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  NOTE
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    	1 – THE WINDOW

  


   


  “Jordon! Where are you? You won already!” Jeremy’s voice came to him.


  Jordon snickered, then winced as his muscles ached again. He was waiting for Jeremy to pass under the arch. Problem was his muscles were starting to complain about holding the pressure on the side walls to keep him from sliding down. 


  Finally!  turned the corner and walked under the arch. 


  “Ha!” Jordon laughed as he let go. He tumbled to the ground, dragging Jeremy with him. “Ugh!”


  “Wha—” Jeremy said in shock. He pulled himself up from the ground and looked at his friend. “Where were you?” Jordon pointed up. Jeremy peered up at the rafters of the archway to the wooden castle. A few small beams that formed the arch jutted from the side walls. “You hid up there? How?”


  “I shimmied up and pushed against the walls. It wasn’t easy.”


  “I’ll say. You had to have been up there twenty minutes!”


  Jordon rubbed the muscles on his arm and shook out his legs. “At least,” he chuckled. 


  “Come on!” Jeremy said and moved towards the ramp to the upper level.


  Jordon loved the wooden castle at the park. It was at least nine feet tall with bridges, ramps, climbing ropes, a suspended cargo net, swinging tires, and a ton of other stuff for kids of all ages. A zipline ran from the top of the tower to a nearby tree covered in rubber pads to prevent injury from crashes. Right now he was following Jeremy to join the other guys they were playing with.


  Jeremy had been Jordon’s best friend since he’d moved to the island a month ago. He was the funniest cross! His hair was sort of an Irish, reddish-brown, but he claimed to be Asian-American. His eyes were hazel, but they were clearly almond-shaped like the Japanese, and he had the brightest, most catching smile Jordon had ever seen. His complexion was pale from his Japanese genes, but his build was anything but tiny! Not that he was fat, mind you — just tall and broad. He was a clear opposite to Jordon’s olive complexion, unruly dark brown hair, and chocolate eyes. While Jordon was equally as tall, he was skinny as a rail.


  Today’s clear sky brightened the large, comfortable, tree-filled park on Whidbey Island. Kids of all ages came to play at the park. It was situated right in the middle of the village of Corinth, a small, quaint community between Oak Harbor and Cornet.


  A quick game of keep away began with the Nerf ball one of the guys brought. Squeals and laughter echoed off the trees around them. None of the boys noticed the playground emptying out or the dark clouds that rolled overhead until a sudden crash of thunder replaced the laughter echoing around them. 


  “Holy smokes!” Jordon exclaimed, looking up at the storm clouds in the once clear sky. “We’d better move!”


  “See ya later!” one of the other two guys yelled as they ran off in a different direction.


  “I don’t think we’ll make it home before the storm breaks!” Jeremy yelled, running after Jordon for their bikes.


  “We’ll be closer than if we wait for the rain!”


  As if on cue, the rain began, first one splat, then two. Jordon unlocked the bikes and put the chain away quickly. The rain began picking up speed — four splats, ten splats, twenty.


  “Hurry!” Jeremy cried, grabbing his bike and taking off down the path.


  “I’m right behind you!” Jordon hopped on his bike and raced after his friend.


  The skies opened up. A torrent of rain came pouring down upon them as they rode home. 


  “No hurry now,” Jordon laughed. “We’re already drenched.” 


  Drenched they were. The cold water trickled down their faces and into their eyes. Their clothes stuck to their bodies, making it hard to pedal. Halfway home, things became worse as marble sized hailstones joined the rain.


  “Ow!” Jeremy cried as one hit him on his head. “Hurry up!”


  “I’m trying!”


  Thunder and lightning joined the rain, creating a creepy, scary scene. The darkness was unusual for the middle of the day. It was hard to see and harder to pick up speed. Gusts of wind tried to push them off the path and only made the cold rain colder.


  In a time that seemed like forever rather than twenty minutes, the boys made it home. They dropped their bikes off in Jordon’s garage. They had noticed Jacobie, Jeremy’s little brother, sitting in their garage next door waiting for the rain to stop.


   Jacobie was quite different from Jeremy. He was tall for his seven years of age, dark brown skinned, and had tightly wound, curly hair. Jacobie was from Jamaica. Jordon found out fast that the Blackhursts' seven kids were all adopted from different countries. 


  “Go inside!” Jeremy yelled to his brother as he and Jordon ran for Jordon’s back door. Dripping through the house, they ran up to Jordon’s room and changed into dry clothes. 


  “I’ll get you a bag to take your stuff home in,” Jordon said as they made their way downstairs.


  “Put those wet clothes in the dryer!” Jordon’s mom yelled to them from her craft room. She was organizing her materials and finding places for things. Her strawberry-blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail. “And call Jeremy’s folks to tell them where he is!”


  “Ok!” both boys answered in unison.


  The boys got some hot chocolate and cookies and went downstairs. After dropping their clothes in the dryer and turning it on, they plopped in front of the TV. 


  “Movie or games?” Jordon asked.


  Jeremy shrugged. “Games, I guess.”


  The boys turned on the video game system and got involved in Off-road Racing. Cries and yells could be heard as they challenged each other in race after race. 


  “Man, I wish we had a window down here,” Jordon commented looking up. “I can’t tell what’s going on outside.”


  “But you do have a window, don’t you?” Jeremy asked, confused. He looked around the room.


  “There’re no windows down here.”


  “There has to be one. You have a window outside.”


  “Huh? What are you talking about?”


  Jeremy had known a lot about Jordon’s house. He’d grown up next door to it since he was a baby. Still, Jordon had been through almost every inch of the place, short of the attic, and there was no window in the basement.


   “Come on. I’ll show you!” 


  Jordon followed Jeremy out the side door. Luckily, the rain had subsided to a thin drizzle. Jeremy led his friend to the back of the house. They watched the concrete foundation as they walked around the house. Sure enough, as Jeremy pushed a bush aside, a window appeared at the far corner of the house. It wasn’t a large one, only six small panes. They were filthy. Even after scraping off some of the outside dirt, the boys couldn’t see inside.


  “That’s weird. Do you think someone covered it up from the inside?” Jordon asked.


  “I don’t know.”


  Jordon looked up. From what he could see from the first floor, the little window was under the dining room. Jordon tried to picture the basement. The stairs went from the kitchen towards the front of the house. That meant this should be away from the family room. Jordon paced his way back to the corner of the house. Sixteen paces. 


  “What are you thinking?” Jeremy asked.


  “I think someone covered up this window. I want to find out where it is in the basement, so I counted the distance from the window to the corner. Come on. We’ll see where it is downstairs.” The boys went back downstairs, through the family room, through the laundry room, and into the storage room. 


  “What do you think? One pace inside the house to account for the walls?” Jordon asked as they moved to the corner at the back wall.


  “Sounds good.”


  “One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight,” Jordon counted out loud. “Nine, ten, eleven, twelve. Huh?” Jordon was staring at a concrete wall.


  “Let me try,” Jeremy suggested. He went back to the far wall and counted his pace towards the wall. “Twelve. But didn’t you say it was sixteen?”


  “Yeah, less the one for the walls should be fifteen.” Jordon stared at the concrete wall in front of him. He walked along it to about halfway under the house where it met with the laundry, utility, and storage rooms, turned, and continued to the outside wall. 


  “It’s really crazy,” Jeremy pondered. “Why make a basement with an area that isn’t available?”


  “I think it is available, or was. I think someone sealed it off, but it doesn’t make sense. Look!” Jordon pointed towards the ceiling beams. A 2x4 ran width-wise along the upper length of the concrete wall. Wooden supports were nailed to the beams from underneath. The concrete didn’t go all the way up.


  “Is that normal for a house?” Jeremy asked.


  “Beats me, but I don’t think so. See?” he pointed towards the outside wall. The beams for the floor above were just an inch or two higher than the concrete wall. “And see where this wall meets that one? The concrete is lower.”


   “Jeremy!” It was Mrs. Hallstead calling from the top of the stairs.


  “Yeah?” he called coming into the laundry room.


  “Your mom called. It’s time for dinner!”


  “Ok!” He sighed. “I gotta go. We can check this out more tomorrow. I’ll bring a flashlight so we can look better. Maybe we can use it to see inside the window from the outside.” He reached into the dryer for his clothes.


  “Sure,” Jordon replied thinking. “Ya know, my dad has that power-beam in the boat. Maybe that would work.”


  “Maybe. Anyway, I gotta go. Don’t go snooping without me!” Jeremy’s voice was stern.


  Jordon laughed. “Sure. We’re a team. In the meantime, I’ll see what I can find out about concrete construction. It might give us a clue. Of course, we could be way wrong. It could just be a boarded-up stairway to outside.”


  Jeremy shook his head. “I don’t think so. I’ve never seen an outside door to here. You know, like the one on my house that goes into the basement.”


  Jordon shrugged. “It’s a thought. See ya tomorrow.”


  “Right!”


   


  Sunday was cold and rainy. The forecast was for thunderstorms throughout the day. Jordon’s mood was as bad as the weather. To make matters worse, his father wouldn’t believe him about the window on the outside. 


  “It’s probably just an old window that someone boarded up from the inside,” his father replied with that tolerant smile. He really didn’t care. He had tests to grade. Mike Hallstead was a college professor in the Mathematics department of the local college. The position brought them to Corinth, but it also took up the majority of his father’s time.


  “Sure,” Jordon replied. As he began to leave the room, he had an idea. “Dad, can I have my time online?”


  “Don’t see why not. All your homework is done, right?”


  “Yes.”


  “Sure, son. Go have fun online.”


  “Thanks, Dad!” Jordon hurried to his room and quickly pulled up his computer. He used several different search engines to scour the internet until he managed to pull up a few construction notes for building basements, but none of them showed him plans like he found in his basement. Suddenly, he came upon a diagram for a concrete shed. It showed how to set the forms to pour the concrete and use 2x4 beams as upright supports to add a roof. The construction looked incredibly similar to what he’d seen in his basement. Jordon got an idea.


  After logging off the computer, he ran to the garage and found a hammer. He ran downstairs eager to try his idea.


  “What’s your hurry?” his older brother asked from the couch.


  “Huh?” Jordon responded surprised. “What’re you doing down here? I thought you had homework.”


  “Did it. Wanna play?” D.J. motioned towards the video game he was playing on the family TV. 


  Jordon watched for a few minutes, feigning interest, and he groaned inside. Dang! He couldn’t do anything down here with D.J. home. The hammer would make too much noise. and Mr. Noseybody would come asking questions. Ultimately, he joined the video game to wait until D.J. went upstairs. It took long enough!


  Jordon waited until the coast was clear, listening to D.J. climbing the stairs. Quietly, he made his way into the laundry room, then through to the storage area at the back. He moved carefully to the corner he and Jeremy were examining yesterday. He tapped the hammer against the outside wall. A dull, muffled thump responded. He turned towards the other wall and repeated the tapping. He still received a dull thump, but not quite as muffled. A lesson he learned from his father before they moved came to his mind. His father used the hammer to find the studs in the wall the same way Jordon just examined the walls. 


  “When you hear that hollow thud,” his father explained, “there’s no stud behind it. But when the thud sounds solid, that’s where your stud is.” His father let him try to find the second stud after his demonstration. Jordon was able to locate the second stud for the rack his mother wanted hung in the kitchen.


  “I wonder,” Jordon thought, “if the same thing applies to concrete? If it’s hollow, there’s nothing there. If it sounds solid, it’s backed by dirt. Hmmm?”


  “Come on, Jordon,” his mother’s voice interrupted his thoughts. “Dinnertime!”


  Jordon reluctantly dropped the hammer and moved back towards the TV room. He went up for dinner, mulling things over in his head. 


   


  A little bit later, Jeremy opened the door to Jordon’s room and let himself in. Jordon was just lying on his bed staring at the ceiling. He had all kinds of ideas swarming through his brain.


  “What’s up?” Jeremy asked.


  Jordon shrugged. “I’m not sure. I really couldn’t find much about construction, at least not the way we’re looking at it. I did find a page about a concrete shed. The upper part of the building is about the same as the wall we were looking at. See?” He showed Jeremy the page he’d printed off the internet.


  “That does look similar, but would people have built the house over a shed?”


  “I don’t think so. My dad said this house is really old.”


  “My dad did, too. He said this house has been here for almost a hundred years.”


  Jordon gave a short laugh. “I’d believe it. There’s enough spiders and cobwebs to give the impression it’s twice that old.”


  “So whadda we do?” Jeremy asked.


  Jordon proceeded to tell Jeremy about his experiment with the hammer. He explained about the stud idea. “I don’t know if it means anything, but there’s a different sound on the second wall than there is on the first.”


  “Did you ask your dad about it?”


  “Nah. He’d start thinking I was into this construction thing and start bringing home all kinds of books about it.” Jordon grimaced.


  “Yuk! Who’d want to spend their summer doin’ that?”


  “I dunno. Not me! But my dad thinks that way. If you ask too many questions about similar subjects, he thinks you’re gung-ho into learning about it!”


  “Stay away from your dad.”


  “Mmm-hmm.” Jordon nodded. “Anyway, did ya bring that flashlight?"


  Jeremy pulled a small flashlight out of his pants pocket with a grin. “It’s tiny, but it’s got a good beam.”


  “Good. I got one, too.” He held up his own. “We can go check.”


  The boys started down the stairs. “Oh, wait! You didn’t see D.J. when you came in, did you?”


  Jeremy nodded. “Yeah. He was sitting on the hall stairs on his phone with someone. Sounded mushy, like it might’ve been a girl.”


  Jordon rolled his eyes. “Good. It’ll keep him out of our way.”


  As they boys passed through the hall, they had to climb over D.J. to get down past him. “Ya could move, ya know, Deej!” Jordon complained. D.J. didn’t answer but continued his phone call. 


  As they went through the kitchen, the boys took some cookies from the cookie jar. Double-chocolate chip. Yum! They chewed happily as they moved down to the basement, but they came to a stop at the laundry room. Mrs. Hallstead was doing the laundry.


  “Whatcha up to, boys?” she asked cheerily.


  “Um.... we’re gonna watch TV.” Jordon replied thinking fast.


  “Good thing to do on a miserable, rainy day,” she replied.


  “Let’s see what’s on,” Jordon pushed Jeremy towards the TV. The boys sifted through several channels before finding something worth watching.


  “How long before she goes upstairs?” Jeremy whispered.


  Jordon shrugged. “It depends on how bored she gets folding laundry,” he whispered back.


  It didn’t take too long. About fifteen minutes later, Mrs. Hallstead went to go upstairs, carrying a laundry basket of folded clothes. “There’s a pile of your clothes to go up to your room, Jordon. Take them with you when you go up.”


  “Ok, Mom!”


  “Dad and I are going to the store. We’ll be back in a while.”


  “Ok.” Perfect!


  The boys waited with rapidly beating hearts until the upstairs door closed. Racing, they jumped over the chairs they were in and ran through the laundry room. Quietly, Jordon closed the door to the storage room behind him. The boys turned on the flashlights and peered around the room.


  “Here,” Jordon said, flipping on the dim light in the room. “This will help us a little bit.”


  “Ya know, you got all these lines going up and down all through the wall,” Jeremy said.


  “I know, but I think that’s from the forms.”


  “The what?”


  “Forms. That’s what they call the stuff they use to mold the concrete. You know, kind of like a play dough mold.”


  “Oh.”


  For the better part of an hour the boys examined every inch of the wall. They were about to give up when Jeremy noticed at large nail sticking out of the 2 x 4 at the top. It didn’t appear to be holding anything in place.


  “That’s a strange place for a nail,” he mentioned to Jordon. He reached up and tried to pull it out of the stud. It pulled out of the wall slightly. A dull click was heard, and a thin slab of concrete swung outward without a sound.


  “Holy smokes!” Jeremy muttered.


  “You can say that again,” Jordon replied. The two boys slowly shone their flashlights into the space behind the wall. “That and a whole lot more!”


  Tiny flecks danced in the beams of the flashlights. A thick layer of dust covered everything. The room wasn’t large, maybe eight feet by eight feet. The wall opposite the door was lined with shelves. Most of the shelves were filled with dark-covered books. The wall to their left had a huge piece of paper on it. Through the dirt, they really couldn’t tell what was on it. To their right was the window high up on the wall covered in so much dirt and grime it was nearly impossible to see out of it. In the right-hand corner stood a brick and wood pedestal. The basic stand was made of the bricks. The top, angling down nicely, was a stained, wooden board with a book laid open on it. In the middle of the room was an old, wooden lab table. Several tubes, bottles, beakers, and glass chambers were connected together on one end of the table. A few metal cans were underneath one of the bottles. Papers were strewn across that end near what might have been an experiment.


  The liquid was dried up. The papers were fragile and brittle. The room felt like a tomb, yet there were no people in it. 


  “What is all this stuff?” Jeremy asked.


  “I haven’t the foggiest idea!” Jordon replied. “But it’s old.”


  “There’s ashes in the cans; at least, I think it’s ashes,” Jeremy said looking around the table.


  “Don’t touch anything!” Jordon warned. “It might be booby-trapped.”


  Jeremy turned and looked at him with a look that asked if he was for real. “Ya know, sometimes you scare me!”


  “Sorry,” Jordon looked at his friend. He heard the TV channel change. “I think we should save examining this until after school tomorrow.”


  “What?” Jeremy looked unbelievingly at his friend.


  “Shhh!” Jordon pleaded and pointed towards the TV room. “D.J.’s off the phone. I don’t want anyone else to know about this just yet. If my dad finds out, he’ll confiscate the room. If my mom finds out, all this neat stuff will end up in the trash! I want to examine it all first!”


  “So how will tomorrow help?”


  “Mom doesn’t get home from work until almost five. Dad won’t be home until late. He’s got a four o’clock class. D.J. works on Mondays. We’ll have the whole house to ourselves from three till five. That will give us a good idea of what’s here.”


  Jeremy looked around the room. There had to be fifty or more books on the shelves, papers on the table, stuff all over. It would take them a whole lot longer than two hours to check it all out. Finally, he agreed.


  “Ok. Tomorrow right after school. I’ll tell my mom we’re going to do homework together.”


  “You tell her that, and we’d better do some homework!”


  “This is homework. It can be...a history project!” Jeremy’s eyes sparkled mischievously at the thought.


  Jordon laughed. “Yeah. Real history! Come on.” Quietly, the boys closed the door. They were surprised at how light the slab was and how the nail clicked right back into place without a sound—not a creak, squeal, or whine. “I’d love to know what that door is made of!”


  “Me, too. My bedroom door creaks more than that! Come on.”


  Jordon picked up his laundry pile on their way through the laundry. Sure enough, D.J. was at the TV playing his game. He didn’t give them any notice as they wandered through the TV room and back upstairs to Jordon’s room.
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    	2 - DISCOVERY

  


   


  School on Monday dragged. It seemed the clock wouldn’t move. Five minutes. Fifteen minutes. Even lunchtime went on and on and on. Would the day never end?


  Finally, the bell rang. Jordon and Jeremy raced home as quickly as possible. Jordon waited outside as Jeremy ran inside, dropped his backpack on the floor, grabbed a quick sandwich, and raced back outside. They flew into Jordon’s house.


  Jordon dropped his backpack just inside the door near the coat rack. They went into the kitchen for an after-school snack for Jordon.


  “Ready?” Jordon asked.


  “You bet!” The two boys hurried down the stairs into the basement.


  “Here,” Jordon stopped near their camping gear. He pulled a lantern off the shelf. “We could probably use this.” Jeremy nodded.


  The house seemed to pound with their heartbeats as they moved to the hidden doorway. Looking at each other, Jordon pulled the nail. The faint click was heard in the quiet, and the door silently swung open. The ghostly shrine was once again in view. The boys entered quietly, looking around as if expecting something or someone to jump out. 


  Jordon placed the lantern on the worktable in the middle and lit it. The soft glow of the lantern highlighted the surrounding environment. The boys studied it quietly for a few moments.


  “Where do we start?” Jeremy asked.


  “With that window!” Jordon said decisively. He grabbed a towel off the workbench, turned the clean side out, and scrubbed as much of the dirt off the window as he could. The bush-filtered sunlight drifted into the room, adding more brightness to the light from the lantern. Jordon nodded. “At least now we can see!”


  The boys looked at the variety of pictures, drawings, and bottles around the room. The experiment on the table was totally dried out. Dust and tiny crystals filled the bottoms of the beakers and test tubes. The tabletop was so worn and old that the wood had completely dried out and had splinters sticking out of it. 


  The books on the shelves were covered with leather bindings. Some of them had titles on the sides, but most were blank. They tried to read the titles of the books, but the dirt on them was too thick. They pulled one or two down to find they were mostly journals with some kind of scientific notations. 


  “This guy must have been a scientist or an inventor or something,” Jordon said, putting another book back.


  Jeremy had wandered over to the podium. He looked at the book there. Carefully, he blew the dust off the yellowing pages then sneezed as the particles tickled his nose. He read the words slowly.


  “This doesn’t make sense,” Jeremy remarked.


  “What doesn’t?” Jordon asked, coming to look over his friend’s shoulder.


   


  “The porthold can be obtained by charging 256 g. each of pure Strontium, Yttrium, and Zirconium to the -2 per atom creating a negative push equal amongst the three metals. Placing these items in an equilateral triangle 1.72 m. apart in a rock bed far enough below the surface to allow for 26.2 m.t. of geologic pressure, will open the hold sufficient for a person to slip through. The hold will remain until one of the metallic masses is removed, the distances changed, or the negative charge is altered. Note: Only a -2 charge per atom has sustained the hold. -1, -3, -4, etc, has had no effect, nor has any positive charge.”


   


  “What’s it mean?” Jeremy asked.


  “You got me!” Jordon stared at it.


  “I know what an atom is,” Jeremy stated.


  “Me, too. And I can guess from this these are metals.”


  “Ok. But what’s the minus two?”


  “I don’t know. Electrons? Neutrons? I think those were the negative parts of an atom. But which one?” Jeremy shrugged. “And why would you want to put them 1.72 miles below the surface?”


  “What’s a rock bed?”


  “That’s easy. That’s a place full of rocks, like a rock garden, or a mountain.”


  “Hmmm. Why would you need 26.2 teaspoons of geology pressure?”


  “I think that’s 26.2 tons. It’s talking about the rock bed. I don’t think they’d measure that in teaspoons.”


  “Oh. Ok, but what’s this porthold?”


  “I’m not sure, but maybe it’s some kind of door. See here? He mentions that a person can go through it.”


  Jeremy turned the page. There was a map on this side. 


   


  [image: Dockers Map] 


   


   


  “I know where that is!” Jeremy said pointing to Docker’s cave. “Our class went there for a field trip to examine the stalagmites and stalactites that are forming there. It’s awesome!”


  “What’s this red striped thing?” Jordon asked.


  “That’s where the path has been blocked off. There’s some kind of danger below there. No one’s allowed to go past the blockade.” Jeremy looked the map over again. “This ‘X’ must mean something.”


  “X marks the spot?” Jordon asked.


  “Could be.”


  “Who wrote this?” Jordon reached around, grasped the front of the book, and closed it enough to see the cover. The dark-brown, leather-bound book was engraved with golden lettering.


   


  Journal


  Steven M. Deavareaux


   


  “Jor-don!” Mrs. Hallstead’s voice came faintly. “Jordon? Are you down there?”


  Time must have flown. Jordon raced into the laundry room. “I’m here!” he said, moving towards the family room. Thankfully, his mother was still at the top of the stairs.


  “Is Jeremy with you?”


  “Yes.”


  “His mother wants him home.”


  “Ok!”


  Jordon returned to the lab. Jeremy had already turned off the lantern and flashlights and closed the door. “Your mom wants you,” Jordon informed him.


  Jeremy nodded. “Ok. Come on.” Both boys walked towards Jeremy’s house thoughtfully. “You wanted me?” Jeremy asked his mother.


  “Your room needs cleaning, now!” his mother said firmly.


  “Now?”


  “Now.”


  “Is it ok if I help him?” Jordon asked.


  “Sure,” Mrs. Blackhurst smiled. “Maybe he’ll actually get it done!”


  The boys raced up the stairs and slammed the door closed. They looked around the room.  There were clothes all over, toys strewn across the floor, and papers crumpled in corners and on the desk. 


  “Boy, and my mom complains about my room!” Jordon exclaimed. He began picking up some clothes, looked at them, and wrinkled his nose. “How long have these been on your floor?”


  Jeremy shrugged. “I dunno.”


  “Safe to assume they go in the laundry?”


  Jeremy nodded. “I guess so. I usually just throw all my clothes in the laundry when I clean my room. I never know which ones are clean and which are dirty.”


   

* * * * * * * * * *

 


  Jeremy’s 10-year-old sister, Annese, came from her room with her arms full of laundry. She wandered down the hall to the bathroom and dropped her clothes down the laundry chute. On her way back, she heard some noise coming from Jeremy’s room. Looking up and down the hall, she found herself alone, so she leaned into Jeremy’s door to listen.


  “Where’s this Deception Pass?” she heard Jordon ask.


  “It’s in the park area at the north end of the island. You know, the one with the big bridge going over the inlet?”


  “I’d love to go checking out that map.”


  “Me, too.” Jeremy agreed. “Hey!” The noise inside the room stopped. “We can! We can go hiking in the park on Saturday, and, of course, we can just happen to find the path that leads to the caves. And no one could blame us for being curious.”


  “But what about that barricade?” Jordon said.


  “Barricade? What barricade?” Jeremy replied pointedly.


  Silence loomed for a moment. “Sure,” Jordon agreed. “That sounds like a great day. We can leave early, like about 9:00. That way we’ll have all day to explore the park. We can pack a lunch and some snacks.”


  “What about chores?” Jeremy asked. “My mom will freak if I don’t do my chores.”


  “Get them done Friday night!”


  “Yeah!” Jeremy smiled. “This’ll be fun!”


  “I’ll make a copy of the map between now and then. We can follow it down to that one cave at the bottom.”


  “Ok. I think we have some rope in the garage I can bring along.”


  “Rope?” Jordon was puzzled.


  “Sure! All cave explorers bring rope with them, don’t they?”


   “I guess. I never thought about it before.” Jordon said thoughtfully, then became excited. “We’ll probably need flashlights.”


  “And jackets. It’ll be down around water level. Probably damp and cold. “


  “Probably. So, we’re set?”


  “Set. 9:00 Saturday morning!”


  Annese leaned away from the door with a grin. She tiptoed quietly towards her own room. An adventure, huh? “9:00 Saturday morning it is!” she whispered to herself with a grin. “I’ll be ready!”
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  The week seemed to drag. Nothing, it seemed, would make it go faster. The boys planned their adventure as best they could, lengthening the list of items they thought they’d need. Each did their chores throughout the week, walking on eggshells to ensure safety. Getting grounded would be worse than death right now!


  Finally, Saturday arrived. It was a beautiful spring day. The sun was rising without a cloud in the sky. A gentle breeze was coming in off the inlet. Jeremy heard Jordon come in the back door downstairs.


  “Come in, Jordon,” Mrs. Blackhurst called. She smiled warmly at him. “He’s in his room.”


  “Thanks, Mrs. B.” Jordon’s thudding footfalls were heard all the way upstairs. “Ready?” he asked anxiously as he came into Jeremy’s room.


  “Yep,” Jeremy replied grabbing his backpack. “Let’s go!” The two boys excitedly ran downstairs and through the kitchen. “Bye, Mom!”


  “Whoa! Hold it!” The boys stopped so short you could hear the screeching of their sneakers on the linoleum. Slowly, they turned towards Mrs. Blackhurst, gazing warily at her.


  “Yeah?” Jeremy asked cautiously.


  “Bed made?”


  “Yes.”


  “Clothes put away?”


  “Yes.”


  “In the dresser, not under the bed?”


  “Mo-om!”


  Mrs. Blackhurst smiled. “Bathroom cleaned?”


  “That’s Kianne’s job this week.”


  Mrs. Blackhurst nodded understandingly. She came over with two bags of cookies and fruit. She handed them to Jeremy. “You boys might like these to snack on. Now, obey the traffic laws, be careful, and be back by dark.” Both boys nodded. “You have your wallet?”


  “Yes!” Jeremy replied exasperated. He glanced sideways as Jordon nudged him in warning.


  “I have mine, too,” Jordon replied.


  “Good. Have fun at the park.”


  Jordon and Jeremy waited only a heartbeat before bolting out the door before Mrs. Blackhurst could think of something else for them to do. “Bye!” they yelled back as the door slammed behind them. 


  “Got your bike?” Jeremy asked.


  “Right here. Let’s get yours!” Jordon picked up his bike from the driveway where he had laid it down.


  Jordon and Jeremy came up short in the garage as they looked towards the bikes. Annese stood near the bikes with her arms crossed and dressed in jeans and a T-shirt. Her pink backpack was over her shoulders.


  “Hi,” she smiled.


  “Hi what?” Jeremy scowled. “Where’re you goin’?”


  “With you.”


  “Oh, no!” both boys responded together. “No way!”


  Annese’s wide grin riled Jeremy. “Yes way,” she giggled. “Either I come with you, or I’m telling Mom where you’re really going.”


  “We’re hiking in the park. It’s a guy’s hike! No cry-baby girls allowed!”


  “I’m not a cry-baby! Besides, I know full well you’re going down into the caves! You didn’t tell THAT to Mom!”


  “So what if we are?” Jeremy countered. “Nothin’ wrong with that.”


  “There is when you’re planning to go past the “Do Not Enter” sign! I know where you’re going, Jeremy Kent!”


  “You’re not coming!” Jeremy growled.


  “Fine, I’ll just tell Mom!” Jeremy and Jordon flinched as she pushed past the two boys and marched towards the house. “Mo-om!” she yelled. “Mom?”


  “Ok!” Jeremy covered her mouth fast. “You can go!”


  “Jeremy!” Jordon cried. Jeremy shrugged helplessly. 


  “What is it, Annese?” their mother replied.


  Jeremy let go of Annese. “I’m going to the park with Jeremy!” she sang.


  “Did the boys invite you to go?” Mrs. Blackhurst asked suspiciously.


  “Yes!” Annese lied.


  “Over your dead body!” Jeremy grumbled.


  “Ok,” Mrs. Blackhurst hesitated. “Don’t be a pain!”


  “Too late,” Jeremy grumbled.


  “Ok!” She smiled at Jeremy as she got her bike.


  “Either keep up or go home!” Jeremy bit out his instruction as he wheeled his bike out front.


  The three were off. They moved quickly through town and out towards the water. They picked up the bike path that led through the park.


  “There,” Jeremy smiled as they passed the playground. “We didn’t lie. We went to the park.”


  “Can we stop to play?” Annese asked, watching the children playing.


  “You can,” Jeremy hoped. “We’ve got stuff to do.”


  The boys watched Annese look back at the playground for only a moment. If she didn’t hurry, she’d miss out on whatever the boys were up to. Unfortunately, putting on a burst of speed, she caught up to the boys.


  The path wound its way through trees and flowers. It was never very far from the water. Looking out over the small swells on Skagit Bay, they could see sailboats. A large tour boat from Mystic Ocean Tours was heading towards Deception Pass on its way out to the ocean. The water flipped and flicked as it licked against the island beaches. Hope Island sat in the middle of the bay backdropped by the woodlands of the Swinomish Indian Reservation. All in all, the day was perfect!


  The path glided to the left and began to climb the hillside. Eventually, the incline became too steep, so the kids walked their bikes up the path.


  “This way,” Jeremy led them off the bike path onto a narrower footpath. The wooden sign at the top pointed towards “Docker’s Cave.” 


  The path itself became a little rocky. It wasn’t long before they came to a clearing where the groups gathered before a tour. It was a small clearing, no bigger than a city back yard, covered in small, gravel rocks. Tall trees surrounded the clearing, with a small path going towards the north. An old, white, ticket booth stood on the western end of the clearing. The paint on it was chipping so badly you could barely read the “Welcome Booth” label over the window. The sign in the window read “Closed”. A small, wooden pavilion with several long benches was built on the northern end. Instructions were painted on a piece of board nailed to the stud nearest the path. They stood next to a bike rack positioned near the footpath. No one was there.


  “Perfect,” Jordon grinned. “Which way?”


  “Here,” Jeremy suggested. “We’d better lock our bikes while we’re down there. We can’t take them into the caves. The path is too narrow.” 


  “Good idea. Come here, Annese,” Jordon directed her towards the bike rack. He carefully locked her bike with his as Jeremy glared at his sister. The boys looked at each other with anticipation and nodded.


  “This way,” Jeremy took the lead.


  They followed the narrow path along the steep outer hillside. It was just wide enough for one person at a time. From the surface, one wouldn’t suspect a series of caves were here. Bright green leaves filled the bushes and trees along the path. The sounds of bees and birds filled the air. The thick foliage blocked the water from here. The rocky path led downward. Although it wasn’t very steep, you could feel the difference in the altitude before long. They came across the mouth of the first cave. Looking up, Jeremy pointed to the pipes that brought electricity into the cave for the tourists. At this time of the day, with the lights off, only the first 40 or 50 feet was visible. Between the shadow of the brush and the darkness of the cave, it was impossible to see what lie ahead.


  “Come on,” Jeremy said. “The roadblock is this way.”


  Jeremy watched as Jordon put Annese between the two boys. She was clinging to the rock face to her left. The look on her face said she wondered if this was such a good idea.


  “Keep walking, Annese!” Jordon pushed. “It’s just a path!”


  They came to another cave opening. This one was also dark. There were pipes at the top of the mouth indicating the electrician’s presence. It seemed a little cooler, but certainly not cold.


  “What cave is this?” Jordon asked.


  “I don’t know. What does the map say?”


  Jordon pulled his copy of the map out of his jeans’ pocket. He laid it open against the rock face. “Here’s Docker’s Cave,” he pointed to the first one. “And we haven’t reached the road block. This must be the one he marked as Stalagmites.”


  “Ok.” Jeremy said. “Two more to go.” He pointed to the other two caves. “Come on. Hurry. I think I hear people behind us.”


  “It could just be the echo from the bay,” Jordon replied nonchalantly.


  “I don’t want to take a chance. Let’s move!”


  The kids followed the path down farther. They came across a worn, red and white barricade across the pass. The weathering on it said it hadn’t been maintained in a long time. They looked over it and saw the path dropped steeply. No wonder it was off limits. Jeremy looked back. Stalagmite Cave was a good 250 feet behind them. Still, he didn’t want anyone seeing them go past the blockade.


  “Let’s make this quick!” he urged.


  Jordon nodded and led the way under the barricade. “Come on, Neesie!” He moved towards the steep pathway ahead as Annese and Jeremy shimmied under the sign. The two slipped and slid down the path.


  “It feels like it might have been washed out!” Jordon yelled back.


  “Don’t yell!” Jeremy hushed. “Sound echoes around here.”


  “Oh, yeah!” Jordon whispered. 


   

 * * * * * * * * * *


   


  Annese stumbled as she tried to keep up with the boys. Several times she scraped her arm against the side of the mountain. Problem was the only thing between her and the river below were the trees and bushes that dotted the hillside. There wasn’t much of a guardrail.


  Once under the barricade, the pathway became slippery. Tiny stones and loose gravel lay across the path, making it difficult to travel. Twice, Jordon stopped to help or catch Annese on the way down.


  “Let her do it herself!” Jeremy grumbled. “She wanted to come.”


  “She’s only ten,” Jordon scowled back. “She may not be wanted, but I’m not going to let her get hurt on purpose.”


  “You’re right,” Jeremy sighed. Annese’s hopeful expression dimmed as Jeremy stuck his finger in her face. “But don’t think I’m enjoying you on this trip!” 


  Annese backed up and glared at her brother. “I’m tired of being left out of everything! I can handle it!” 


  “Yeah! Right! Get moving!” Jeremy motioned ahead of him.


   


  The path dipped a bit towards the bottom and rose slightly to the mouth of another cave. The three kids stared into the cave with wide eyes. The mouth was completely covered by tumbled rocks.


  “This one’s Bundee’s Grave,” Jordon said, looking at the map again.


  “Looks like a landslide,” Jeremy said, staring at it. “Or a cave-in.”


  Annese wet her lips. “Do you think.....”


  “That they’re dead?” Jordon finished for her. “I’d say so.”


  Annese shook her head. “That we’ll end up....”


  “Not as long as you don’t yell, and Humphrey’s Row is still open,” Jeremy replied. “Come on. Let’s find it.”


  “I wonder why he called it Bundee’s Grave?” Annese asked.


  Jeremy shrugged. “I’ll bet someone named Bundee died in the cave in.”


  “Duh!” Jordon replied.


  Jeremy nodded. “Come on.”


  Excitement built as Jeremy led the way down the path this time. The bushes had gotten sharper and less green. More loose dirt covered the path, making it slippery. A look down the hillside on their right showed the water only a few hundred feet below them.


  This path wasn’t as steep but still descended the mountainside. It felt like they were going all the way around the end of the island before they finally came to the cave entrance. Interestingly enough, the path dead-ended at the cave entry. The brush around it was so thick you would miss the cave from the bay. 


  They slipped into the mouth of the cave. It was fairly level. They couldn’t see more than 15 feet in front of them. The sounds of water could be heard echoing from the distance of the cave. 


  “Flashlights?” Jeremy asked excitedly.


  “You bet!” Jordon agreed. The two boys took off their backpacks and sifted through for the flashlights they brought with them. “I’ve got extra batteries if we need them.”


  “Good thinking.”


  They flashed the beams inside the cave. The darkness parted to reveal its secrets. Nothing more than brown rock. Jeremy led the way into the cave, following the path made by the wall. Jeremy flashed his light towards the ceiling and froze.


  “What is it?” Jordon asked.


  Jeremy put his finger to his lips and pointed a finger at the ceiling. Jordon and Annese looked up. Large, black shadows splotched the ceiling of the cave.


  “What’s so big about black rocks?” Annese asked. Her voice reverberated through the cave. The black spots moved.


  Jordon put his hand over her mouth. “They aren’t rocks,” he whispered. “Don’t talk loud. Whisper.”


  “They’re bats,” Jeremy informed her.


  “Bats!” she shrieked. Loud fluttering surrounded them as the bats above them took flight.


  “Duck!” Jordon yelled. He pulled Annese to the ground as they dropped. The bats squealed and squeaked as they flew around. Some flew out of the mouth of the cave. Others flew about checking the air, then settled back on the ceiling. In only a few moments the rush was over.


  “Do not yell!” Jeremy ordered in a hushed whisper. “The bats won’t hurt you. You aren’t an insect! But they can be a real pain!” Annese nodded.


   “Let’s see where this leads,” Jordon suggested more calmly.


   As they moved towards the back of the cave, they noticed the air getting very cold. The dampness clung to their skin and chilled their already sweaty bodies. The ground was a mixture of rock and sand. The walls seemed to eat up the glow from their flashlights.


   “Limestone?” Jordon asked, pointing at the floor.


  “I don’t know. I don’t know what these caves are made of,” Jeremy replied. “It’s possible, I guess.”


   “What’s limestone?” Annese asked.


  “It’s a soft type of rock. It’s usually what sand is made of. It’s kind of a yellowy-brown.”


   Jordon’s explanation was accepted by Annese, but she continued to cling to the boys. Jeremy noticed her shivering. She was getting chilled and probably hadn’t thought about bringing a jacket. He reached into his pack and pulled out an extra sweatshirt. He threw it at her and watched as she put it on.


  The walls of the cave weren’t much different from the rock face. Ugly, brown rocks and dirt. Some of the dirt slid off as the boys touched the walls to peer around curves.


   “How will we know when we find it?” Jeremy asked.


  “Your guess is as good as mine,” Jordon replied curiously. “He didn’t leave instructions or landmarks.”


  “Who’s this ‘he’?” Annese asked.


   “Don’t know,” Jeremy replied,looking at another wall. “’He’ is the guy that wrote the book we found. Some guy named Deavareaux.”


  “Are you trying to tell me you’re on a treasure hunt from a storybook you found?” Annese sounded incredulous.


  “No,” Jordon replied. “It was a science journal. The guy did experiments.”


  They had come to a large, round enclosure at the back of the cave. The ground was level and smooth. The dampness had all but disappeared. They could feel a faint shift in the air here. Carefully examining the walls, floor, and ceiling led nowhere. There wasn’t anything different here than anywhere else in the cave.


  “I’m hungry!” Annese complained.


  “The reflection seems a little brighter here,” Jordon remarked. “Why not set the flashlights up in the middle near that wall and have lunch. We aren’t finding anything.”


  “I am a bit hungry.” Jeremy agreed. “What time is it?” 


  Jordon looked at his watch. “Five to one.”


  “Wow! That took a long time! Let’s eat.”


  The boys set up the flashlights in the middle. They noticed Annese make herself comfortable near the wall. She probably wanted something firm against her back. She was afraid of something sneaking up on her. The boys sat opposite her. They all pulled their lunches and snacks out of their backpacks.


  “What’d you pack, Neese?” Jeremy asked.


  “Peanut Butter and Honey. What about you?”


  “Mom made me tuna. Jordon, what’ve you got?”


  “Pepperoni!” Jordon smiled. “Nothing better!”


  The kids all laughed quietly. Annese took a bite of her sandwich and leaned back against the wall. Suddenly, she was gone!


  “Annese!” Jeremy yelled wide-eyed. He’d watched his sister fall through the wall and disappear from sight.


  The cave echoed his voice, “Neese. Neese. Neese,” in the eerie silence.
 


   [image: cave wall]


  
    	4 - ASTERIA

  


   


  “Annese!” Jeremy cried and ran to the wall.


  Annese’s head popped back through the wall. “You guys gotta come see this! It’s awesome!” Her head disappeared back through the wall. `


  Jeremy looked at Jordon in shock. Together, they tentatively touched the wall. It appeared solid enough. Strangely, though, as they pressed, their hands slid right through the cold stone. The boys shrugged, then proceeded to “walk” through the wall.


  “Wow!” Jeremy exclaimed, looking around.


  “Cool!” Jordon whispered, stunned.


  The room about them changed almost completely. The brown rocks here were much darker, almost black. Shining streaks of yellow, blue, and green sparkled out of the walls, creating their own light. The enclosure was much larger with a large passageway heading out to their right. Several areas looked as if seats had been carved right into the walls of the cave. About six stalactite pillars seemed to hold up the ceiling like beams where they met the stalagmites below them. The air was crisp. It was still a bit chilly, but air seemed to circulate. The room, instead of being eerie, was welcoming and beautiful.


  “Let’s get our stuff and eat here,” Annese suggested. “It’s so pretty!”


  Jordon nodded. “Sure. Sounds good to me. Whatcha think, Jay?” Jeremy nodded his agreement as they exchanged excited looks. They had found the porthold.


  Carefully, the kids passed through the wall again and gathered their things. They walked back through the wall into the new cavern and set up on a ledge to eat lunch. 


  “We found it!” Jeremy said excitedly.


  “Annese found it,” Jordon smiled at her. “We all but gave up.”


  “But I don’t understand. Where’re those metal things that are supposed to be there?”


  “I haven’t a clue! But obviously they’re there.” He glanced at the wall they just passed through. “We’re going to have to mark that spot somehow. We’ll have a nasty time trying to find the door again.”


  Jeremy agreed. “Maybe we can use chalk.”


  “Too obvious,” Jordon replied. “We don’t want other people finding this place on purpose. No, it needs to be something subtle. Something only we would know what it means.”


  “We could carve our names in the wall,” Annese suggested.


  Jeremy looked at her and thought a moment. “It might work. I think the rock might be soft enough.”


  “And anyone else seeing it would just think of it as some kids having fun,” Jordon reasoned. “They wouldn’t think anything of it.”


  “Right. And of course, it wouldn’t be right on top of the door.” 


  Jordon thought a moment. “I’ve got an idea. If we count 12 paces from the door to the left and marked our names there, no one would be any wiser. And we could mark the plans here on this map.”


  “Great!” Jeremy’s grin began to fade into a scowl. “But what if that whole cave is the door?”


  Jordon shook his head. “No. Remember? He said the metal things needed to be in an equilateral triangle. There has to be an edge to the door.”


  Jeremy stood up and went to where they had just come through. He peered into the other cave to be sure no one else was there, then stuck his right hand through the door. Slowly, he walked to his left until his hand hit the edge of the door. He counted twelve paces more, pulled a penknife from his pocket, and started working to carve his name into the wall.


  “This stuff is really soft. It’s almost like writing in clay!” he told his companions.


  Jordon stepped up to the area, took the knife, and wrote his name in. “You want to put your name here, too, Annese? After all, you’re the one who found the door.” Annese jumped down and ran to add her name to the list. “Now for the other side,” Jordon suggested.


  Gathering their flashlights, they went through the porthold. Jordon measured the way to the edge of the door, then duplicated Jeremy’s twelve paces. This would put the 12 paces well enough outside the doorframe. The penknife didn’t work quite as easily on that side. The kids worked and struggled to carve their names. Eventually, they accomplished their task. They returned to the new side to finish their lunch.


  “Are you ready to explore this place?” Annese cleaned up her lunch wrappers. “I am.”


  Jeremy and Jordon shrugged. “We really hadn’t thought about exploring,” Jordon said.


  “Seems silly not to,” Jeremy considered. “I mean, we have a whole new cave system here. It probably comes out somewhere under the water or something.”


  Jordon thought. “Sure,” he said. “It should be fun.”


  The trio wandered out an archway into a narrower tunnel. It seemed just as strange and peaceful as the cave. The light continued to emanate from the walls in the hall. The snake-like tunnel swerved and twisted until the kids weren’t sure which direction they were going. Finally, the passage opened into a large cave. The bright, blue sky shone in from a huge mouth.


  “Wow!” Annese exclaimed and darted forward.


  “Something’s not right,” Jeremy scowled, looking around. Straw, branches, grasses, small bones, and broken eggshells were strewn around the floor.


  “Ahhh!” Annese yelled, stopping short at the mouth of the cave. She peered down with wide eyes.


  The sound of flapping wings forced the boys to look at the mouth of the cave. Annese looked up with wide-eyed terror. She dropped to the ground, covering her head. Jordon and Jeremy watched in horror as huge, giant claws reached out, grasped Annese and her backpack, and flew away.


  “Je-re-my!” Annese screamed.


  The boys raced for the opening, stopping short of the edge. Looking down, they gulped. The edge dropped off straight down in a clear, sheer cliff. Water lapped against the rocks below. The scent of the ocean rushed up to meet them. The wind off the water slapped them in the face.


  Jeremy looked up, reaching for Annese, and watched unbelievingly as she was carried away in the clutches of a huge, brown bird. 


  “Annese!” he cried. He sighed in distress. “I am so dead!” he mumbled. He looked around quickly and noticed a rocky path of stairs leading off to the left. “Come on! This way!” he hit Jordon on the arm and headed up the path.


  “Huh? Wha...? Where are you going?” Jordon scowled. 


  “I have to save my sister!”


  “But I thought you wanted to get rid of her?”


  “Look. Number one, if I go home without her, I can kiss my life goodbye! At thirteen, it’s a little too soon to do that! And number two, she’s about to become some bird’s lunch! We have to save her!” He began up the stairs and suddenly stopped. “No. Dad! Dad will know what to do! Gottaget Dad.” He started back into the cave.


  “Oh, yeah. That will go over real good!” Jordon crossed his arms sarcastically. “’Yeah, um, Dad? We lost Annese. We found a porthold to another world, and some bird picked her up for dinner!’” he mimicked. “I’m sure he’ll be just thrilled to hear that!”


  “You’re right. This way!” Jeremy ran for the stairs on the outer wall of the cliff.


  Jordon sighed, nodded, and followed his friend. Annese could be a pain sometimes, but he didn’t like the idea of her being lunch. She was ok — for a girl.


  The boys picked their way up the narrow path carefully. Both were fully aware that one false move meant a life-threatening fall to the water below. The rocky path turned into steps climbing up to the top of the cliffs. The boys leaned over heaving at the top. The cliffs leveled out to a nearly flat, open surface. Off towards the far end, the tops of snow-covered mountains could be seen higher than the top they were on. More nests were strewn about the top of the cliff. Bones, fur, and other debris were added to the mess.


  The boys looked out in the direction Annese went. The bird was no longer in sight. However, a series of eight islands were. Some of them were rather large; others didn’t seem wide at all. They could barely see the furthest one. All of them had a variety of trees on them. Behind and to the sides the boys saw only water — miles upon miles of wavy, sun-glinting water.


  “I think I’ve suddenly developed a fear of heights,” Jordon decided, staring out at the ocean.


  “We need to find a way down!” Jeremy told him anxiously. He ran to the edge behind them to look for a path.


  “We could go to those mountains and climb down,” Jordon suggested, pointing to their right. “Or slide on the snow.”


  Jeremy looked in the direction Jordon pointed. Far off on the same island they were on were a series of mountains. Glinting snow crowned the tops like white tiaras. They were still a long way away, and they weren’t in the direction Annese went; but they were the only option they had. 


  “I....guess.” He didn’t sound too enthusiastic about the idea.


  Jordon pointed towards the water at the bottom of the cliff. “Would you rather jump?” Jeremy shook his head. “Then let’s go!”


  The boys began running across the strait when a screech sounded overhead. They turned and looked up. Several huge, brown and white birds were sailing overhead. The boys’ eyes widened as they realized one had turned and was beginning to descend.


  “Run!” Jordon cried.


  If their legs could carry them any faster, they might have been flying themselves. As it was, Jordon and Jeremy ran with all their might. Still, the bird was gaining. The sunlight was completely shut out as the huge, feathered beast glided over them, grasped each one in a giant claw, and flew off over the ocean easily. The boys were no more than a thread to the large bulk and strength of the bird. The wind currents off the ocean only added to the ease it used to glide smoothly down off the cliffs and across the water despite the added weight of the boys.


  Jeremy struggled against the huge talons. Amazingly, the claws were around his shoulders, not through him. He feared the sharp nails would rake his flesh, break his bones, and kill him instantly. A quick glance indicated that Jordon, too, was still alive and struggling. The tight grip of the bird’s claw pushed his backpack into his body, making it nearly impossible to break out of it.


  Jeremy watched as Jordon struggled more. Jordon tried to pry the talons apart to no avail. He tried to bite the claw, then spit out the nasty taste it left. The skin of the bird’s legs was almost as strong as steel. Wriggling free was his only hope.


  “Keep moving, Jeremy!” he yelled.


  “I’m trying! Just hanging here doesn’t give me much to push against.”


  “I know.”


  Jordon slipped down a little in the claw. He managed to grasp the talon as he slipped out of his speared backpack. Using everything he had, he gripped up at the leg of the bird. Suddenly, the bird opened its claw completely, knocking him off into the air currents like an unwanted pest.


  “Ahhhh!” Jordon yelled as he fell towards the green treetops that were now below them.


  “Jor-don!” Jeremy yelled with horror. He watched helplessly as Jordon plummeted towards land. “Aw, man! First my sister, now my best friend. Can this day get any worse?”


   

  * * * * * * * * *


   


  Jordon stared at the sky moving away as he fell. His stomach felt like it was going to throw up, and his heart was in his throat. Jeremy and the bird flew away. He wriggled and spun and managed to turn around enough to see where he was going. If he was going to die, he wanted to know the exact moment. 


  Land. A strange, green and brown piece of land was getting closer as his descent was increasing speed. Somewhere in the back of his mind he remembered someone telling him that spreading out flat in a fall slowed you down. 


  Sure, he thought. Break all the bones at once instead of one or two at a time.


  The movement managed to slow him down, but the ground was still reaching up to meet him way too quickly. Jordon could make out a city on one side of the island and mountains on the side farthest from the cliffs they just left that rounded to the outside of the island. Right below him was what looked like a forest. The ground of the island looked hilly from this height. As he got closer to the trees, he could see they were similar to pine trees.


  Great. I’m going to get speared instead of smashed!


  Suddenly, he remembered his jacket. Could he make a parachute? It was worth a try. He quickly unzipped his jacket and held out the flaps. His jacket quickly filled with air and jerked him upward a little, but the bottom just flapped away. Jordon repositioned his hands to grasp the bottom corners and held them tight. The jacket acted as a way-too-small parachute. It slowed him down a bit, but not enough for a safe landing. No matter which way he turned, it was clear he was going to hit trees.


  The crash was difficult at best. He managed to grasp the top of a pine tree as he began past. It bent under his weight, but the top snapped, sending him down through branches, twigs, needles, and brambles. The hard surfaces scratched at his face, ripped his jacket, and whipped his head. He hit the layered ground with a solid thud, smacking his head hard against the tree. Pain shot through him as he tried to sit up. Then everything swam and went black.


   


   

   

   

   

  Thanks for reading. To find out what happens, be sure to purchase Asteria: The Discovery at :


  Amazon.com 


   


  Soon to be released on other locations.
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