and you’re worried about ordinary house spiders?’


‘Spiders are creepier than dragons. What’s up there?’


‘Mostly heating pipes or something … and insulation and empty boxes.’ He sounded disappointed as he rattled things around.


‘Don’t make so much noise!’ she hissed up into the dry, old-smelling air above her head.


Tyler’s face appeared in the opening. ‘It’s a big space, Luce. An attic.’ He vanished, returned to his inspection. A long moment passed. ‘Wow. Actually there’s a lot of stuff stacked right behind that heating-pipe thing over there . . .’


He fell silent. Lucinda listened for long moments, heart pounding. He was doing a good job of being quiet – too good. ‘Tyler?’ she called.


‘I found a cool-looking box up here, Luce. It’s like wood, and it’s got … labels all over it.’


‘What do you mean, labels?’


‘You know, like someone sent it from far away. Come stand under the hole and help me get it down.’


Despite her very strong desire not to handle anything that might have spider webs on it, Lucinda got on a chair and reached up, squinting her eyes in case anything jumped off at her. The box, when Tyler slid it down, was smaller and less heavy than she’d expected, about the size of an overnight bag, made out of pale, thick wood with rusted metal corners; Lucinda just managed to avoid getting scratched by the metal as she took it. Tyler jumped down.


‘What is it?’ There were labels all over it. The labels were in English, but the names all looked very exotic – the sender seemed to be someone named Koto. Lucinda couldn’t even guess what kind of name that was. ‘Wow – look at this label,’ Tyler said. ‘This box came from Madagascar!’ He pulled his knife out of his pocket. ‘Swiss Army to the rescue!’ He began hacking through the thin metal bands that held the box closed.


‘Don’t cut yourself,’ she said, but Tyler ignored her; a few moments later he was prising up the lid of the small crate. When it popped free, a smell rolled out like nothing Lucinda had ever smelled before, dusty and dark and rotten-sweet, confirming every prejudice she had against this venture.


‘Ooh, gross!’ She gasped. ‘What is that? Don’t touch it, Tyler!’


That was something shrivelled and possessed of little legs folded up against a long, dried-out body. Tyler lifted it off the top of the nested paper. ‘Awesome. It’s a lizard!’


‘Yech. It’s lizard jerky, is what it is.’


Tyler actually waved it in her face, like he was four years old.


‘Stop!’


Luckily the lizard had been dead and dried long enough that it had almost no smell, but Lucinda still didn’t want to touch it. She watched as Tyler set it aside and began digging through the scrunched-up paper. ‘The rest of looks like it’s all plants,’ he said, holding up some kind of bulb with little bits of dry soil still clinging to its tiny roots. ‘And seeds in glass jars – this one has a note on it that says, ‘Unknown Sarracenia . . .’ Tyler was digging busily in the paper now, and suddenly she flashed back to him as a very small kid, seeing in her mind’s eye the way he used to excavate in the just-opened cereal box for a free toy, and how crazy that used to make their mother: ‘Pour it out in a bowl, for God’s sake. Don’t stick your dirty hands in there!’


Tyler tossed something at Lucinda – a bundle of letters, held together with an old rubber band that broke into pieces as she grabbed for the letters. They scattered all over the floor.


‘Clumsy,’ said Tyler, which made Lucinda fume. She picked one up and was startled by what was written on it.


‘“Doctor Grace Goldring . . .”’ she said. ‘Wow! Did you know Gideon’s wife Grace was a doctor?’


Tyler shook his head. ‘But this stuff is mostly seeds,’ he said, disappointed. ‘Some powdery, mushroomy stuff, and a couple of bugs in, like, test tubes . . .’


‘So she was a biologist . . .’ said Lucinda, impressed. ‘A scientist.’


Tyler stopped abruptly, his hand sunk deep in the packing materials, and for moment Lucinda was scared that the poisonous spider she’d been worrying about all along had bitten him. Then she heard it too – a key turning in the door of her room.


Lucinda looked at Tyler, who stared back at her, wide-eyed. ‘Just a minute!’ Lucinda shouted. ‘Don’t come in!’


Tyler was shoving everything he’d pulled out back into the wooden crate. Lucinda frantically tried to gather up the letters, dropping several in her haste, but there was no time: the door banged open.


Mrs. Needle stood in the doorway, slender as a pointing finger. Her eyes widened when she saw the crate and its contents on the floor, but her face otherwise remained an emotionless mask. ‘I might have known. The first day and already you two are causing trouble.’ She called over her shoulder: ‘Colin!’


Her son walked in. The boy who had just endured a horrid dragon-snot burn looked fine now, just as his mother had claimed. He gave Lucinda a look as he walked into the bedroom that she could have sworn was pure embarrassment.


‘You locked us in!’ Tyler said accusingly.


‘And you not only got out, you made what must have been a very dangerous excursion to get here,’ snapped Mrs. Needle. ‘What did you do, child, climb out the window? Do you know how foolish that is?’ She stared down at the crate. ‘And what is this?’ She looked up to the open panel in the ceiling. ‘Incorrigible. A few hours back in the house and you are already burglarizing the place, rifling through things that don’t belong to you . . .’ She shook her head. ‘Colin, gather this all up and carry it to my office.’


He already had the papers in his hands. ‘The lizard too?’ he said, sounding wary.


‘Yes, of course the lizard – goodness only knows what kind of important scientific specimen it might be.’ Mrs. Needle sighed. ‘As for you two, I am sure Gideon will have something to say to you both in the morning. Tyler, back to your room.’


‘You’re not my mom,’ he said quietly, but for once that was as much resistance as he was willing to offer. Colin led him out.


Great, Lucinda thought as Mrs. Needle locked the door behind her. She threw herself back on the bed, miserable. She wanted to pound her heels on the floor like an angry toddler. Here less than a day and we’re in trouble again.





CHAPTER 5
NOT INVITED



All year Colin had been very careful to stay away from the dragons. What happened in the reptile barn proved him right, although it had hurt too much for him to enjoy his moral victory. Yes, his fears were now confirmed: dragons remembered. The beasts had too much freedom, that was the problem. Meseret should be muzzled like a dangerous dog, and her mate, Alamu, shouldn’t be flying around the huge property unsupervised. It was all just another example of why someone sensible – someone like Colin himself – should be in charge.


As he was thinking these and other sour thoughts over breakfast, his mother appeared in the kitchen doorway. ‘Colin, go to Lucinda Jenkins’s room and make certain there is nothing left in that crawl space – I cannot trust those children to tell me. If you find anything else, bring it straight to me. Straight to me.’


Colin nodded and went without complaining, an act he occasionally put on, like an old T-shirt he could pull over his head and later just drop on the floor. It was easier and more sensible than arguing, since he had never won an argument with his mother and doubted he ever would.


Lucinda’s room was empty of Jenkins kids, which was a relief. After an awkward climb onto the dresser and up into the crawl space yielded no further discoveries, he trudged back down to his mother’s office to tell her the news. She didn’t seem surprised. She was already carefully unpacking the shipping crate, setting out its contents on her big table in neat rows of jars, tubes and crumpled foreign newspapers, and making notes on a lined pad.


‘That’s fine, dear. Run along and help the others now – I’m sure Gideon can find something for you to do. I’ll be busy until lunchtime but I’ll see you then.’


‘I thought maybe I could work with you – help you sort through this stuff . . .’


‘Oh, no, Colin. Thank you, but you’d just be in the way.’ She hadn’t even looked up.


He kicked the banister as he went down the stairs and hurt his toe. Why was it that every time Tyler and Lucinda Jenkins showed up, things immediately went bad for Colin Needle?


*


Blazing early-morning light filled the open front door, throwing much of the rest of the entry hall into darkness. A little hot, fresh air blew in, disturbing the dust motes as they drifted in the light.


Gideon was up and wearing his going-out clothes, which meant he’d pulled a pair of trousers over his pyjamas. His white hair looked as if he’d just pulled a pair of pants over that as well – it stuck up like wispy grass. The master of Ordinary Farm also had the hearty, pleased-with-himself air that Colin disliked – what he thought of as Gideon’s ‘great man’ personality, when he acted as if everything he said and did was being noted by historians. What the old man was really like, Colin thought, was the movie version of the Wizard of Oz – a humbug, full of speeches and hot air.


But when Gideon abruptly turned to Colin his scowling face looked more like Oz the Great and Terrible. ‘What’s this I hear about you and your mother locking Tyler and Lucinda into their rooms?’


Surprised, Colin swallowed hard. ‘Mother wanted to keep them out of trouble, with all the changes to the property and everything. Especially Tyler.’ He couldn’t hold Gideon’s sharp stare. ‘It wasn’t my idea.’


‘I think you and your mother sometimes forget who owns this farm,’ the old man said sternly. ‘You can tell her there will be no more locking anyone in. As for the changes to the property, we’re going on a little tour right now.’


Colin frowned. He hated the idea of spending time with Tyler Jenkins, who seemed to be even more obnoxious than last summer, if such a thing was possible. Lucinda wasn’t so bad – in fact, Colin had been almost looking forward to seeing her – but he really didn’t want Gideon to think he was going to spend the summer babysitting those two. ‘I’m supposed to be working in the library, Gideon . . .’


‘The library?’ Tyler had just appeared on the stairs. ‘Why?’


‘He’s doing some work for me.’ Gideon’s hand stole up as if it had a mind of its own, reaching toward the locket he wore hidden under his pyjama shirt – his wife’s locket that Tyler Jenkins had brought back to him, which Colin knew was the whole reason the old man had sent him to the library. ‘And now that we’re talking about it, Master Needle, I haven’t seen any results, considering all the time you spend over there instead of doing your regular work.’ The old man shook his head. ‘I’m losing patience, lad.’


‘That’s not fair … !’ Colin felt his cheeks get hot and bit back the rest of his angry reply. ‘I’m doing my best, Gideon. The books are all out of order . . .’


‘What’s Colin doing in the library?’ Tyler was not going to let it go.


‘That’s none of your business!’ Colin said. ‘You’ve only been here a day … !’


‘Now, let’s have no more of this silly fighting,’ Gideon said, growing cheerful again as other people argued. ‘Young Colin’s just doing some research for me. You’ll hear about it later. Right now we have a tour to take!’


‘Can we see the unicorns?’ Lucinda asked. ‘And Meseret and Desta again?’


Gideon laughed. ‘Maybe, if there’s time. Come along, everyone. I want to show you some of the features we’ve added since last summer – you might call it the new, improved Ordinary Farm!’


‘But Gideon, what about my work?’ Colin asked.


The master of the house looked at him without much kindness. ‘You might as well get to it, lad. I wasn’t inviting you to join us.’


He led them out, leaving Colin Needle alone in the entry hall with his face red, smarting as if someone had slapped him.





CHAPTER 6
A DOZEN ORANGE EYES



After everything that had happened the night before, Tyler thought it was wonderful to be out of the house, away from the Needles, and rolling across the farm with Uncle Gideon and Mr. Walkwell. They picked up Haneb outside the Sick Barn. The shy little animal keeper nodded to the children and might even have said hello, but he spoke very quietly as always, keeping his head turned away to hide the scars on his face.


They headed out toward the pasturelands, the horse-cart rattling up and down the dirt roads and through the golden hills. Beyond the hills the valley was fenced by mountains, dark purple shadows against the sky in every direction Tyler looked. Even the air smelled different here in Standard Valley, wild as ocean air, full of mysteries.


As Lucinda had requested, their first stop was the unicorn pasture, where they found Ragnar already pouring feed into a huge trough. He summoned the animals with three loud whistles and they appeared over the rise less than a minute later, a spiky, thunderous cloud of dust and horns. Tyler, Lucinda, and Gabriel sat watching from the cart while the Norseman, Mr. Walkwell and Haneb worked with the creatures. A foal was corralled and given a shot of antibiotics. Several others had their delicate hooves inspected, cleaned, and trimmed. Shy, scarred Haneb gently felt the stomach of one skittish, expectant mother.


‘Her time coming soon,’ he announced.


‘Well, that’s something to look forward to!’ said Gideon. He settled back against the seat. ‘Ah. What a fine day. This is heavenly!’


Lucinda said, ‘Can we go see the dragons next?’


He frowned. ‘I told you, we’ll see. First, we truly do have to talk about security, if only for your safety. You’ve seen how hard we’ve been working to improve things since you were last here. Many things have changed.’


‘How many fences are there now?’ Tyler asked. ‘And are all of them, like, electrified?’


‘There are three,’ Gideon said. ‘One around the very outside of the property, one around the main buildings, and one just around the house itself.’


‘How come so many?’ What Tyler really wanted to see was what would happen if someone tried to climb over one, but he felt sadly sure that wouldn’t be part of any demonstration.


‘It will be easier to explain once you see the rest of our precautions,’ Gideon told them, his good spirits returning. ‘And it was all possible because of that money Stillman left here last year! Half a million! Even if he’s a billionaire, I bet that still hurt!’ The old man let out a sudden cackle. ‘I’ll bet he’s kicking himself. He tried to ruin me, but it only made me stronger!’


‘Has he tried to do anything else since then?’ said Tyler.


‘He never stopped,’ his great-uncle growled. ‘He seems to have a new plan every week. Right now he’s trying to buy all the properties along the border of Ordinary Farm – throwing money at my neighbours like the soulless pig that he truly is. He wants to surround me! Do you wonder I’m trying to protect the farm?’


As the wagon creaked and bumped back toward the centre of the property, where they could again see the jumbled silhouette of the farmhouse, Tyler found himself coming back again and again to Uncle Gideon and Colin Needle. What was Colin doing in the library for the old man?


It hit him just as they made their way past a row of huts that might once have been workers’ cabins.


The necklace, he thought. He’s wearing Grace’s necklace. And where did I tell him I found it? The library – which was partly true. He had not told his great-uncle the rest of the story, how he had been given the locket by a woman Tyler was certain had to be Grace Goldring herself, a woman lost in a strange, backward version of Ordinary Farm on the far side of a magical washstand mirror Tyler and Lucinda had found in a little room off the library. Gideon’s got Colin trying to figure out how Grace’s necklace got into the library. Tyler doubted Colin would ever guess what had really happened, but knowing that the pale, unpleasant boy had been given free run of the library bothered Tyler. A lot.


Gideon cleared his throat as they reached a little wooden bridge over the stream that ran through this part of the property, only a few hundred yards from the house itself. ‘Now,’ he said, pointing at the water, ‘I know you’ve seen this before, but do you know what it’s called? It’s Kumish Creek – that’s an Indian name. Course, the creek recedes a bit as the summer goes on, but even in mid-August it’s more than wide and deep enough for a man to go down the middle in a canoe or even swim it. It runs all the way from the hills outside of the valley almost to our farmhouse door.’


‘Why don’t you just make it run through a pipe or something?’ Tyler asked.


Gideon scowled. ‘Oh, Lord, what would I ever do without children to point out the obvious? Because, boy, if we meddle with the creek it might flood the Fault Line chamber, which is just a few hundred yards away, over there. So we had to find another way to defend it.’
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