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for taking a chance on a local writer
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PART ONE

Be careful when you fight the monsters, lest you become one.

—FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE


ONE

SCOTLAND

SEPTEMBER 1848

Duncan Fox stood on the craggy hillside of Era Mina, squinting against the late-summer sun that drenched the Isles of Bute and Arran in a golden light. He was waiting for his canvas to dry, but his mind was elsewhere. With his hands deep in the pockets of his tweed field jacket, he was thinking about the visitors he had recently received: Sandie Calder and her children, Emily and Matt.

My family, Duncan thought. From a future I can hardly imagine.

He wondered if the recent hauntings he had been experiencing were a consequence of their visit.

The first time he had seen the strange figure, Duncan thought what he was seeing was a lucid dream: a state where he had a solid awareness of his surroundings while he slept. He had experienced such dreams before, but never so dramatically.

One week ago, he had sat up in bed, drenched in sweat, a vague feeling of dread raising the hair on the back of his neck. A gust of wind from Largs Bay swept open the curtains, carrying with it the smell of the seaside—salty kippers, crushed shells, briny sand. Reaching for the pitcher of water next to his bed, Duncan poured himself a glass, then promptly spilled it onto the floor. A shadowy figure had stepped out from the corner next to his wardrobe.

He hurriedly lit his oil lamp and held it above his head as the figure morphed from a ghostly presence to a fully fleshed man dressed in a brocade robe with a thick collar plate woven in shimmering golden threads—a druid, magnificent and majestic. The druid’s robes were white with a silver helix embroidered on the breast. The vision wore a crown of twisted antlers, a fur cloak draped from iron clasps at his shoulders. His left hand gripped a scepter cut from a length of knotty white pine with a carved peryton perched on its tip, and there was a sword with a peryton at its hilt in his right hand. Duncan could see him as clearly as he could see the portrait of his own grandfather hanging on the wall behind him.

The figure had remained at the foot of the bed until the light of morning banished him, leaving Fox with a vague feeling of unfinished business.

This had continued for six nights. Between nights four and five, Fox had called for his carriage and ridden alone on the coast road to Ayr to seek advice from one of the oldest Guardians in Scotland.

Frances MacDonald’s fingers were gnarled from arthritis, but her eyes were bright and her intellect keen as Duncan carefully described his vision. She pointed to the first volume of The History of Religion and the Decline of Magic in Scotland.

“That was once required reading for our kind,” she said. “You’d do well to read it now if you’re looking for answers. Lift it down for me.”

Duncan took the volume from the shelf and set the book on the table. Then he waited as her fingers slowly turned the thick pages, his hands folded behind his back, patient and respectful of her age.

“Is this who’s comin’ to ye in the dark?” she asked, stepping away from the table to reveal a full-page facsimile from an illustrated manuscript.

Duncan stared at the image. The white robe, the fur cloak, the wooden scepter with its carved peryton. Every detail, from the twisted crown to the silver helix on the figure’s breast, was identical to the figure who had been appearing at the foot of his bed.

“That’s him!” he said in astonishment. “Who is he?”

“He is Albion. The Guardian of the Beasts in Hollow Earth.”

The old woman returned to her chair next to the cottage’s bay window and lifted her knitting onto her lap. Despite her twisted fingers, her knitting needles clacked with unnatural speed.

“Hollow Earth?” Duncan repeated.

“Aye.” She nodded. “Hollow Earth. Many think the place a mere story told to children. But it is as real as this room.

“Albion is the first of our kind. He was called to these islands in a dream. Some believe it was the twin perytons, the black and the white, that called him to found the monastery on Auchinmurn as a safe haven for Animare and Guardians alike.”

Fox perched on the edge of a wooden chair, listening intently. The old woman set her needles on her lap and continued.

“The beasts who now live only in our stories, our myths and fables, once lived and breathed in Albion’s world. Griffins, basilisks, selkies, and more. But when magic was no longer trusted and the world had new ways of explaining matters, there was no safe place for creatures such as these. It was Albion who began the task of sealing the beasts away. He started The Book of Beasts, indexing and categorizing as he locked them far beneath the islands in the place we call Hollow Earth.”

“Have you ever heard of Albion manifesting himself in dreams in this way?” Duncan asked. “Outside Hollow Earth?”

The old woman’s eyes were starting to droop. Outside her window a farmer on his milk cart trundled along the cobbled street.

“I have heard it said that Albion is the one from whom we are all descended,” she mumbled. “Which makes the Council laws that keep us apart, when we’re all from the same stock, as daft as dust.”

Her chin dropped to her chest. Duncan realized she was snoring.

Quietly he lifted his overcoat from the back of the kitchen chair, pulled a bill from his money clip, and set it under the marmalade jar at the center of the table. As he lifted the latch on the door, the old woman suddenly roused.

“Mr. Fox,” she said. “If yer visitor is Albion, then you and your sons and daughters may be in danger.”

Duncan smiled in surprise. “Mrs. MacDonald, I am a . . .”

. . . confirmed bachelor.

He stopped himself from finishing the sentence.

The old woman was referring to Sandie and the twins.


TWO

Duncan Fox took to sitting up and waiting for Albion to appear.

The same thing happened for the next two nights. A little after midnight, there would be the elongated figure gliding out of the corner of the room, slipping to the foot of the bed. Albion never came closer than the foot of the bed. He never did anything more than raise his scepter above his head.

On the seventh night, everything changed.

That night, Albion appeared after midnight as usual. But instead of floating above the Oriental rug in the bedroom with the portrait of Fox’s grandfather visible behind him, Albion stood before an entirely different backdrop. A rocky opening, dark and shimmering. Fox recognized it at once. It was a cave tucked into the northwest hillside of Era Mina: the small island opposite the main isle of Auchinmurn.

On that seventh night Fox shifted cautiously to the end of his bed, wary of disturbing the apparition but intent on examining the cave.

The cave mouth expanded, in an ever-widening gyre, hitting Fox with a blast of fetid air. Albion raised his scepter, holding it out toward him.

Not knowing what else to do, Duncan grasped it.

At once he was lifted off his bed. All of a sudden, the pursing mouth of the cave had become a twisting tunnel of spiraling colors and light; a maelstrom of yellows, grays, and blacks. At first it was impossible for Duncan to tell if he was falling or rising, tumbling forward or flipping back. He was weightless, and yet there was pressure pushing on all sides of his body. His hand gripped the wooden scepter more tightly, sensing that somehow it was controlling his descent.

And then he heard the beasts.

Howls. Bellows. Cries. All of them thunderous, all of them monstrous. A scaly claw burst through the swirling colors, tearing the sleeve of his pajamas. A hundred harpies swarmed like bats at his feet, snapping their needle teeth at his bare toes.

Duncan kicked and batted them away in terror. Albion’s scepter flew from his nerveless hand. In that instant, he landed face-first on his bed with a thump.

He had rolled over quickly, gasping and scrambling to his feet. The morning sun was streaming in through the parted curtains. Albion had gone.

The sun was warm on Duncan’s face now. He studied his painting again, then looked back at his subject: the old smugglers’ cave. It was the place that Albion had shown him. He was sure of it. Sandie Calder and her children were in danger from this place. Somehow. At some time.


THREE

AUCHINMURN ISLE

WEST COAST OF SCOTLAND

THE MIDDLE AGES

High up on the burned and blackened hillside, an elderly woman in a bright orange safety vest pulled her hands from the cold earth and watched the rising wave stretch itself over the bay. Jeannie Anderson had done what she could to protect the island and its secrets her entire life, as was her birthright, her sacred duty. This wave was so powerful that it would destroy most of the island, but it had to be done. The Book of Beasts could not fall into the wrong hands. Ever.

Jeannie sat back on her heels, prepared for her own death.

She suddenly tensed in alarm. Something was wrong.

Someone was out of time.

*  *  *

The monstrous wave blotted out the sun.

From settlements up and down the Scottish coast, men, women, and children fled to higher ground. A few fell to their knees, howling to the heavens for mercy. Deer darted deeper into the forest; sheep cowered under hedgerows. Cormorants flew to crannies on the cliffs, leaving a flock of herring gulls hovering above the shore, circling, cawing, waiting to pick flesh from the dead.

Carik, a pale Norse girl with elfin features and lively blue eyes, stood with Matt Calder and Solon, an apprentice Animare at the monastery. Carik’s blue eyes were wide.

“Matt of Calder, is your dark magic controlling the sea?”

Watching the wave rise above them, Matt shook his head. “Someone else is doing this.” Someone more powerful than me, he thought. “And I’m going to find out who.”

Without warning, he took off down the hillside, heading back to the beach.

“Matt, stop!” yelled Solon. “You may come from a place I don’t understand, but I know this. That wave will kill us all!”

Unsheathing his sword from his leather belt, the young monk charged after Matt. But Carik, who had separated the two boys in a fight earlier that day, stepped in front of him with her hand on his chest.

“Let him go. We owe him no fealty. Let him fight his own battle.”

Solon shook her off. “This isn’t only his battle. I owe my allegiance to these monks. These islands are my home.”

The wave stretched closer, arching over the tall band of pine trees bordering the shoreline, drenching the island in salty brine. There was no time left. Carik and Solon threw themselves under a lip of the hillside, bracing themselves for the impact.

The wave shivered like a living thing, but didn’t fall.

“What sorcery is holding it?” asked Carik, peering out in astonishment.

“I don’t know, but we need to get to higher ground.” Solon seized his pack and grabbed Carik’s arm, pulling her from under the rock and up the hillside, through the trees toward the abandoned cottage where they’d been hiding since the attack on the abbey. “If Matt’s father is the dark monk terrorizing my islands, Matt will need our help to stop him. We can’t help anyone if the sea swallows us first.”

“But he doesn’t want our help!”

“I don’t care what he wants,” said Solon, blinking against the swelling under his eye that Matt had inflicted in their earlier fight. “I will not have any more blood on my hands.”

A brilliant beam of light breached the darkening sky, cutting through the curling, shivering crown of the wave. Carik shielded her eyes as the white peryton swooped across the sky toward them.

The size of ten stallions, the magical beast was an awe-inspiring sight as its huge hooves touched the ground in the clearing before them. With its wings folded against its powerful haunches, it galloped to a stop in the middle of a copse of trees. Its presence overwhelmed the small space. Steam rose from its flaring nostrils, and its silvery hide glistened with droplets from the wave now hanging like a heavy cape over the trees.

Stamping its front hooves impatiently, the peryton knelt before Solon. Not for the first time, nor for the last, Solon wondered at the ways that this ancient beast was connected to him and to the islands. Ways that he might never fully understand.

He climbed onto the beast’s back, adjusting his sword before helping Carik up behind him. The peryton took four great galloping strides and lifted into the air. Slipping backward, Carik scrambled in panic to steady herself as the peryton rose over the wave.

Solon!

Clear as a bell, Solon heard Carik in his head. Her Guardian abilities had disturbed him at first, but he now found himself welcoming them. He grabbed the belt of her tunic, hauling her close to him. As she put her arms around his waist, he felt her heart drumming against his back. For a brief moment Solon savored the tingling warmth.

A freezing, wet wind buffeted them as they rose into the sky. Carik tucked herself against him. Solon leaned forward, tightening his grip on the beast’s tines, letting his thoughts of saving Matt and the monks drift through his fingers into the skein of fur coating the antlers, deeper and deeper until Solon knew that the peryton understood what must be done.

The peryton soared higher. Below them the dark wave looked like the hungry maw of a sea monster.


FOUR

THE ABBEY

AUCHINMURN ISLE

PRESENT DAY

The curtains were rippling in a light breeze. Too chilled to get out of bed and shut the window, Em Calder rolled onto her side under her duvet, hoping to snag a sweatshirt from the pile of clothes on the floor. Reaching out, she touched a gloved hand.

“Aaargh!”

Em screamed and shot up in bed, fumbling to find the switch on her beside lamp. Then she realized she didn’t need it. The center of her room was already awash in a pale yellow light.

A druid-like figure wearing a crown of knotted antlers stood next to Em’s bed. Except—he wasn’t next to her bed, exactly. He was standing on the rocky ledge of a cliff instead of her bedroom floor. Tendrils of fog like dry ice swirled around the figure’s leather-stockinged feet, chilling the room.

Em had always been a lucid dreamer, often waking in the middle of the night with her dreams surrounding her. Her bedroom would fill with the wispy trails of storybook characters darting to and fro—grinning cats, young knights, and wizards. But some nights she’d wake to horrible things. Swooping dragons with snakes’ eyes hovering above her. Demons lurking in the shadows, monsters, and madmen. When they crowded her room, their presence was so strong, so fully animated, that they would bring Em’s mum, Sandie, rushing in, waving madly, exploding them into a million points of white light.

She had learned to quiet many of her fears and dreams since coming to the abbey. But when she and her mother had returned from the Middle Ages without Matt, all the control she had gained—asleep and awake—had been crushed under the weight of her longing for her brother.

Em didn’t think things could get any worse, especially after learning from her grandfather that the terrible monk in the purple cloak who had stood on that burning hillside in the Middle Ages had been her own father, unbound from his painted prison by Matt himself.

In the days following these revelations, Em had moped round the abbey compound, restless and disconnected. She and Matt had never been separated from each other for any significant length of time, and Em kept imagining she could hear him sneaking up behind her or sitting next to her at meals. But he was never there. He was a phantom presence, a lost limb, haunting her.

During those first dark days, the other adults at the abbey had insisted Em stay inside to avoid any serious manifestations of her fears. One day, when she had wandered down to the beach from the kitchen, Jeannie’s rosebushes had burst from the soil one after the other, sprouted feet, and trotted behind Em like ducklings, their buds opening and closing in unison. It had taken hours to catch them all, and even yesterday Em was convinced she’d spotted one of the animated roses grinning at her from behind a tree.

Without Matt, there was only one other person who could help her: Zach.

Zach Butler’s Guardian abilities connected him to Matt, but his connection to Em was much deeper. Deaf since birth, Zach communicated through signing and lipreading. He also connected with Em telepathically. He looked like a younger version of his dad, Simon—tall and fit, with a soccer player’s athleticism.

Zach! Em shouted in her head. Get in here. Quick.

She stared at the robed figure, who stared back. I’m cracking up, she thought.

Em fished frantically under her pillows for her comic. She had been working on the piece about a warrior princess for several days, drawing and shading as a way of keeping her mind away from thoughts of Matt. She had fallen asleep last night revising several panels. Had she drawn this guy as some kind of secondary character? She didn’t recognize him. She flipped the pages. He wasn’t in her comic book.

Rolling up the comic, Em hurled them at the figure. Instead of exploding into slivers of light and fragments of color as most of Em’s lucid dreams usually did, the figure shifted slightly to his left. The comic fluttered to the floor.

Em scrambled back against her headboard. “Seriously! Who are you?”

The figure wore a long white wool robe with a wide collar that was stitched in golden threads like a tapestry. At the center of the heavy robes was a swirling silver helix. The more Em stared, the more the helix appeared to pulse.

Behind the figure Em noticed an impression in the rock face that shimmered and stretched up into her bedroom ceiling. It was as if the figure had stepped out of the rock itself. The rock was shot through with silver veins, and looked to Em a lot like the cliffs of Era Mina, the small island that faced the abbey across a short strip of water.

A fur cloak hung from iron clasps in the shape of a peryton at his shoulders, and in his right hand, he gripped a sword with a similar beast on its hilt. His limbs were long and lithe, and with his chiseled jawline and his wavy dark hair curling onto his shoulders, he reminded Em of a younger version of her ancestor Duncan Fox. Or an older version of Matt.

The figure opened its mouth, releasing a rush of fetid air. Gagging, Em covered her nose with her pillow. It wasn’t just his breath that reeked. His entire body smelled of filth, sweat, and wet fur. He smelled feral. Like a wild animal.

Zach! Wake up!

The figure cocked his head, startling Em. Had he heard her?

He had dodged the comic book. He was aware of her presence.

This was no lucid dream. This was something else entirely.


FIVE

AUCHINMURN ISLE

THE MIDDLE AGES

Matt scrambled through the tangled briar beneath the hanging wave. He had to reach the shore before the monstrous wall of water crashed down and obliterated the island. If his father had created this wave, he had to know.

He thought about drawing, animating something to help him get to the shore faster. But as he dodged and ducked and darted through the drenching spray from the wave and the muddy ground under him, all he could picture were his mother and his sister. Dead, because of him. Killed by his own father, because of him.

He wiped his tears with his sleeve and charged on through the woods. He would stop this wave, somehow. Stop his father from inflicting any more damage on the monks, the monastery, and the future.

Matt barreled out of the trees and hit a wave of flowing mud streaming down the hillside. He fell, landing awkwardly on his backside. Slewing from side to side in the wet brown cascade, he let his momentum carry him under one lashing branch, then another, until he got his footing again. Thunder crashed, sending the white tips of the great wave smashing into the treetops like a thousand angry ghosts and drenching Matt with their salty spray.

In the past days, Matt had been beaten and betrayed, abandoned and humiliated. Under normal circumstances, perhaps one of those things would have been tolerable, but taken together they were simply too much for him to bear. Matt was so angry with himself and his world that he thought he might breathe fire. He plowed on through the thick brush. A crooked tree branch whipped in front of his face. He didn’t duck in time and it slashed across his cheek, drawing blood. Matt cursed, slowing his clumsy descent enough to wipe the cut with his other sleeve. Glancing up, he glimpsed the white peryton lifting Solon and Carik up into the scudding clouds.

“Stop this madness, Matt! You can’t control the sea!” Solon yelled down at him.

Wanna bet?

The gale force of the winds whipped through the trees, assaulting Matt from all sides. A branch cuffed the back of his head; another swatted his back. His chest ached from sprinting down the hill. He swerved to avoid a falling pine branch and, light-headed, grabbed another tree root to steady himself. At once the ground began to tremble beneath him, sending shock waves of pain up his arm and across his shoulder. Shouting in pain, he let go, tumbling backward into a spindly bush.

Was his father controlling the sea? But how? Malcolm Calder was a Guardian, not an Animare. Guardians couldn’t bring drawings to life. A Guardian’s expertise lay in empathy, and communication with the Animare they were sworn to protect. Calming them when their fears exploded, stopping their imaginations from creating terrible things. There was nothing calming or empathetic about Malcolm Calder. Matt had already seen how his father had used his powers of mind control for evil, inspiriting the monks of Auchinmurn to do his will, turning them into his zombielike minions, forcing them to murder two of their own—all in order to steal a sacred bone quill that would help unleash the fantastical, dangerous beasts locked away in Hollow Earth.

Matt understood now that jealousy had driven Malcolm to this madness, and hunger for the dual abilities that his children shared. Malcolm had to be behind the wave. Because if it wasn’t his father’s doing, whose was it?

Losing his footing again, Matt landed flat on his back in the hard sand. The fall punched the air from his lungs. Gulping frantically to catch his breath, he stared up at the burned and blackened swath of hillside where Solon and Carik had last seen Em and his mum alive, before they had apparently burned to death among the trees.

What he saw there made him forget about the wave, the water, his grief, his dad, and his own desperation.

Dressed in an orange safety vest, with her apron underneath, Jeannie, the abbey’s housekeeper, stood ankle deep in the muddy earth above the beach, her palms raised to the thundering heavens.

Matt’s Guardian senses smashed into his brain like a speeding truck.

The wave had been in Jeannie’s control from the start. She had realized he was on the island. Having created the wave, she was holding back the sea to give him a chance to survive. But the effort was destroying her. Matt felt her power weakening, her hold over the water fragmenting, her mind closing in on itself.

A balloon of icy salt water dropped from the wave. When it hit the ground near Matt’s head, it exploded. A fist-size blue crab appeared, a gaping mouth snapping angrily where its eyes should have been.

“Jeannie! Let the wave go,” Matt screamed.

Matt could sense her collapsing like sand, her control weakening further. He struggled to his feet. The creatures were carpeting the beach now. Matt dodged them when they lunged for his ankles, running toward Jeannie, but there were too many. He tripped, falling flat on his face. The creatures skittered up his legs, along his arms, hundreds of them smothering him beneath their slimy, salty shells, their mouths snapping and sucking at his exposed flesh. They pressed him deeper into the sand. Their pincers tore at his neck and his face. Everything Matt had been trying to keep at bay jabbed at him. Every living thing on these islands, on this coastline, in this time, was going to die. And it is my fault.

A crab chewed a chunk of flesh from his ear, and Matt shouted with grief and pain. He tore the crab away, his blood trickling down his neck. “Enough!” he screamed into the sky.

With a massive effort, he wrenched himself free, tossing the creatures from his shoulders, shaking them from his back, brushing them from his arms and his legs. The crabs crunched under his boots, leaving puddles of blue in his wake.

He took the opera glasses he’d hidden in his pocket and looked up at the hillside. He saw immediately that Jeannie’s eyes were sliding in and out of focus, and he gasped at the weight of the old housekeeper’s love for him. He read her barely moving lips.

“Draw something, son. Or yer gonna drown.”


SIX

THE ABBEY

AUCHINMURN ISLE

PRESENT DAY

The druid’s piercing black eyes followed Em the way a portrait in a gallery sometimes seems to, but he never moved a limb, never shifted from his place on the rocky ledge. A strange pulsing energy was coming from him, a line of concentration so intense it was as if he held only one emotion, one significant thought, one focus. Em wondered if this was why he wasn’t moving. It was taking all his energy to put himself here in her room.

Zach! Wake up!

What was it about teenage boys that they slept through anything? Obviously Zach didn’t hear the normal things that woke people—hooting owls, car alarms. But his own Animare, screaming in his head?

Em could hear her grandfather Renard’s calm tones in her mind. Some Guardians can settle their minds so that they can sleep without hearing or feeling their Animare’s presence all the time.

Whatever the reason, Zach was not responding.

Shivering from the increasing chill in her bedroom, Em flipped through her other sketches. She couldn’t find anything even resembling this guy.

Hugging her pillow to her chest, she stifled a sob. She’d been missing Matt so intensely that she hadn’t been sleeping much or eating well. Maybe her mind was cracking after all. And once it cracked, then there would be nothing anyone could do to save her. Like other Animare throughout history—da Vinci, Gauguin, van Gogh, and so many more—the Council of Guardians would be forced to bind her. She would never be able to draw again.

Suddenly Em felt an overwhelming desire to draw.

She turned to a clean page on her sketch pad and began to outline the apparition, smudging the charcoal with the heel of her hand, darkening the helix shape on her sketch, trying to ignore the rancid smell of him. The more she focused on the drawing, the clearer the figure in the room became, as if her rendering him on paper was giving him more strength. When she finished capturing him, she drew the landscape behind him as quickly and skillfully as she could. As she drew, the glow around him began to get stronger while the room got darker. Em lined and looped and shaded frantically across the paper.

“Can you hear me?” she asked, looking up from her drawing for a beat. “Who are you?”

Em dropped her charcoal. A dark hole had burst open on the rock face behind the figure in a swirling storm of yellows, blacks, and grays. For a fleeting moment, Em felt that she had seen this all before.

Now he was inside her head, projecting a deep resolve for something. A task? A quest? No, it was a warning!

His thoughts were coming to her not as words but as lines of color, strings of yellows, reds, and cobalt blue floating behind her eyes. Em tried desperately to grasp them, to give them shape, but she couldn’t. She felt light-headed, her eyes gritty like they were full of sand.

Then the figure lifted his scepter toward Em. Without hesitation, she touched it.

She was plunged into a widening gyre, a sucking hole that had opened at the side of her bed. The force of it pulled Em knee deep before she had enough sense to grab the leg of her bed and hang on for dear life. A stack of books, an empty cereal bowl, a tennis racket, and a wet towel smacked against her as they disappeared into the swirling vortex. The figure stood over her, the end of the scepter spinning above her head.

As her bed lurched toward the hole, Em had a sudden flash of the abbey itself being sucked into the vortex and disappearing forever, leaving nothing but the footprint of its foundations. She tried to scream, but the sound came out as a choking cough.

Her easel lifted off its stilts and flew at her. Instinctively, she lifted her hand to cover her head, and lost her grip on the leg of the bed.

Flapping her arms did nothing to halt Em’s momentum. She plummeted into the maelstrom. The deeper she fell, the faster she appeared to drop. Yet when Em looked up, she could still see the edge of her bed, her purple duvet, her sketch pad open on her pillow, the moonlight streaming in through her curtains.

Her ears began to pop; her body felt like someone was pressing down on her. Instead of darkness now, Em saw Matt lying on the ground, his eyes open, pleading with her to help him. Pink bubbles floated past her eyes. She thought at first that her nose was bleeding, but she looked down at Matt and knew the blood was his.

Oh, Matt!

She was back on her bed, her chin pressed to her chest, drooling on her pajamas.

And the figure was gone.

*  *  *

Em! Em! Are you okay?

Zach charged into Em’s room, his blond hair wild, his cricket bat poised above his head.

“My hero,” said Em, rolling her eyes. She felt weak. The horned man’s presence had taken a lot out of her. “You’re too late. He’s gone.”

Zach looked around in confusion. Em showed him the picture she had drawn. She had caught the man’s intense, pleading expression, the colors exploding behind him. He resembled Matt so strongly that it pained her to look at him.

Zach stared at the picture. A dream?

It wasn’t a dream, Zach. Someone is trying to send me a message.

Zach set the bat next to the bedroom door. Who?

Em sat down shakily on the bed. “I don’t know,” she signed, “yet.”


SEVEN

AUCHINMURN ISLE

THE MIDDLE AGES

Water began to drop in slices, as if the wave were a loaf of bread on the abbey’s kitchen table. Matt realized Jeannie was doing her best to break the wave up, limit its power, before the wall of water collapsed in its fatal entirety.

Draw something.

Digging frantically in his pocket for paper, his eyes stinging from the salt, Matt cursed. His pencil was stuck in the lining and he couldn’t grasp it. His fingers were frozen and felt like thumbs. He finally gripped the pencil and began to draw—a rubber raft, the kind that he’d seen helicopters dropping into a stormy ocean to rescue stranded tourists or fishermen in trouble.

As soon as he’d imagined the basic outline of the dinghy, Matt felt himself rising off the sand. In an explosion of yellow and orange light, he dropped snugly into the center of a raft.

It wasn’t enough. He kept drawing, shading, sketching, until an inflated dome settled over the raft, sealing itself around the edges with a soft hiss.

Matt was completely cocooned inside his own animation.

He licked the tip of his finger and erased a section of the shaded area on the side of the dome. As he worked, a porthole cut into the real dome and sealed itself with a fizzing zipper of light.

Outside, Matt heard an unearthly roar. The wave was falling.

He drew handles and gripped them tightly. The surging water lifted the dinghy, tossing it far from the beach to land on the hillside. It bounced, tumbling back on itself, back out over the lip of the shore to slam into the sea.

Matt’s stomach was somersaulting. Scrambling toward the little porthole as the water tipped and surged beneath his feet, he pressed his hands to the clear plastic, hunting frantically for Jeannie.

She was still on the hillside, slumped against a pine tree, tied to the trunk by the strings of her safety vest. Jeannie looked to be unconscious and battered, but still breathing.

Matt fell back on the yellow rubber and closed his eyes. Minutes passed as he steadied his breathing. You’re still alive. Jeannie too. His relief was acute.

He was beginning to feel a bit seasick when rocks and pebbles began slapping the side of the raft with increasing fury. Wiping the condensation from the small porthole with unsteady hands, Matt spotted Carik crouched on the battered shoreline, pulling an arrow from her quiver and taking aim at the raft. Solon was with her, pointing straight at the porthole.

“Aim for its eye, Carik!” Matt heard him shout.

Carik’s arrow sliced through the porthole, just missing Matt’s shoulder. He shifted as far from the porthole as he could, rummaging in his pocket for his drawing.

“No!” he yelled. “Stop!”

Matt’s flailing caused the raft to bounce and roll on the water like a struggling mammal. He had a nasty feeling that his yells sounded like an animal’s muffled growls.

“Don’t shoot! It’s me!”

The drawing must have fallen out when he was being tossed around by the wave. He needed to destroy it, and show Solon and Carik that he was no sea monster. Matt scrambled onto his knees, frantically searching. There it was, caught in the seal between the raft and the dome.

Swoosh. Another arrow flew through the hole, this time tearing his jeans and grazing Matt’s thigh.

“OW! Stop!”

Matt lunged flat on the bottom of the raft—and dropped the drawing again.

Outside, Matt could see Solon wading into the water, his eyes fierce and flashing, his sword ready to stab the strange yellow beast through its heart. Matt knew he wouldn’t be able to avoid Solon’s sword when it pierced the raft. He rolled with all his might until the raft flipped over.

Surprised by the sudden movement, Solon jumped back. Carik ducked behind an outcropping of rocks. As Solon reared back to plunge his sword into the middle of the raft, it burst before his eyes in a blaze of yellow light.

Matt lay gasping on his back on the shoreline, shards of yellow light and clumps of sand raining down on him.

Looking stricken, Solon raced over to help him up. Carik slung her quiver over her shoulder and splashed out into the sea as well. She seized Matt’s arm and shook him.
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