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Chapter One


Eckhart rode a Greyhound bus


that charged down


the icy mountain road


like a knight’s steed,


heedless of danger.


Lost in a game


on his Nintendo 3DS,


Eckhart didn’t hear


the tire chains rattle,


didn’t see


the snow pelting the window,


didn’t think


about where he was going.


Instead he raced down a path


in an enchanted forest,


fighting demon-boars.


The game, The Green Knight,


concerned the adventures of Sir Gawain,


brave knight of the Round Table.


Faster and faster the demon-boars came—


springing from holes,


leaping from boulders—


and Eckhart slayed them all.


When fifty lay dead,


he found himself inside


the Chapel Perilous.


On the altar,


in a golden candlestick,


a candle burned


as brightly as the sun.


A grisly Black Hand


scuttled toward the light.


Eckhart tried to stop it,


but he needed the three knightly tools


of sword and spear and helm.


So far he had earned only the spear.


It wasn’t enough.


The Black Hand smothered


the candle,


the light went out,


and Eckhart fell


and fell


and fell—


down


into death.


Eckhart paused the game


and stared out the bus window.


Death, he thought,


death was flinging him


out of a green city


to a new home


in the snow-shrouded desert.


No—


his blue eyes glared


back at him in the window—


not home,


never a home,


not without his mom


and the music leaping from her violin,


not without his dad


and his gut-splitting jokes.


The Greyhound bus


had rattled Eckhart


over not one


but two treacherous passes


in the Cascade Mountains,


heading for the high deserts


of Eastern Washington,


where he would live


with his uncle Albert.


Eckhart had never met his uncle Albert.


“Remember now,”


the social worker had said


when she’d plunked Eckhart on the bus


in Seattle that morning,


“your uncle is only taking


you on trial. So behave, be polite,


and do what he says.


Otherwise you’ll be right back in foster care.”


Eckhart knew all about trials,


because he had read stacks of books


about King Arthur


and the Knights of the Round Table.


Knights welcomed trials


and tests


and quests


to prove their courage


or honor,


or strength.


But what kind of tests,


Eckhart wondered,


would he have to pass


in order to stay


with Uncle Albert?


Eckhart would do anything


to escape foster care,


anything.


He had lived in foster homes


for the last four months


when he wasn’t in the hospital.


How he hated it—


strange people,


strange beds,


and worst of all,


the strange smells of other people’s houses.


Mrs. Shaw’s house had smelled


of old clothes.


The Mathews’ house had smelled


of Lysol.


Mrs. Johnson’s house had smelled


of frying bacon


because she never opened the windows.


And everywhere Eckhart went


he had to protect his stuff—


especially his mom’s violin—


from other kids.


Living with Uncle Albert


had to be better,


though Eckhart had doubts


about living in the high desert.


He would miss the rainy green of Seattle.


Why, he thought,


I’m just like Sir Gawain


before he became a knight.


Sir Gawain was wrenched


from the green land of his home—England—


and raised as an orphan


in a strange, foreign place.


At least, Eckhart thought


as his breath fogged the bus window,


there will be no rivers


in the desert.


But when the bus catapulted


from the mountains,


he saw that he was wrong.


The road followed a wide and brooding river—


the Columbia River, the bus driver announced.


Eckhart stared in dismay.


In some places


not even a guardrail


separated the road


from the riverbank.


He imagined the bus plunging


into the river,


imagined his arms and legs fighting


the ruthless current


as the black water swirled,


pulling him under,


drowning him.


His heart beating hard,


Eckhart turned away from the window.


A snore gargled and growled


from the man in the next row.


Only a few people rode the bus.


Eckhart reached for his phone


on the empty seat beside him


and searched through the photos


until he found his favorite—


his mom and dad and him


in their messy living room at home.


His mom was grinning,


her brown hair swept up


in the silver dragon clip


Eckhart had given her for Christmas.


She held her violin


and had just told them she was practicing


Pachelbel’s Canon in D.


Cocking one eyebrow, his dad had said,


“I didn’t know Taco Bell had canons.”


Eckhart had doubled over


laughing on the couch,


his black hair hanging in his face.


Now, as the bus jounced,


Eckhart was filled


with a sudden wild longing to laugh—


until his body shook,


until his face squeezed tight,


until he gasped for breath.


But he hadn’t laughed


in a long time.


Eckhart rubbed his thumb


over the screen on the phone.


His parents looked so real,


and yet so far away and frozen


behind the glass.


If only they hadn’t gone


to Idaho.


If only they hadn’t gone


rafting on the Snake River


through Hell’s Canyon.


Then his parents would still be here—


and he would still be home,


home,


instead of on his way


to another stranger’s house.


Why did they have to go and die?


Eckhart stared at a stain


scarring the bright blue cloth


on the seat ahead of him.


Then he picked up his 3DS


and started The Green Knight again.


Later, when the bus driver called,


“Town of Pateros,”


Eckhart looked up,


a little dazed.


He stuffed the 3DS inside his backpack


and picked up his mom’s violin


in its black case.


The bus stopped beside a Quik Mart—


the town was too small


to have a real bus station.


The door hissed open.


Eckhart stepped out


into a February wind


so bitter and dagger-sharp


that he hunched his shoulders.


The bus driver pulled Eckhart’s duffel bag


from the storage compartment


and dumped it on the snow.


Eckhart looked for Uncle Albert,


who was supposed to pick him up.


One other passenger got off the bus,


a girl wearing a white jacket


and silver boots that shone


so brightly,


Eckhart blinked.


He glanced at the sky—


grumpy with gray clouds hiding the sun—


then back at the girl.


What was making her boots shine?


She might be twelve, he guessed,


the same age he was.


When she smiled at him,


Eckhart froze.


A man with old-fashioned, gold-rimmed glasses


scooped the girl up in a hug,


then led her to a Ford pickup truck.


No one


came forward for Eckhart.





Chapter Two


Standing beside the Quik Mart,


Eckhart watched the bus spit dirty snow


as it rumbled away.


Two cars sat in the parking lot—


a Subaru and a red Honda,


frosted like a cake


with three feet of snow.


It looked as though it had been left there


forever.


Where was Uncle Albert?


Eckhart eyed the river


beyond the parking lot.


Pateros sat where two rivers merged—


the bigger Columbia


and some smaller one


whose name Eckhart didn’t know


and didn’t want to know.


The Columbia brooded—


iron gray,


severe,


deep—


but the rabid wind licked


whitecaps on the surface.


He turned his back on it.


Maybe Uncle Albert was inside


the Quik Mart.


Eckhart slogged


through the gray slush.


He hated being out in the snow.


Even though his mom


had homeschooled him,


she had given him snow days off.


He’d spent the time gaming


or reading in his room—


not having snowball fights,


not building snowmen.


When Eckhart opened the glass door,


a bell jangled.


The Quik Mart smelled


of sour linoleum,


Comet,


and stale grease


from the fried chicken and cheese fries


in the display case.


At least it was warm.


Eckhart checked every aisle,


but saw no customers.


He held the violin case tighter.


Uncle Albert might have a flat tire


or be stuck in a snowbank.


All Eckhart knew about Albert Reed


were the stories his parents had told,


harsh stories—


about a man who was well-off


but who drank—


about a man who once had a family


but who now lived alone


on an orchard


in the middle of the desert hills.


How, Eckhart wondered,


pacing in front of the window


inside the Quik Mart,


could there be an orchard in the desert?


The store clerk,


a woman with brown dreadlocks


twisting like the roots of an old tree,


looked him up and down.


“We don’t serve those here,” she said.


Eckhart frowned. “What?”


“Your violin,” the woman said.


“I imagine it drinks fancy Italian wine,


and we don’t serve that here.”


Eckhart blinked.


How had she known


his mom’s violin was Italian?


The woman grinned. “Just a joke, hon.”


He looked at her name tag—Alicia.


“Name your poison,” she said.


“Cheese fries? Chicken? A Coke?”


Eckhart shook his head.


“I just got off the bus,” he explained.


“My uncle is supposed to pick me up.


Can I wait in here? It’s cold outside.”


Alicia chomped a piece of gum.


“Sure, hon,” she said.


“Just stay out of the way


of customers and ghosts.”


Was she kidding? Eckhart wondered


as he wedged himself


between a newspaper stand


and a stack of Coke cartons


beside the front door.


After piling his duffel bag and the violin


at his feet,


Eckhart glanced out the window,


hoping to see Uncle Albert


drive into the parking lot.


But, except for the snow-frosted red Honda,


the lot was empty.


Or was it?


Where the Subaru had been parked,


something round and black


now lay on the slush.


Eckhart stared, puzzled.


Then he picked up the violin


and went out the door.


The freezing wind ripped back his hood


as he walked toward the thing


lying on the slush.


It was a round domed shell


about six inches across.


Then Eckhart knew—


it was a turtle.


The yellow squiggles on the black shell


sketched pictures in his mind—


a bud,


a flame,


a teardrop.


Eckhart had read


that turtles liked to bask in the sun.


This one might die from the cold,


if it weren’t dead already.


A knight would rescue it.


Eckhart stretched out his hand,


then drew it back.


Would the turtle bite?


He bent closer.


The turtle’s head,


like the rest of it,


was hidden inside its shell.


“How did you get here?” he asked softly.


“Maybe you just want to go home.”


And he picked it up.





Chapter Three


Cradling the cold turtle,


Eckhart carried it into the warmth


of the Quick Mart.


He hesitated,


then walked up to Alicia,


who was reading a book


propped on the counter—


The Silmarillion by J. R. R. Tolkien.


“Excuse me.” Eckhart held up the turtle.


“I found this outside.


Do you think it’s still alive?”


Alicia dropped the book


on the counter


and snatched the turtle


from Eckhart’s hands.


“You found a box turtle


in the parking lot?” she cried. “Ooh,


he’s so cold.”


“But . . . is he alive?” Eckhart asked.


“Don’t know. It depends how long


he was out in the cold.


Some stupid kid probably got tired of him


and just threw him away.”


She clicked her tongue. “Left him


all by himself.”


Eckhart stared down at the turtle.


Rage swept over him—


rage,


fear,


sadness—


until his breath clawed


in his throat.


Alicia said, “This fellow needs


to get warmed up—


slowly, though.”


Eckhart’s breathing eased,


and he nodded.


Alicia eyed the hot case


with the cheese fries and chicken.


“That would be perfect,


but I’d get fired if anyone found out.


I’ll just tuck him in a towel


under the lamp in the backroom.”


She glanced at Eckhart.


“You watch the store.


Holler if someone comes in.”


Alicia disappeared through a door


marked EMPLOYEES ONLY.


Eckhart checked the time. Three o’clock.


Worry squeezed his chest—


could Uncle Albert have had an accident?


Eckhart couldn’t even call him.


The cell service his parents had arranged


for him had just expired,


and there was nobody now


to renew the contract.


Besides, Eckhart remembered,


Uncle Albert didn’t have a phone—


or a computer.


What kind of person


didn’t have a phone or e-mail?


Alicia came back


through the employees’ door,


her dreadlocks waving as she walked.


“Frodo has stirred,” she announced.


“Frodo?” Eckhart asked.


“Sure. Perfect name for a turtle,


don’t you think?”


Eckhart heard a motor rumble


and looked out the window.


An old pickup truck,


a brown, mud-spattered Dodge,


eased up to the curb.


Hunched over the wheel,


an old man slapped a yellow baseball cap


on his head.


An Irish setter with a gray muzzle


licked the passenger seat window.


Eckhart picked up his duffel bag


and the violin case.


He reached for the door,


then stopped and glanced at Alicia.


“Don’t you worry, hon,” she said.


“I’ll take good care of Frodo.”


“Thanks,” Eckhart said.


She shook her head.


“The thanks goes to you,


for rescuing him.”


Something bright flickered


inside Eckhart.


He looked at Alicia—


looked at her


and looked at her


and thought he might never look away.


Then the brightness faded.


She doesn’t know, he thought.


She doesn’t know what happened


in the river.


If she did . . .


she wouldn’t . . .


Alicia smiled at him.


“Go on, then,” she urged softly.


Eckhart took a deep breath


and opened the door.





Chapter Four


Outside the Quik Mart,


Eckhart walked toward the man


standing by the truck.


As tall as a mountain,


the man wore faded jeans


and a brown wool shirt.


His arms dangled from his shoulders


like socks on a clothesline.


When Eckhart saw the blue eyes


glinting under the yellow baseball cap,


he caught his breath.


Those eyes were just like his mom’s.


The same blue,


the same round shape,


the same glint—


though the glint had been more of a sparkle


on his mom.


This had to be his mom’s brother.


“You that boy?” the man asked.


“Are you . . . my uncle Albert?”


Eckhart had not expected


such an old man,


such a run-down vehicle.


“I’m Eckhart Lyon,” he added.


The man shook his head. “Eckhart.


What a name for a boy.”


Eckhart flushed,


as he always did when teased about his name.


“It means,” he said sharply,


“ ‘the brave edge of a sword,’ Uncle Albert.”


“You’ll call me Uncle Al,” the man said.


“Get in the truck.”


Eckhart slung his duffel bag in back.


When he opened the passenger door,


the dog didn’t growl


but didn’t move either.


Uncle Albert—Al—


got in on the driver’s side.


“That’s Cub,” he said,


and pushed the passenger seat forward.


“Get in back, boy.”


Eckhart hesitated.


Was Uncle Al talking to him or to the dog?


When the dog didn’t move,


Eckhart shrugged off his backpack


and squeezed into the narrow backseat


with his mom’s violin.


He had to sit sideways.


Uncle Al turned the key in the ignition—


the starter whined,


the engine sputtered,


and they started down the slippery street.


Eckhart couldn’t see much


through the dirty windows.


Only desert to see anyway.


Only snow.


Only clouds.


Only nothing.


Here and there, tall trees


with bushy green needles


stood watch on the hills.


Eckhart closed his eyes


and pictured the old apple tree


that grew outside his bedroom window


at home.


When he was little,


he would climb out the window


into the branches and read for hours


about dragons


and knights


and perilous quests.


There, hidden by leaves,


sheltered by the tree,


he felt safe


in his own secret world.


After he started gaming,


he spent less time in the tree.


But gaming made him feel the same way—


safe in a world of his own.


How Eckhart wished


he were sitting in that apple tree right now,


the blue curtains fluttering


like banners from his bedroom window.


How he wished


he could hear his dad’s voice calling him


to do his homework.


How he wished


he could hear his mom practicing her violin


for a concert with the Seattle Symphony.


How he wished


he could have his old life


back again,


be safe again—


the black, swirling hole inside of him gone.


Maybe Uncle Al’s orchard


would have apples trees


like the one back home.


Eckhart pictured himself


climbing up and up


into the branches,


finding a secret place. . . .


That wouldn’t be so bad.


Uncle Al didn’t say a word


but clenched the steering wheel as though


it were the only thing in the world.


His right hand—


tanned and surprisingly smooth


for an old man’s—


rested on top of the stick shift.


There was something about that hand


that Eckhart liked.


Eckhart’s only other relative


was his dad’s sister, Aunt Barbara,


who lived in New York.


Although she had flown to Seattle


when Eckhart’s parents had died,


she’d left after the memorial service.


She was in college


and couldn’t give Eckhart a home.


Uncle Al had not come to the service,


had not called,


had not even sent a card.


There had been only silence


until last week,


when he had sent the social worker a letter


saying he would take Eckhart on trial.


“We’re here,” Uncle Al said,


turning off the highway


onto a dirt road.


He drove up to a metal gate


that barred the way.


“Get out and open the gate,” he said.


“After I drive through, shut it.


Don’t want any deer getting in.”


Eckhart shimmied out


from behind Cub


and stepped away from the truck,


his feet crunching on the snow.


Beside the gate


a sign with the words


“Sunrise Orchard”


in faded orange letters


creaked in the cold wind.


Below the words was a painting


of the sun rising over a hill.


Eckhart opened the gate,


and Uncle Al drove the truck through.


After Eckhart closed the gate,


his uncle yelled, “Just hop in back.”


Eckhart hesitated.


Hop in back?


Ride with no seat belt?


“Hurry up!” Uncle Al called.


So Eckhart stepped onto the bumper


and swung over


into the back of the truck,


where he scooched into a corner


and held on tight.


Up a short hill they went,


Eckhart huddled against the cold.


Now he could see everything,


and the first thing he saw


was yet another river,


this one much smaller than the Columbia.


It looked cold,


surging over boulders,


the water swirling and eddying,


relentless in its rush


to some other place.


Eckhart didn’t even have to listen


to hear its roaring,


because roaring was all he knew,


all he heard,


thought,


dreamed,


by day and by night.


Rivers—


hateful,


haunting rivers.


He could not escape them—


could not forget


what had happened


in that horrible gorge


at the bottom of Hell’s Canyon.


When the truck crested


the top of a hill


and reached a flat stretch of land,


Eckhart looked eagerly


for the orchard.


Instead he saw a graveyard—


of trees.





Chapter Five


Eckhart stared


at hundreds and hundreds


of fallen trees,


their dark branches


sticking up from the snow


like frozen spider legs.


The stumps, still in the ground,


showed that the trees


had once stood in rows,


had once been an orchard.


But it was all dead and desolate now.


Uncle Al drove the truck


up the winding, snow-plowed road


past row


after row


after row


of dead trees.


It looks like a wasteland, Eckhart thought,


from a fantasy book or game.


At last they reached a long


two-storied building


with weather-stained boards.


Four open bays stood on one end,


two bays with shut doors on the other.


Beside the building


was a white camping trailer


scarred with rust.


Uncle Al pulled the truck


into one of the open bays


and killed the motor.


Eckhart jumped out


of the back of the truck


and retrieved his backpack,


duffel bag, and the violin.


Then he looked at the building.


Was this his new home?


Did his uncle live


on the second floor—


or worse, in the rusty trailer?


But Eckhart’s parents


had always said Uncle Al was well-off.
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