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Foreword
 
 
      It seems appropriate to discuss the genesis of this project, even if such discussion necessitates a bit of clumsy phrasing: three-way collaborations have to watch out for that. We also have to avoid spoilers. 
 
      This novella is part of a story line that generated the two novels of our Avalon or Heorot sequence: Legacy of Heorot, and its sequel Beowulf’s Children. Both have been quite successful, in hardbound and paperback, and have recently won surprising new success in eBook editions. The stories are of Avalon, the first human interstellar colony. Humanity developed a spacefaring civilization encompassing the inner planets and the asteroids, with outposts on the moons of outer planets; and presently the National Geographic Society, grown large and very rich, sponsored and largely financed an interstellar colony expedition. By that time humanity was rich enough to afford this as a voluntary operation, despite the opposition of most governments. 
 
      The scientific consensus was that interstellar travel was not strictly impossible, but it was the next thing to it. Nothing can travel faster than the speed of light. The closest target for colonial expedition was Tau Ceti, twelve lightyears away, and it would have to be settled with ships limited to fractions of the speed of light. Most of the colonists would be old and nearly useless on arrival. The development of cold sleep, suspended animation that could preserve colonists in the prime of life for decades, made the expedition possible, but it was exceedingly dangerous. Not all who went into that sleep would awake at all, and some would wake with brain damage – sometimes obvious, more often subtle.
 
      Clearly a trip for volunteers only: but only adults could be volunteers. There was no way that children could give informed consent to being put into suspended animation for decades to then be awakened in a new and strange land, with unknown dangers, and few of the luxuries that all humans were entitled to. The expedition could go forward, but it could not carry children. Children would come, born in the new colony, either born of artificial wombs, or in the old fashioned (and increasingly obsolete) way. The new colony would inevitably have a generation gap because it would be missing a generation. There was no transition between those born in the Terran civilization and those born in the stars.
 
      The two novels, Legacy of Heorot and Beowulf’s Children, dealt with this generation gap. The first story was told, by necessity, from the viewpoint of the Earthborn adults; the children were not old enough to participate in the developing battles for survival. 
 
      The sequel novel takes place some years later. By that time the Starborn, the children born in the colony, who had no memories of Earth or Terran civilization, were in adolescence. As they matured they realized that all of the Earthborn had been through cold sleep. The usual generation conflicts were exaggerated by the fear that the adults had “ice on their minds” – were victims of cold sleep dementia. The Starborn developed a culture of their own.
 
      Some of that culture is explored in Beowulf’s Children, and conflicts between the generations takes up a major theme in the novel. These two cultures, Earthborn and Starborn, are real and complete and complex. The novel describes life in each culture and some of their conflicts, but it was already four hundred pages long. There wasn’t room for stories of how the Starborn community developed.
 
      This novelette tells some of that missing story.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      At a party in 1985, Larry Niven and Jerry Pournelle heard reproductive biologist Jack Cohen tell the story of a truly bizarre African ecology, consisting of algae and frogs...alone. Tadpoles eat the algae, frogs eat the tadpoles. Unbelievably, that's all there is to it.
 
      Larry and Jerry hatched a truly nasty and terrifying little story idea dealing with a group of space colonists who accidentally disrupt the ecology of a planet by killing the rapacious "frogs," mistaking them for a totally different species. Without the "frogs" (called "grendels" in the eventual work) the "tadpole" (called "samlon") population exploded, and when they eventually matured, rained down terror on the hapless colonists. Jerry thought this would make an award-winning short story, a horror story of the EC Comics variety.
 
      The problem was that it had to start with an already developed colony, and that was too interesting simply to postulate: there would be a good story in the colony development. Of course Larry Niven had done that several times. Larry and Jerry had already done Mote, and Inferno, and Lucifer’s Hammer, and Oath of Fealty, all bestsellers. This looked like a good project for a collaboration. They started to accumulate notes.
 
      It became clear that this was more than a science fiction story. There was also horror. Neither had ever done a horror story.
 
      Because of the horrific elements, Larry decided to bring in his junior writing partner Steven Barnes, who enjoys that sort of nastiness. The original intent was to create a novella, but in intense conversation, it was decided that the idea deserved a full-length novel, and THE LEGACY OF HEOROT was born.
 
      Almost ten years later we wrote a sequel.  Once again we involved Jack Cohen in the design of a much more extensive ecology, exploring a whole continent.  
 
      A long silence followed BEOWULF'S CHILDREN, for almost twenty years.
 
      Then in 2011, while the three friends were hiking, the possibility of a new story began to blossom. The idea was to look at a previously untold story, set between "Heorot" and "Beowulf" and exploring an unknown aspect of the ecology, and exploring more of the psychology of the planet's younger generation.
 
      There were difficulties galore here. Story-wise, such a story is constrained by the fact that we know the fates of certain characters, reducing tension and story options. 
 
      Jerry suggested a romance as the core.  Steve agreed enthusiastically.  Niven watched them at play and dipped into the conversation whenever it faltered. His usual part in such collaborations is the madness.
 
      The three of us got Jack Cohen involved: another easy decision, as he had kicked off the designs of local life in both THE LEGACY OF HEOROT and BEOWULF'S CHILDREN. We consulted him using Skype, three of us arrayed not too comfortably in Jerry's office.  We did that twice, and together designed the Cthulhu life form.  Jack was having a wonderful time: he loves collaborating on worlds and life forms.
 
      Together we structured the story, but Steven enjoys playing junior partner, and did all of the first draft.  As before, Larry and Jerry jumped in during the rewrite. The result is THE SECRET OF BLACK SHIP ISLAND, an opportunity not only to revisit beloved characters but to once again enjoy the dizzy juggling-act of a three-and-a-half-way collaboration.
 
      We can only hope you enjoy the results as much as we enjoyed the game.
 
 
Larry Niven
Jerry Pournelle
Steven Barnes
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CHAPTER ONE
*
The Starborn
 
*
      In the constellation Cetus, so distant that Earthlight requires almost twelve years to make the voyage, burns a medium-sized star named Tau Ceti. Three-quarters the mass of Sol, it is a stable and nurturing orb, providing light and warmth to its seven children. Of the seven major planets surrounding the star, Tau Ceti IV is the only one known to support life in all its splendor and infinite variety.
      Tau Ceti IV attracted children of Earth. Evidence of this is to be found in the starship Geographic, now orbiting Tau Ceti IV, its depleted deuterium snowball fuel-sack shrunken to little more than a husk.  The meta-sleepers who once occupied it for more than a century during its journey at ten percent of lightspeed have long since descended to the planet's surface. The embryonic animals frozen in storage for their use have almost all descended as well. Fewer than ten percent still remain.
      Life remains aboard Geographic, but it is no longer biological life. The supercomputer known as Cassandra still lives, communicating with her children below whenever needed, although their smaller computational units satisfy all but the most complex requirements.
      The human beings who traveled here from earth have had critical needs  indeed. Some of their brains have been clouded by ice crystals from imperfect meta-sleep, damaging their minds in ways both subtle and profound.
      Still, they conquered this planet, or strove to until the world fought back, doing all in its power to wipe them from its face. When humans became part of the ecological cycle, they disrupted that of a local life form. A pseudo-reptilian creature they called grendels rose against them in vast numbers, fueled by terrible hunger and buoyed by speed and ferocity beyond human experience.
      Humans survived that too, and to the degree possible to such frail and flawed creatures, gained wisdom.
      They bore and raised their children, both through their bodies and by decanting embryos, whose plasticity weathered the rigors of frozen sleep far better than had the adults who cared for them. And in this new world, terrible but partially tamed, those children grew.
      Wisely, humans decided not to attempt immediate domination of the entire planet, confining the first generation's encampment and exploration to the island they called Avalon, founding the colony named Camelot. Camelot was inland, near Avalon's northern tip. On Avalon's western coast, along a strip of beach between jungle-covered mountains and the eternal rolling surf, some of their children, the Starborn, gathered to create their own society, not in rejection of their parents but in acceptance of the inevitable fact that this was their planet. That in time they would inherit it, and that that inheritance was accompanied by the responsibility to find their own peace with the ways and rhythms of this new world.
      And they called this colony "Surf's Up." And it was good.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Night had shadowed the bamboo huts and scattered fire-pits comprising "Surf's Up." Even at a distance, wafting music and laughter warmed the ear. The children of Avalon were the very best earth's cultures and genetics had to offer: strong, intelligent, almost fearless, blessed with everything a 22nd Century technology could offer, even when simplified to make such an extreme, one-way pilgrimage.
      While the days required labor, and all shared in the duties of life, the nights were for revelry, and adventure, and love. In a place where there was no disease, and every child was welcomed, civilization coexisted with animal appetites so strong and basic that their expression was all but mandatory. The children, dozens of them, openly touched and caressed, but also sang and danced, argued and debated, explored and mapped their world, and dreamed of the time when their parents would give them leave to leave this womb and travel across the sea to the main continent, that mankind might continue its march of colonization and conquest.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      The waves rolled black against the shore, as they had since long before the men of earth had dreamed of visiting Tau Ceti IV, or any planet, or indeed had even known that other worlds existed at all. Black, but silver-crested by the light of twin moons, the waves beckoned the children, who were engaging in an ancient and rowdy Earthly sport known as Night Surfing: paddling out onto the calm water, belly to board, lighting torches and then awaiting the swell. Rising to their feet with firebrands in hand and then riding those boards in toward the shore. Their torches added depth and shadow to the rolling waves, another small way of declaring mastery of the elements.
      Five surfers rode the waves just north of the protected, artificial cove directly abutting their little clutch of huts. On the beach, their friends cheered them on with equal enthusiasm whether an aspirant rode those waves all the way to the shallows, or was pitched off half way to shore.
      Happy children, alien skies.
      Three surfers had made one hell of a run, balanced on their foamed plastic boards, poised to perfection while balancing a torch in one hand with the other arm spread as much for visual effect as balance.
      Leading the way was a fifteen year old boy named Aaron Tragon. He was perfect in limb and aspect, golden curls plastered to his forehead, a leader as much by charisma as by surfing or any other sport or skill. Two others challenged him for lead and elegance of form. Close behind him, but not too close, was Willow Wozniac, a tomboy just now exploding into glorious young womanhood. Behind her rode Archie Drell, who could easily have been mistaken for a younger, shorter version of Aaron.
      The crowd gathered on the sand applauded as the three of them finished their ride. Archie lost his balance and spilled over into the surf. Willow and Aaron completed the game unscathed, their torches still burning bright.
      Aaron whooped as if he had just won a world championship–and perhaps he had, as there was no one on Avalon skilled enough to challenge him. He whipped his lean muscular arm up and out and the torch arched up into the air, peaked, fell down into the ocean with an inaudible hiss and "pop."
      "What a ride!" he howled, collecting hugs from the girls, back-slaps from the guys, and a wet salty kiss from Willow as she splashed ashore. After kissing, they planted their boards tail-first in the sand.
      The boards themselves were constructed of brightly painted, almost indestructible foamed plastic. Aaron's resembled a phoenix with tongues of red flame, blue talons, and white wings. The underside of Willow's board resembled a smiling dolphin, one of the creatures that had accompanied humanity from Earth, although as yet the aquatic mammals had not been allowed out of the artificial bay.
      This was not cruelty, or the urge to control. It was simple common sense. There were deadly creatures upon the land, and while those had been mastered at great cost, there were others in the oceans larger even than the land beasts. A whale-sized predator called the Goliath was the central reason dolphins had yet to be released: it would be no kindness at all to loose the gentle mammals into such a hostile world until the humans understood it better, and perhaps until there was enough of a pod for them to support each other in battle.
      The bottom of the third board was more...unusual. More arresting. It portrayed a creature with a body similar to an alligator or a Komodo dragon, with oversized jaws and a stubby spiked tail. While stylized, it was not depicted with the phoenix's bright palette. Muted grays and browns, reminiscent of the more realistic colors composing Willow's dolphin. There was something about the jaws, and the eyes, and the shape of the claws...though they never lost their smiles, the eyes of each of the kids was drawn, in turn, to this image, more than the others, as if by conditioned reflex.
      Aaron looked at the bottom of the board...and then the top. The same image graced both. He chuckled, and tapped directly on one black, staring eye. "And that, Archie, is cheating. Told you as much before you did it, and still think so."
      "What do you mean?" Archie feigned innocence.
      "Take your eyes off the wave and you're asking for trouble. You know damned well that we've been programmed from the cradle to flinch at that silhouette. You know your opponents will glance at your board when they should be paying attention to their own. If I hadn't been ahead of you on the wave, I'd have gotten rag-dolled like Rocket."
      The half Samoan behemoth called "Rocket" looked more like a stereotypical surfer than anyone on the beach. He agreed, nodding soberly...which was somewhat paradoxical, because at the moment the term sober described him not in the least. "Truth," he said. "I was doing great, saw the grendel and almost dogged Willow out. Down I went."
      Archie wagged his head sadly, and drained a pod of beer. "Excuses excuses." 
      The night was warm, even by Avalonian standards. The music of handmade instruments and untutored human voices filled the air. A glowing volleyball bounced back and forth across a net, to lusty cheers and jeers from players and onlookers. A lazy, sensual haze had settled across the encampment. Forty kids, in perfect mental and physical health, savoring life. Tomorrow would be work, but not too much: things were too perfectly balanced on Avalon. Every one of them was capable of running most of the basic apparatus providing food, and shelter, and other amenities. In a colony this small, skills redundancy was critical. And that, in combination with automated equipment, meant that little of the work was compulsory.
      Before Earth's Koisan culture disappeared in the middle of the 21st Century, anthropologists estimated that a Kalahari hunter gatherer worked between three and five hours a day gathering enough food and materiel to provide for himself and his family, one of the lowest lifework ratios of any known human society. On Avalon, that number was three to four hours a day, giving citizens more free time to devote to art, learning, and exploration than any group in history. Excellence and daring had its rewards.
      Archie, Aaron and Willow plopped down on the sand. Aaron and Willow sat close to each other, thighs brushing, the heat between them arcing like sparks. Archie took another drink and looked down the beach to where some of the younger kids, barely out of Grendel Scouts, played volleyball under the jolly supervision of Archie's brother Marshall. In that group was a girl who could have been Willow's sister. While Starborn, Jennifer was not a crèche kid, what was often tastelessly referred to as a Bottle Baby.
      But whether delivered by natural childbirth or the result of incubators and artificial wombs, Avalonians were classic K-strategists, nurturing every child as if it were the only one in existence. In their opinions, the Earth they'd abandoned had become a hive of R-strategists, as if children were no more precious than a bucket of minnows or pollywogs, to be abandoned to their own devices, and survival of the fittest.
      Jen was the child of the current mayor of Avalon, Carlos Ortega (the position rotated from year to year) and a botanist named Sheree Porter. Jennifer was also twelve years old. And that meant that she was unofficially off limits. There were few hard and fast rules on Avalon when it came to sex–other than a lethal prohibition against rape that had been enforced a single time.
      And that once was enough. Hangings were not a pleasant sight, especially when preceded by castration. Archie had been eight, and the memory plagued his dreams still.
      But although any woman who had achieved her menses was technically fair game, the social prohibitions against such activities before the age of fifteen were powerful. Older brothers and sisters had been known to administer severe beatings under the guise of "practice" in the community challenge circle. Judo randori was bruising enough between friends. Archie had no interest in nerve strangles and dislocations.
      But little Jennifer would grow quickly, and there had already been stolen kisses, a sweetness more than a tease but less than a promise. Archie was fifteen, and still a virgin, and probably would not be for long...
      On the other hand, the poet in Archie's soul wondered if some things were not best savored when fully ripened. And if that particular body gift might not be one of them. Certainly there was precedent...
      "Now that," Aaron said, interrupting the flow of Archie's thoughts, "was a ride."
      "Mmm?" Willow asked, leaning back on her elbows, her lovely face painted silver by the moons. That was what he wanted–the special bond Aaron and Willow had found. They were almost certainly headed for bonding in a few years. No hurry. All the time in the world.
      Archie loved his brother Marshall, the First among crèche children. First decanted, the oldest of them, if not necessarily the best. But Aaron was the prince, and as such had the privilege of courting the princess. Archie liked that idea.
      "Now that I'm looking at it," Willow said, "we're too close to the reef. That would be no fun at all." The surfing zone was north of the artificial bay, and gifted with tasty waves. The artificial bay had a central gate or "keyhole" which could be swung aside to allow passage of human beings, animals or even waves, creating ankle-snappers good for tyros, but of no challenge to anyone with experience and two good legs.
      Further north there were tastier waves. Just around the curve of the sand. But that was also a place of dangerous reefs. It had been black-balled, and that just made it more delicious, of course.
      During the night the party had slowly drifted further north, closer and closer to the forbidden zone. Eventually, someone would pretend to "finally" notice, and they would pull back south. Until then, though...
      "You," Aaron said, "are what they used to call 'chicken'."
      She smiled at him. Archie thought he'd die for a smile like that. "And what do they call it now?"
      " 'Willow.' "
      She punched Aaron's muscular shoulder and might have followed up by wrestling him to the ground, but Marshall's voice interrupted. "Catch a beer!" he called, and both Aaron and Willow turned in time to snatch pods from the air.
      Marshall waved and broke into some kind of impromptu running game with Rocket and another husky friend, but Archie knew that the interruption smacked of desperation: from his toes to his scraggly goatee Marshall was in love with Willow, and everyone knew it.
      And Willow belonged to Aaron.
      Want a woman like Willow? Simple. Be the Big Kahuna. Be a guy like Aaron. Some math didn't require Cassandra.
      "I'm just sayin', " Aaron said, sipping.
      "Saying what?"
      "That the waves are better up thar."
      Willow clucked with disapproval. Damn it, she was only a year older, but that look nailed him every time. "We are not supposed to surf past the marker." She gestured toward a cairn of rocks on the beach about a hundred meters north. Nothing natural, a demarcation line placed by Cadmann Weyland, Avalon's unofficial leader. Mayors came and went, but Cadmann commanded more respect than any three other citizens combined.
      Once upon a very ugly time the colony had rejected his advice. Then the Grendel Wars had proven him horribly right, and since that time every word he uttered was studied like scripture.
      He and Aaron had a special bond, father to stepson, perhaps. Just another reason that Archie wanted to be Just Like Aaron when he grew up.
      Aaron drained his pouch and tossed the skin over his shoulder. That was all right: he was on pickup detail tomorrow.
      Archie decided to say it before Aaron could. "Come on, man. Who's gonna stop us? I was watching those old surf movies, and they tamed some seriously gnarley bone-breakers."
      Willow's eyebrow shot up. " 'Gnarley'?"
      Aaron chuckled. "He's been watching old Gidget vids. Sally Field? Spiderman's Aunt May? Practice, huh?"
      "Just a little."
      Willow was not amused. Or...maybe she was, and just concealing it skillfully. "Aaron, I swear. You go past the rocks, and I'm not going with you."
      Aaron spent perhaps twenty seconds considering. The moons were bright, the air warm, and a lazy haze of fatigue had settled around the camp. One of these next runs would be the last. Already, new waves were calling to new surfers, and those new surfers were tumbling merrily off their boards. A few hours ago their fail rate might have been alarming. Now...it was merely the cause for much bleary amusement.
      "What about one run?" Aaron said.
      "No," Willow said, but her voice was not quite as certain.
      "One," Aaron managed to curl up to his knees.
      "Just one?"
      He nodded, and pushed himself further up, and buckled a bit before catching his balance.
      Willow saw that buckle, and her resolve instantly firmed. "No, Aaron. It's just not smart. Even when we're at our best, it's not safe. Fall off your board at the wrong time, get caught in the wrong tidal pattern...we're decent, but we're not real surfers, if you know what I mean."
      Now he was irritated. "No, I really don't."
      "I mean the culture thing. We don't have old surfers sharing their experiences on old beaches..."
      "Hey, Old Carlos used to surf. Some others, too."
      "Not the same thing," she said. "We don't invite them out here. They wouldn't know these waters, anyway. We're making this up as we go along."
      "You, Willow, are just a Willow," Archie said, and stuck his tongue out at her.
      She remained unamused. "I'm not going," she said.
      "That may be true, but you'll be here when we get back," Aaron said.
      "Kinda cocky, aren't you?" She didn't add Marshall is right over there, but the threat hovered right behind that cheery smile.
      "It's not bragging if it's true."
      "Yes," Willow said. "It is."
      He leaned down into her face until their lips were just an inch apart. She didn't move. He leaned closer, and finally when they were separated by no more than a whisper, she puckered, then pulled her head back.
      "Be right back."
      With a low, powerful brrrrring sound, one of the little skeeter autogyros buzzed over the trees, out of the mountains, heading just south of them.
      "Whoa," Archie said. "Visitors."
      The skeletal dragonflies had a range of two hundred and fifty miles, or an hour of flight, on a single charge of their hydrogen cells. The lone autogyro landed between the beach party and the huts, flurrying sand as it did. From all directions, they ran to greet the pilot, a tall strong lad two inches shorter than Aaron, but broader across the shoulders. Takashi Toru, only a decent surfer but probably the best rock-climber among them.
      "And we come bearing gifts!" Takashi said, arms raised high. "We have offerings from the Plantation: genuine coffee beer, first crop of the year! Yeah!"
      The kids descended like locusts, raiding the cargo rack beneath the skeeter, carrying away the treasure within. Willow slapped him fondly on the cheek. "How'd you get your hands on this?"
      He did his best to make his grin mysterious. "I have many talents."
      The beer, fortified with a variety of coffee that existed only in the mountains above Avalon, possessed the fascinating capacity to simultaneously relax and stimulate. There followed an orgy of consumption, and celebration that the party would extend to dawn and beyond.
      Aaron looked with increasing interest at the cairn of rocks marking the farthest extent of surfing territory. He took a swig, an energetic glow expanding through his limbs. He was, in simple terms, starting to feel rather froggy.
      "I remember," said Archie beside him, "reading that on Earth, they had laws about when you could start drinking."
      "Yep." Aaron took another swig. "Different places had different laws." There were few laws on a world where everyone knew everyone else...although there were certainly rules and principles. Anyone who provided alcohol or other intoxicants to someone incapable of handling the effects risked a shunning. Or a thumping. Or both. 
      "Yeah, well...screw Earth." They toasted.
      "They pretty much did that," Aaron said.
      Aaron looked out at the water. Beautiful. But it was inarguable that the waves were a little stronger, a little higher and more vibrant just a few feet further down the beach...
      "Those waves look awfully tasty," Archie said. 
      Aaron took another drink, and it seemed to Archie that his resolve was starting to weaken. Success was within his grasp.
      "The little moon is high," Aaron said at last. "The waves are high, and I think that we are both in an adventurous mood. What say we take our boards over, maybe a few more adventurous spirits...and we carpe the living diem out of it."
      "Hell, yeah."
      Aaron made it successfully to his feet this time. "People! I propose a glorious act of civil disobedience. It is our bounded duty to push every limit proposed by our beloved but ice-brained elders. All that remains of grendels is this!" He slapped his hand against the dragon guarding the underside of Archie's surfboard.
      "And that!"
      He pointed south. Eight stakes marked out a rough rectangle around the main cluster of huts. Most held torches, but two bore heads that looked like huge, toothy newts, their plastic eyes reflecting the firelight. 
      "I say," Aaron screamed, "That we take back the night!"
      Fifty tired but enthusiastic cheers buoyed their spirits. They tromped down the sand en masse, clearing the cairn and reaching the stretch of beach between the artificial bay and the maze of reefs–beautiful for snorkeling, but dangerous for surfing. It was all right. They could stay clear of the reefs with ease.
      When he looked around, Willow was close behind, carrying her board and wearing an amused expression. "All right, all right," she said. "No big deal. I'm just along for the ride."
      When they reached the new spot, some began blearily paddling out, others plopped down on the beach, the rush provided by the coffee beer balancing with the alcohol and fatigue to create a state very near to walking sleep.
      Willow peered out across the silvered water. Just visible in the moonlight, barely high enough above the horizon to be distinguished from the ocean itself, rose a crescent of land.
      "Black Ship Island," she said. "If grendels swam the oceans, the goliaths would eat them like hors d'oeuvres."
      "Now, you're thinking," Aaron said. "Let's do this!" 
      Five of them charged out into the ocean, paddled out, awaiting the rising wave.
      The night was calm, although in the distance, ripples promised healthy waves to come. Aaron lay back on the board, staring up at the dual moons. He smiled, at peace with his world. This was not a common feeling for him. Ever since he could remember, a restlessness ate at his gut like a worm, drove him to explore the outer and inner worlds. People often told him he was special. Different. He tended to scoff at this. If he had a capacity that made him unusual, it was this drive, this hunger, and the ability to focus upon a goal until it became a reality.
      "Wave coming!" Willow said. Aaron's eyes snapped open.
      "Well, all right!" Archie said. 
      They paddled to get ahead of it, put their boards in proper position, and as the wave lifted them, they pushed up to standing and rode it in. 
      Expert surfers, perfect form. The ride was long and sweet, and left them exhilarated.
      Even Willow was impressed. Her touchy nerves dissolved in adrenaline as she slid into the beach. "Wow!" 
      Archie was next ashore. "Get those torches burning," he howled. "Now this is what I call night surfin'!"
      All up and down the beach, the kids lit their torches and embraced the night, paddling out into the water and back and out and back...



 
CHAPTER TWO
*
Darkness Their Domain
 
*
      Something was down there, in the water. Two somethings. Three. More. They coiled together, in a dance almost as old as the rhythm of the waves rolling above them.
      They had been drawn by magnetic maps inscribed upon their genes. Night was their time, darkness their domain. And this was the season when the eggs held within the bodies of the females were receptive to the seed of the males. When they mated their sperm passed the permeable membranes of those eggs, which shortly afterward thickened and stiffened in response.
      This was their time, and always had been.
      But for the creatures who danced in the dark, there was something different about this evening. There were lights above, lights which had never ever been there before, in the countless seasons that they had lived and loved in the oceans off Avalon.
      Changes in temperature they knew, but always within a given range. Predators they knew, but were programmed by genetics and experience to deal with such marauders effectively.
      But strange lights? This was...new. In all their experience, in the experience of all their ancestors, nothing like this had ever occurred before. And something so new, so unique, called for investigation.
      Not all of them, of course. Most, male and female, grew sleepy after mating, and sank toward the ocean floor to rest and allow their bodies to make the changes that reproduced their kind. But one was curious, and instead of sinking deep, rose high.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Dawn was no more than an hour away, and the revelry was winding down, even with the stimulant. In solitary weaving steps or by cozy pairs, most made their way to beds and cots and hammocks, and the arms of sleep or exhausted carnal fumblings.
      Even Aaron, Archie and Willow had reached the end of their reserves, at last. Well, almost there. Enough remained in the tank that one last run seemed possible.
      "Last run?" Aaron said. "How bout a little further north? I'm seeing some bigger breakers over there." 
      Willow, although she'd been losing such arguments all day, found enough grit to shake her head. "Little close to the reef for my taste. I really think that's what they're more worried about, comes right down to it."
      "Ah," Aaron momentarily cast about in search for one last pod of coffee beer. He didn't want to be more awake, really. Nor did he wish to be more intoxicated. It was pretty much an urge to stay right at his current state of buzz, and the certain knowledge that that delicate point was surely slipping away from him. "Just that ol' debbil grendel, eh? You know, I wonder sometimes."
      "Wonder what?" Willow asked. All three were staring toward the eastern horizon. The first blush was beginning to appear, even if the shadows were still deep enough to swallow detail.
      "If the Earthers told us everything. I mean, was it really that bad? We had guns. Explosives. Skeeters. They were just freakin' animals, you know?" It was not the first time he'd expressed the opinion. Aaron had seen the holos. Heard the lectures. Studied the specs and like all Starborn had undergone the rigorous reflex programming designed to create an unconscious, instantaneous and lethal response to anything grendel-shaped and moving fast. But still, a part of him remained unconvinced.
      "Fast animals," Willow said.
      Before they could descend into that mire once again, Archie grabbed his board. Daylight was just breaking, the eastern mountain range flushing pink. The first touch of sunlight on the ocean was sublime, the waters clear as a newborn's conscience. One last run...
      "I'm fast," he said. "Come on. Let's do this."
      "I'm running. Right to sleep." She cocked a hip at Aaron. "Come on. If you catch me now I might have enough energy to make it worthwhile."
      "Buck buck buck-kaw!" Aaron crowed at her, and followed Archie into the water. Willow shrugged and trudged back down the beach, heading south to her hut.
      "Don't try the door," she said back over her shoulder.
      He didn't seem to hear her. She watched them paddling out, toward the darkness. She had a sudden and confusing urge to join them. Or to beg Aaron and Archie not to go. The sense that somehow he was slipping away from her.
      "Stay away from the reef!" she yelled, irritated at the stridence in her own voice.
      "Yes, Mommy!" they called back.
      She laughed. Well, maybe she didn't want another surf run. But she could certainly wait here for them. It shouldn't take long, she reasoned. This shouldn't really take long at all.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Aaron and Archie drifted on the rippling water, waiting for a wave worth the run.
      "You ever wonder?" Archie asked.
      "Wonder what?" a lazy reply. Aaron lay on his belly, paddling at the water with his palm. Splish, splash. He looked almost as if he wanted to just go to sleep, right there. Surfers had done that on Earth, of course. And drifted out into the open ocean.
      "What it would be like to go up against a grendel," Archie said.
      "I dream about it..." Aaron began, then suddenly his voice and body language sharpened. "Whoops! Here we go!"
      Archie whipped his head around. The water rolled and swelled toward them. A beauty. A worthy end to a very full night's entertainment. Just this one, and then twelve hours of sleep, and they'd be ready for more adventure. Wash, rinse, repeat.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      The creature was closer to the surface now. There was enough light to make out the shapes above her, and she found it impossible to turn away. The fertilized eggs in her womb had stirred normally dormant emotions to life. It was this time in her cycle, a time when she cared more about the welfare of prospective young than the normal rhythm of hunting, sleeping, and finally mating. Soon after they were born that urge would change, and she would watch passively as the males hunted her young.
      But some would survive that culling, the fastest and strongest. And those she would protect from the males, offering sex to convert their hunger to lust. And the males would gentle, and begin to nurture the survivors, even as the new fertilized eggs ripened within her. In time, she would extrude an egg sack, which would birth a thousand young...
      And the cycle would begin anew.
         Something dangled over the sides of a flat thing, thrashing the water with a clumsy rhythm, almost like a crippled animal. Weak. No threat.
      But as the light grew brighter, there was something else. The shape above her was both alien and familiar. A flat image with swollen jaw and stubby, spiked tale. She had never actually seen such a creature, but her kind possessed a genetic memory, and it was making her blood churn. Closer she came. And then closer still.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      As the wave rose, the two boys battled their buzz down to a dull roar, rising to the challenge of the water beneath them.
      Archie was, this time, the first to find his footing. He almost lost it, then spread his arms, happy that he wasn't carrying a torch. "Unreal, Dude!" he yelled at Aaron, ahead of him and fighting his own battle.
      Aaron managed to look back over his shoulder. "Just hold tight, little brother–"
      It was advice easier to hear than to follow. Archie had been surfing and drinking much of the night, and even his young, strong body had finally had enough. His board tipped over, and he fell into the water.
      He laughed as he hit, but then the laughter froze in his throat.
      Something. Something he had never seen before was in the water with him. A brief glimpse of darkness, deeper than the night, and something reaching for him. A mouth rimmed with tentacles, and jagged with teeth..
 
- o  o  o -
 
      "Aaron!" Aaron heard Archie's call, and thought at first it was just another call to look at me! Look at me! from the kid. But there was something in it, something that made him whip his head around. Between the arching wave and the rising sun, in a moment frozen between shadow and dawn, he saw something that would stay with him until the light faded from his eyes.
      Archie was clawing for his board, splashing as the wave rose around him. And something had him. As if a walrus had swallowed a squid head-first. Grabbing Archie. Pulling his friend down. Aaron had a brief, intense impression of Archie's eyes starting from his face, swollen and rolling white, mouth wide and screaming then filling with foam as the wave crested and he was just...gone.
      Aaron lost his balance, hit the water and then thrashed away, aware that the board that had so recently carried him would crash down upon him if he was in the wrong space. The foamed plastic was far lighter than the wooden boards that had once been standard fair, not the same skull-crackers that had maimed so many generations of Earthly surfers. Still, they were heavy enough to stun.
      The board slammed down to his left. He instantly eeled about in the water, swimming against the curling wave with great strong strokes, heading back to the place where he had last seen his friend.
      The wave smashed him under, with barely a chance to grab a mouthful of air before being sucked under in a terrible rip. He remembered to swim parallel to the beach to find his way out of it, rather than trying to swim directly out of the tidal grasp. He tumbled and swam and tumbled, and by the time he broke surface again, sucking air, the wave was ahead of him, thundering upon the beach.
      He tried to swim back toward where he'd last seen Archie, but the second wave hit. Hard, like a board along the side of his head, and again he barely had time to gasp for breath before being hammered under once again.
      Aaron's head slammed against the bottom, and he lost part of his desperate mouthful, swallowing water. Thoughts of Archie left his mind as the survival instinct in all its pitiless power took control of his mind. He remembered little more until he was crouching on his knees in the shallows vomiting water and trying to suck in enough air to gather his wits.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Willow had seen some of it. Not all, but enough to flense the fog from her mind. Mark had appeared behind her. From where she did not know, such tunnel-vision had possessed her. "What happened?"
      "Bad," she said, coming to her feet. "Bad wipe out. Come on."
      She scanned the beach, and finally saw Aaron where he knelt gagging in the sand, one hand to his head. Willow broke into a run, was at his side in moments. "What happened? Where's Archie?"
      "He was right next to me. " Aaron gasped. "Behind me. Something grabbed him."
      That brought her up short. "Something? What are you talking–"
      Her thought never had the chance to be fully formed. From down the beach, another scream.
      "Archie!" It was Rocket, calling out into the early morning shadows.
      And within a few seconds, his voice was joined by another. "Archie!" The sun was half-born now, and there was light enough to make out faces, but whoever had screamed was facing away, and she couldn't make them out. Others were running up from the huts. Perhaps some had been sleeping in the sand. She didn't know.
      Within minutes, the beach swarmed with Starborn, Naturals and crèche kids, taking boats out onto the waves, paddling out on surfboards. Mark's skeeter buzzed back and forth along the beach regularly and venturing out into the ocean, casting its dragonfly shadow upon the rolling waves.
      Aaron's emotions whiplashed him, contracting all thought to a narrow tunnel. It had been his original suggestion to surf further north, nearer to the reef. If something had happened, if this wasn't a gigantic and splendid prank, then it was impossible not to conclude that Aaron Tragon was responsible for the strangest and most terrible occurrence of any of their young lives.
      What had...? Why had...? What did it mean...?
      "Over here!" someone called, and waved from thirty meters further north, Aaron ran, heels kicking up sand and dust, praying that this was some kind of sick prank, that Archie would be found hiding and giggling, the biggest gotcha in the history of Avalon. Please, please...
      A circle of kids stood and knelt around whatever they had found, blocking it from view. There, he pushed his way into the center of the circle, dreading, hoping, fearing...
      Not Archie. Neither giggling nor drowned, ravaged and dead.
      They circled his surf board. Its caricatured grendel on bottom and top had been savaged by the reef. The kids stared at it, and then looked up at Aaron.
      He knelt, running his fingers along the board's waxed surface, dipping fingers into the holes. Not tooth marks. Clearly, the board had been dragged over the reef, the remains of creatures resembling earthly coral, as dangerous  as their lookalikes off Australia, Hawaii, or any other surfer's paradise.
      He couldn't hear. Light registered on his eyes, but although he could resolve images, nothing seemed to make sense. It was very much as if until this moment, he had not fully registered the horror which now cascaded upon him like an avalanche. He could hear his own breathing, feel his own heartbeat, see his hands if he held them out in front of him, but nothing made sense.
      Archie was here, somewhere. Hiding. Laughing.
      He had to be.
      Aaron cupped his hands around his mouth and screamed. "Archie!" Willow appeared, pale in the morning light. Her face looked tauter, older than it had just hours before. And the awareness of that change, of what he had lost in her esteem if nothing else, was in a strange way, the cruelest blow of all.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      The sun had rested a moment at zenith, and begun its slow decline to the horizon. By now the kids looked shell-shocked, exhausted. Skeeters buzzed up and down the shoreline, out to the ocean and back.
      Willow fought to keep despair from swallowing her entirely. In one single, terrible night, all her dreams and hopes for life had changed. Everything she thought she knew had dissolved like mist in the morning sun.
      Perhaps...perhaps this is just growing up, she thought. Perhaps this is just a peek behind the mask. She had been no different from the others, had assumed that she and Aaron would be together, find their way to love, marriage, raising children, and perhaps leading Camelot. That certainly seemed the assumption made by everyone, at every turn, whether spoken aloud or not. Seeing Aaron stripped so bare, so vulnerable, sitting on the sand while Evelyn Niles, a small woman with a narrow, intense face examined him.
      Willow wanted to reach out to him. Wanted to support him, but he seemed...prickly now. As if he might bite if she approached too closely. Or perhaps fragile where just hours before he had seemed invulnerable.
      Was it possible to be both? Simultaneously? If she embraced him, nurtured him, was she doing more harm than good? And if she gave him space, was she doing it for his benefit, or hers?
      A full search was in operation now, with the full resources of Avalon. A half-dozen skeeters buzzed above, heading a mile north and a mile south and a mile out to sea. Geographic's sensors had been brought to bear, deep-scanning the oceans, although they knew there was little hope of differentiating between the...the body of their friend and brother, and any of the thousand uncategorized sea denizens lurking off their shores.
      At this point, everyone knew that they were merely going through the motions.
      A seventh skeeter buzzed in from the mountains and landed. A tall, graying man exited, one of the largest and certainly most imposing men on Avalon.
      Cadmann Weyland.
      In an odd way, she wasn't certain whether she was relieved, or dreaded the moment when Colonel Weyland gave vent to his opinions. I tried. I tried to stop it. But then I went right along and surfed.
      Oh, God. Nowhere to hide.
      Cadmann strode up to Aaron, his rectangular, weathered face unreadable. "Are you all right?"
      "Yeah," Aaron said, so softly that she might have imagined the syllable. Perhaps he had merely hunched his shoulders in response.
      "Let's go over this again," Cadmann said. "What did you see?"
      Aaron sighed, and repeated the same story Willow had heard a dozen times now. "We were riding the wave. I was ahead of Archie, and I heard him yell something about...seeing something."
      Cadmann's eyes tightened. "Something like...what?"
      "He didn't have time to say. I looked back, and he was on his knees on the board. Something had grabbed his ankles. His waist."
      "Something?"
      Aaron nodded. "Teeth. Acres of teeth. I couldn't see it clearly, but it looked a little like...I don't know. Never seen anything like it."
      One of the other adults, an engineer named Reese, spoke up. "A grendel?"
      Cadmann frowned at him. "A salt water grendel?"
      "Hell," Reese said. "We can't be sure we know its life cycle. Anything is possible. Salmon are both fresh and salt water..."
      Cadmann shook his head. "You know, every time something goes wrong, we say 'grendel.'   We've got grendels on the brain. They probably aren't even the most dangerous things on this planet."
      "What?"
      Cadmann grunted. "What is the likelihood that human beings land here on a big island, and within a year encounter the most dangerous creature an entire planet has to offer? But because it almost destroyed us, every boogey man has speed."
      "It wasn't a grendel," Aaron said. "It wasn't a god damned grendel. I don't know..."
       Although primarily a biologist, Dr. Evelyn Niles was one of eight members of Geographic’s crew qualified as a physician,  and one of four whose capacity, so far as anyone could determine, was unaffected by hibernation instability, less politely Ice. She had examined Aaron's head on first arriving from Camelot, bandaged a bad gash, and played light and motion games to check for concussion. She clucked and spoke sympathetically. "You took a pretty bad bump there."
      "Dinged by my own board." he said, shaking his head, and then belatedly seemed to grasp what they were saying. "Hey, stop it. Maybe I got concussed, maybe not. But I know what I saw. I know."
      Cadmann, Niles and Willow all exchanged expressions.
      "I saw what I saw," he said. "I know what I know."
      "Of course you do," Niles said.
      "Something came out of the water, and grabbed him."
      "The surfboard had marks," Cadmann said. "Reef marks. You were near the reef. You were exhausted, intoxicated, and in the forbidden zone. Can you blame us?"
      Aaron stared at them, each of them in turn, shame and anger warring in his eyes. The longest look was exchanged with Cadmann.
      When he broke his gaze away, he made a sound that might have been a sob. It might.
      Aaron rose unsteadily to his feet. "All right. I see how it is," he said. The emotion that had been, so briefly, revealed in his eyes disappeared, like the doors of a furnace slamming shut. He looked up. Fewer skeeters overhead now. The search was winding down. They were tired, and discouraged...
      And as far as they were concerned, they already knew what had happened.
      "All right then. That's the way it is. I won't stop. I won't stop looking, ever, until I find him."
      He began to jog clumsily north up the beach. "Archie!" He broke into a run. "Archie!"
      Willow looked down at her hands. One part of her wanted to run after him, help him, be with him.
      The other wanted to be as far away from Aaron Tragon as she could possibly get.
      And God help her, she wasn't certain which part of her was more right.



 
CHAPTER THREE
*
Avalon
 
*
ONE YEAR LATER
*
      At the northern tip of the island of Camelot, north of the vast expanse of Isenstein Glacier and west of the Miskatonic river, lies the colony of Avalon. Avalon is a collection of artificial ponds, home of the spaceport serving their sole surviving Orion vehicle, their only road back to orbit.
      They will never return to Earth. If this is not their home, they have no home.
      The colony had been rebuilt since the agony of the Grendel Wars. A dozen huts, dining hall and administration buildings, machine shops and pens for chickens, sheep, horses and cattle. Their border fences sported additional thermal sensors now, inevitably tuned to grendel physiology and attack patterns.
      The people of Avalon had never lost a bit of wariness, but also carried themselves as warriors who have survived their first test of combat: loss of illusion, the establishment of new identities, a bit of concern that even these new, stronger ego walls might be broached.
      It is said that only sixty thousand years ago, humanity on Earth came perilously close to extinction. We know, deep in our genes, that once upon a time we were almost undone. From the perspective of evolutionary psychology, our urge to reproduce and prevent this from ever happening again originates in this time. The gods and sages who told us that women should stay in their homes and bear young, and that men should go out into the world and expose themselves to enemy warriors, natural calamities and vicious beasts, to use anything and everything in our environments as we see fit, were little more than this drive to survive, inscribed on our genes and memes.
      Some say that we almost destroyed the planet attempting to satisfy this fear. Depending on one's perspective, we either awakened or were brainwashed into thinking we needed to limit ourselves. We socially engineered such changes, or else they happened naturally with the emancipation of women, the coming of the industrial revolution, improved birth control, democracy, and education...we either naturally limited ourselves, or nature herself designed and defined our limits.
      An argument impossible to resolve. What was true was that here, ten light years away from earth, there was no longer a need for population control. In fact, following the Grendel Wars, an empty womb was something very close to an insult to the species. There were no infertile females on Avalon, and despite the neurological reality of Ice, their genetics were as close to perfect as could be arranged. The result had been something close to a reproductive free-for-all, and the streets of Camelot swarmed with the resulting children.
      At the moment, the busiest building in the encampment was the town hall. Used for dances, lectures, debates and the occasional group cinema or game, at the moment it hosted a town hall meeting, the primary sides of the discussion separated by the sharpest age-gap in human history. There were Starborn, none older than seventeen. And Earthborn, none younger than forty. And nothing in-between.
      The sides of the discussion were arrayed along two different tables. Cadmann Weyland, his friend Carlos Martinez, Dr. Evelyn Niles, and Louisa Goodman were on the Earthborn side.
      Willow, Marshall, and Takashi Toru were the primary representatives for the Starborn.
      They'd been talking non-stop for an hour now.
      Louisa Goodman was Avalon’s current mayor,  a tall, willowy woman, with dark red hair and a schoolmarm's manner. She had been an executive at a multinational communications firm, but had given that up for a chance at a new world.
        "We have been apprised of plans for the annual Grendel Scouts `Hell Night’ outing, a cooperative between Surf's Up and the main colony. All in favor?" She looked around, out at the forty citizens who witnessed the meeting from their rows of folding chairs.
      With barely a pause, the room replied: "Aye."
      "Opposed?"
      Silence in reply.
      Dr. Evelyn Niles raised her hand  "I have no opposition, but a cautionary note. I propose that one adult..."
      Even before he could finish, the kids groaned in protest.
      "Come on, Evelyn!" Marshall protested, twisting his wispy goatee with his fingers, a clear sign of irritation. "This is our game. We can handle it, and you know that."
      Niles held her palms up in a placating gesture. "One adult must be present on Black Ship Island during the Grendel Scout Overnight. Preferably someone with medical training, in case of emergency. Of course, a skeeter will be standing by on the mainland."
      Cadmann, who had said little during the talk, nodded. "I agree. There is no need for excess risk." He drummed his fingers on the table in front of him. "Cassandra?"
      The children of Camelot had many names from many cultures. By mutual but non-compulsory agreement, no one named their child "Cass" or "Cassandra" because simply speaking those three syllables triggered the link to the main computer up on Geographic.
      "Yes, Cadmann?"
      "Map please. Surf's Up Bay and Black Ship."
      "Of course." The map appeared. The island of Camelot, as well as the colony of Avalon appeared. The image shifted rapidly east to the sub-colony called Surf's Up, including the artificial bay, and beyond that, the crescent called Black Ship Island.
      "Sufficient?" Cassandra asked in her eternally cool voice.
      "Yes, thank you," Cadmann replied. "The way I see it, with the plan proposed, there are really only two points of danger."
      Marshall sniffed. "And what are those?"
      "Well...The bay is safe. We made it safe, and most of the shoreline would have been safe, if no one had tried surfing near the reef. Once you leave the bay, there are two miles of ocean to cover. We know everything that breeds there, and most of what uses it as a hunting ground. The goliaths hunt there. They breach the surface but have never attacked a boat or a swimmer. You'll be using the big inflatables, and everyone will have life vests and tracers, and the skeeters on stand-bye, but I figure that there, those two miles before you reach the island, we might see some trouble."
      Talk ricochet'd the room, but there was no hard disagreement.
      "And what's the other point?" Willow asked.
      Cadmann laughed, but there was little humor in it. "Just...the unknown. We've been to Black Ship dozens of times. The oil refinery runs itself, but it's been fine every time we visit. Then again everything always seems fine...until its not. So we need to be aware. Prepare for the unknown. Isn't that what we really want to teach the Grendel Scouts?"
      Willow proceeded as if she thought he was setting a snare. "Yes, but you don't trust us to do this?"
      "Yes," Cadmann said. "I do. I just don't think there's anything wrong with putting in a little extra help. In case."
      The kids considered that, and as the words passed the first hurdle of common sense conferred among themselves in whisper-tones for a minute, and then came back up for air.
      "All right. Agreed," Willow said, combing her lustrous hair from her forehead with her fingers. "One adult."
      Louisa nodded, looked around the room seeking any complaint, and then banged her gavel on the podium. "Then approval is granted. The chit for all supplies will be issued."
 
- o  o  o -
 
      "Strike One!" The umpire screamed, and the spectators jeered derisively. Willow watched Carlos Martinez, the colony's premier sculptor and lothario, grit his teeth and stamp his feet on the plate, squinting against the morning sun as he faced the pitcher, a tall, skinny mop-top named Horace.
      She'd heard that once, a lifetime ago and ten light years away, he had been a damned good ball player. That may have been true, but something about the pitcher just seemed to give him fits, and the crowd cheered as he swung and missed a second time, and then struck out, handing his bat off with a few heartfelt phrases in Spanish that needed no translation.
      The next batter was Takashi Toru, whose rock-climber physique didn't translate into batting success. Takashi barely managed a base hit on the third swing, sliding in only a half-second before a gangly black girl named Kola Andewala hurled the softball in for the second baseman.
      It was just a casual pick-up game on the diamond back behind the mess hall and the supply depot, so everyone was cheering for everyone. Willow applauded along with the rest of them, but caught the pitcher's eye and motioned him over: there was business to conduct.
      He gestured to the relief pitcher and trotted over to her, all smiles and sweaty hug. "Willow!" he said. "You see me? I did good!"
      The supply depot had once been one of two dormitories, both decommissioned as almost all members of the colony had their own dwellings. Occasionally a remodeling or fumigation or break-up motivated a citizen to seek public housing, but a single dorm now sufficed for that.
      Marshall was waiting for her at the supply shed's broad, open window. A few Grendel Scout aged kids hovered around as well, fascinated. They understood that something was going on even if they didn't know exactly what. They hovered around the older kids, as youngsters always had and probably always would.
      A chunky blond youngster named Buddy bugged Willow as she walked to the front of the line, and the pitcher slipped through a side door. "Whatcha got, Willow?" he asked, pointing chubby forefinger at the slate clutched to her chest.
      She grinned and hid her slate, on which the requisition was printed in scanpaper type. "Now, now, no peeking. Haven't you ever heard of surprises?"
      Marshall was less kind. "All kinds of good things," he said. "Grendel guts, pterodon poop...yummy campfire fare."
      "Yuck!"
      "You bet, yuck!" Marshall agreed. "Now fly away, little birds, we have business. Trust me...you'll see us tomorrow."
      The erstwhile pitcher, now counter attendant, was a slender man with unkempt hair and now a slightly vague expression, as if his emotions and intellect were just slightly out of synch. His name was Horace Fuentes, known generally as "Uncle Horace." Horace had ice on his mind: he was one of the colony's direst examples of hibernation instability. Once upon a time, he had been...well, a different man.
      Now, Horace could barely be trusted to disperse shovels and flares and such goods from a public facility, where in actuality all citizens were pretty much trusted to fetch their own merchandise goods. That trust, and a mean softball pitch, were all that remained of one of Cuba's greatest mathematicians.
      The supply depot job was makework, pure and simple.
      Makework or not, Horace took his job very seriously. He was methodical, if just a little slow. Checked every tag twice. He seemed constantly on the edge of frustration, counting repeatedly to be certain he has it right. He looked up, and saw the kids looking at him. And trying not to stare.
      "I'm sorry. Everything takes me longer now. Just something you get used to."
      Marshall felt embarrassed for Uncle Horace, more embarrassed than Horace himself. "Damned ice." Then more gently, as countless colonists had said to others over the course of almost two decades, perhaps the single most common phrase in the colony:  "It's not your fault."
      His eyes flickered, as if refocusing. "Hey!" he said. "Did you know that before 1995, the eastern part of Kiribati was a whole day and two hours behind the western part of the country where its capital is located?"
      The non sequitur took Willow aback for a moment. "Why?"
      "International Date Line split the country," he said, blinking. "Did you know my name means 'Hour?' "
      "No, Horace," she said, although she had heard this at least a dozen times before.
      "And where is Kiribati?" Marshall asked. Willow wanted to elbow him.
      Horace blinked again, and his eyes shifted back and forth as she searched for the information, and came up blank. He shrugged, and combed his hair with his fingers. "Don't remember."
      It's not your fault. Horace was sweet, and very limited...and perfect.
      Marshall and Willow exchanged an embarrassed look. Then Marshall pulled at his goatee, his eyes shifted sideways. "Horace," Marshall said. "Horace...I'd like to ask you for a favor..."
 
- o  o  o -
 
      "No!" Louisa Goodman slammed her little fist down on the desk, her face dark with fury and frustration. "No! You know damned well that the intent–"
      The rest of her words hung in the air, unspoken. Her eyes had gone from Willow to Marshall and back again without fixing on Horace. His head hung down and he wrung his hands together in misery. Suddenly, Louisa realized what her tirade was doing to this good and simple man.
      Damnation.
      She was furious with herself, and furious at the ease with which Willow and Marshall had checkmated her. "No offense, Horace, but you know that your...that ice...you know."
      "I know," Horace said.
      "Damn it," Louisa whispered. "you have no right to put me in this position."
      Marshall batted the ball right back to her. "But you have the right to object when we obey the law that you insisted we conform to."
      "Yes, I do!" she yelled. "I have the responsibility to–"
      "What?" Marshall said. "Demand we return the supplies?"
      Louisa came very close to saying the first thing that came to mind, realizing at the last second the she needed to take control of this, while there was still time. "I'm not interested in going to war with you, Marshall. We could just withhold permission from the Grendel Scouts."
      Cadmann had been leaning against the office wall, observing the entire exchange. "Louisa," he said. "May I speak with you, alone?"
      She glared at him, but nodded.
      Cadmann turned to the kids. "A moment, please."
      The kids filed out of the office, and Cadmann closed the door.
      They both exhaled at the same time. "Well," Louisa said. "Here's another fine mess."
      "Oh, yes," Cadmann said. "That was Marshall. We should have known he'd find the loophole. We didn't think about it because we don't like thinking about it."
      Silence hung in the air for a moment. "So...what do we do?"
      "Well..." he said. "Whatever we do, it can't be about this one trip. It has to be about everything that happens as those kids get older and...well, aren't kids any more. Do we want them parsing every agreement, finding loopholes? Do we want a rebellion on our hands, one we can't possibly win?"
      "Crap," Louisa said, feeling pinned.
      "Yeah. Crap indeed. Listen. Things will either go well out there..."
      "Your lips to God's ear."
      "Or not. If something goes wrong, they'll either cope with it, call us in and we'll cope with it, or...not."
      The third person in the room was Evelyn Niles. "Sister...?" Louisa began.
      Niles raised her hand, smiled. "Please. It's just Evelyn. I was a Dominican, but that was another life. If I hadn't renounced the habit I couldn't have come on this trip." She'd given that speech a thousand times, and probably would a thousand more.
      Cadmann considered that answer. "You renounced it before you were a candidate, didn't you..? Or to get married..? I was never really sure..."
      Niles smiled again. It was a polite and pretty smile, but it answered nothing. There were some questions she'd never seen fit to answer. "Let's just say that at some point, it seemed to me I could do more good to the world by a more direct contact with its mysteries. We cannot be protected by doctrine. And our children cannot be protected by the hopes, dreams, and fears of their parents. No matter how much we love them."
      "Still," Louisa said, "whether you want it or not, you represent a certain voice, and I can't quite get Catholicism out of my head. Still hoping to find answers."
      "I have some excellent questions for you," Niles said. "No answers, though. "
      "I'll take a good question."
      Niles nodded. "All right. When and where is the best time to let our children make mistakes?"
      A moment's pause, and then the answer. "When their victories will teach them right, and their mistakes will cause pain...but not destruction."
      "A good answer. So we stand by."
      "Are they making a mistake? We know what's on Black Ship. What about the stretch of ocean they'll have to cross?"
      Niles considered. "Two miles. We can track goliaths, and there've been two in the vicinity, but they aren't known to have ever attacked a boat. We chummed the waters three times last years, and no predators larger than jellysharks took the bait. Those things are a foot long at worst, and they‘re mostly carrion eaters. They don’t chase prey. There's a kind of active seaweed. You wouldn't want to fall into a mass of it, but again it seems more interested in carrion."
      "What about seasonal?"
      She nodded. "That's a damned good question. We've been on this planet almost twenty years, and couldn't possibly have mapped everything. We can know everything that lurks in the waters year-round, but if they only come in one season...or only return every six or more years, well, we don't know."
      "Best guess?"
      "Looking at the vegetation, figuring the amount of animal biomass that could live on that, and then the number of predators that could be living on those...the lifecycle seems pretty stable," Niles said. "I don't see any really scary things coming in, slaughtering wholesale. None of our models allow for anything like that. I think we're pretty safe."
      “Do the models take account of changes we’ve made?” Cadmann asked.
      “What changes?”
      “Well, for one thing we’ve cleared this island of grendels,” Cadmann said. “I’d say that’s a pretty big change.”
      She nodded. “About as big as you can get. Most of the ecological niches are empty because the grendels ate everything they could find. We’re filling some of those niches with terrestrial critters. That will change everything, but I don’t see how there’s been enough time for anything local. Grendels cleared everything out. Anything big would have to come from the mainland, and this island is too far out to have any regular influx of life from over there. It’s why we chose this for the initial colony. It looked safe.”
      There were several reactions. Laughter, snorts. 
      “And we found grendels,” Cadmann said. 
      “Yes, we found grendels. But they’d made the island safe from everything else, and we cleared out the grendels. What could we find that the grendels missed? They were here a thousand years. Or more.”
      Niles was as good as it got. Cadmann felt the whole room give a silent, collective sigh of relief. "I think traveling two miles in rafts to a well-mapped island is probably safer than rock climbing. And we know that Uncle Horace is damned good at basic first aid, and CPR, and neural stim. He proved that. He saved your life, Louisa, during the Grendel Wars."
      "All right..." Louisa said, perhaps wondering where this was going.
      "And if that is your choice, I'd be happy to pray to St. Pancras, patron saint of children."
      Louisa looked at Cadmann, who shrugged. "Not my turn in the barrel. You're on rotation."
      "Crap crappity crap. All right...let them in," Louisa said. "But at times like these, I really really hope there's someone listening when I pray."
      "Amen," Cadmann said, without a trace of irony. "I think that's something most of us hope for."
      "What?" Niles asked.
      "That there is something out there. God or Buddha or the Great Pumpkin."
      "I don't care it it's the Golden Golliwog. When it comes to our kids, I'll take all the help I can get."



 
CHAPTER FOUR
*
Gastric Special
 
*
      The shadows narrowed as morning crept toward noon. Skeeter Gamma was a good old girl, with over a half-million air-miles creaking her metal bones. As far as Cadmann was concerned, that just meant she'd gotten her bugs out.
      He skimmed across the tree-tops, heading for a mountain south of the colony. It was a beautiful, alien view. Horsemane trees, twenty meters of ramrod straight oval shaped paper-white trunks, with a fringe of dark green running like a stallion’s mane down the leeward side mixed with terrestrial coconut palms. At the top of each horsemane tree was a network of branches supporting nests of odd crab-like creatures. Grendels ate anything that moved, and the anthropods never descended to the ground, which long puzzled the colony biologists until they realized that the mountain dwelling pterodons could land in the nests. A complex symbiosis resulted, with the pterodons somehow conveying genetic material from one treetop to another, providing genetic diversity sufficient to preserve the species.
      There were also groves of terrestrial coconut palms and citrus trees in complex checkerboard patterns. More patches of what amounted to impenetrable jungle. Grendels had simplified the animal ecology of the island, but there was plenty of plant life to puzzle the agronomists.
      Light momentarily brightened as the cloud cover parted. The windshield polarized. He shielded his eyes a bit, checked his inertial position display, then visually oriented, heading toward a cleft crowded with trees and heavy with moss.
      He loved piloting skeeters, but never regretted an opportunity to touch down safely, either.
      He fanned dust across a broad flat triangular landing zone chopped and burned into the underbrush. A few people watched, curious, pausing as they carried sacks to or from one of the three huts surrounding the pad. There were other huts, set further back, and if one looked carefully there were still more up in the forested area.
      Cadmann exited the autogyro, shaking the hands of a short, broad sunburnt guy wearing wraparounds. "How are things, Jeter?"
      "Pretty straight forward. We got a little too much rain, and the roots are a little mushy. We're on our third course of antifungals. We'll cope. What brings you?"
      "I'm here to see Aaron."
      Jeter lifted his sunglasses. "Ah! Mickey will walk you up." He stuck two fingers in his mouth and let loose with a piercing whistle.
      "Up?" Cadmann asked.
      Jeter pointed up into the mountains protecting the clearing. "Pterodon nests."
      "What in the hell? Oh," he looked as if he wanted to slap his forehead. "Gastric Special."
      Jeter grinned. "One finds delicacies where one can."
      He whistled again and made a come-hither to a jug-eared kid who, if his given name hadn't been Michael, might well have been nicknamed Mickey anyway. Just for the big ears.
      "Cadmann?"
      "Hey, Mickey. Walk me up?"
      "Can do will do," the kid said, and threw in a snappy salute for good measure.
      "Sounds good." Cadmann pulled a backpack out of the skeeter and shouldered it.
      They headed up a shoulder-wide path burned and chopped in the underbrush. Cadmann named a dozen species silently, then gave up. It would be generations before even a fraction of Avalon's wildlife and flora were categorized. A plaintive skaw jerked his head up, and the familiar silhouette of a bald eagle winged past overhead.
      Cadmann couldn't stop himself from smiling. "They seem to be doing well."
      "I heard you Earthers weren't sure."
      "We weren't sure about a lot of things. But eventually, we just had to try." Eventually, you just have to let them go.
      They climbed for three hours, until the day began to cool, the territory increasingly steep.
      The clearing just ahead had been cleared by machete and defoliant. It sheltered a single tent, and a low, crackling campfire in a circle of rocks. No one seemed to be present.
      "Aaron?" Mickey called. "Company."
      After a moment's pause, the tent tent-flap opened, and Aaron climbed out. His hair was long and chopped square. The months had stripped fat from his body, so that to Cadmann he seemed unhealthily lean, wiry more than muscular. His eyes were narrow and suspicious.
      "Cadmann," he said, too many emotions in that single word for Cadmann to tease out his mood.
      "Aaron."
      The boy ran his fingers through his hair. "What brings you all the way up here?"
      "Trade," Cadmann said. "Carlos said you commissioned this." He pulled a satchel out of his backpack and opened it, producing two knives with grendel-bone handles.
      Aaron emerged from his suspicious trance, eyes delighted. "Wow!"
      "Yeah," Cadmann said. "Wow. You offer to trade some Gastric?"
      Aaron plopped down on a folding camp stool, motioned Cadmann toward a second. Aaron twirled the knives with liquid wrists, slicing patterns in the air. Then suddenly he seemed to remember Cadmann had spoken. "Yeah, yeah. Got it right here." He went into the tent, emerged a few minutes later with two pounds of beans.
      "That..." Cadmann marveled, "is a bloody fortune."
      "Worth it," Aaron said. "A good knife is..." He was playing with the blade, rotating it, and then suddenly, he remembered who he was talking to. His eyes narrowed. "Why did you bring these up? Why not Carlos?"
      Cadmann stretched. "Wanted to get out, up to the mountains. Felt like a hike. Wanted to talk."
      Aaron snorted doubt.
      "Mickey?" Cadmann said.
      "Yeah?" Mickey asked.
      "I can handle this now. Want to do some collecting?" In other words, leave us alone for a while.
      "Sure," Mickey dusted his shoes off and retreated politely. Aaron and Cadmann faced each other across the fire. For the first time, Cadmann noticed Aaron's hands were trembling. Looked like the boy was drinking too much of his own product.
      For a few moments the only sounds were the crackle of the fire and the distant skaw of the pterodons. Then Cadmann spoke. "We know that some of you kids feel like you don't belong to anyone."
      "Ah," Aaron said. "That little no mother, no father thingie?"
      "The whole crèche thing could have been...should have been handled a little better. I don't know what they were thinking." Cadmann spoke the clear truth. As theory, the idea of frozen embryos made sense. As always, practice was...quite another thing. And they weren't listening to me before the Grendel Wars. Aaron knows that.
      "Spare parts. Need a population bump? Just thaw out a few kidsickles."
      Cadmann winced. "We always tried to make you feel as if you belonged to all of us."
      Aaron smiled. "Which is the same as belonging to none of you."
      "I tried to stand up for you, Aaron. You know that's true. No one sentenced you to pick coffee beans out of pterodon shit. This was your choice."
      That seemed to set Aaron back a bit. "Was it? Did I have an option?"
      "There are always options."
      Aaron's answering laugh was cruel. "You saw their faces. So a bottle baby kills a Starborn–"
      "You are Starborn. And you didn't kill anyone."
      "Tell it to Marshall. You know damned well what I mean. There's a difference."
      "Aaron...at some point in everyone's life you have to stop caring about what other people think, and stand on your own for a while. They'll come back."
      Aaron fisted his hands, and ground them into his thighs. "Maybe I don't want them to."
      "Is that true?"
      "Yes."
      Cadmann waited a moment before speaking the words in his mind. "And Willow?"
      "What about her?"
      "Right," Cadmann said. "Like you don't know what I mean. Listen, Aaron. I'm going to say something to you that I probably shouldn't."
      A pause.
      Aaron stepped into the gap. "Have some coffee."
      Cadmann winced. He'd actually never tried the stuff. No matter what anyone said, the thought of eating something that had been through another creature's digestive system was just repulsive. "Ah, no thank you..."
      Aaron read his mind, but had no mercy. "Didn't anyone ever tell you it's impolite to refuse hospitality?"
      Cadmann paused, chewing it over, realizing he had no real choice. "Fair enough. Please."
      Aaron chuckled. He liked to win. From a pot on the campfire he poured a stream of black liquid. "Powdered milk? Honey?"
      "Honey, please."
      Aaron handed him a small pot. "Here you go. You know, I've always thought that when you really want to experience something, you should try it without seasonings or flavors first."
      "I've always thought that, too."
      They both laughed. Cadmann mixed in some honey, and then sipped.
      "Well?"
      "My," Cadmann said. "That's tasty." He took another sip or two, and then sat it down.
      "That's actually very good."
      "Wait," Aaron said.
      "For what?"
      Aaron smiled with pride. "Not like the other Gastrics, is it? It's in the roasting. Passing through the pterodon digestive system balances some of the alkaline in the caffeine, but I roast using nettlebark."
      "I'd think that was too harsh."
      "Only to touch. The smoke turns out to be a flavor enhancer. I think I have a little industry here. Also adds pseudopolyphenols as free radical scavengers. Caffeine acts to sensitize your body to norepinephrine, and  speed traces break down in your body to provide precursives. More like cocaine than traditional caffeine, but milder and kinder. A nice smooth lift, then lets you down gently."
      Cadmann sputtered. "Pseudo-what?"
      Aaron's lips turned up, just a bit, in the ghost of a gotcha.
      Cadmann sipped again, enjoying the java. Not bad at all.
      "So this isn't just exile?"
      "Started that way. Now...I've found something I'm good at."
      "You're good at a lot of things, Aaron. That's part of what I wanted to say."
      "What?"
      Cadmann took another sip. He didn't feel buzzed, but the day had just gotten...clearer. Oh, this stuff was dangerous. "The thing that I really shouldn't say. Mmmm. Can I buy a pound of this?"
      Aaron almost giggled. For a moment, he looked about seven years old again, still the lean athletic little ball of energy that had dogged his shadow endlessly, wanting to beat him up one moment and curl in his lap the next. The boy Cadmann had taught to fish, whom Carlos had taught to carve and hit a ball. "We can work out a trade. If I like what you have to say."
      "I think you will. All right. Aaron. I think you're going to inherit this colony."
      Aaron rolled his eyes. "That again. We've been down this road before."
      "Not like this you haven't. I didn't say 'the Starborn' or 'the Crèche Kids.'  I said you. Aaron Tragon."
      Aaron stared, doing his version of a slow burn. "What are you talking about?"
      "Aaron. I know a leader when I see one. Part of what the army trained me to do. You're smarter, stronger, than any other kid on this planet."
      Another snort. But there was something in Aaron's eyes in that moment, Cadmann saw it. He wanted to believe. "What about what happened at Surf's Up? Did that seem level headed to you? Everyone thinks I hallucinated a monster."
      "I don't know what happened there. I know I believe that you believe it. On Avalon, what we call monsters a native would call an animal. I also know you took a nasty bump. That can make the best of us see things. Scramble memories. "
      "Yeah," Aaron said. "Right."
      "Let me put it another way, Aaron...I know what happened. Not for an instant should you think I don't. But despite that, I still sit here, telling you that you're the best of the bunch."
      Was that another smile? "Yeah, well...what am I supposed to do with that? Be a leader without followers?"
      "I know your mind and body. I don't know your heart. That's up to you."
      Aaron took another sip. His hands were shaking again. "You got that right."
      "There's one thing I suspect was in your heart, though. Willow."
      Aaron glared at him. "I don't know what you're talking about."
      "Let's not start lying to each other, shall we?"
      "That," Aaron said, "That would be a unique situation."
      "Between us? On Avalon?"
      "In human history."
      "Well," Cadmann replied. "Let's make history, then. Cards on the table. Since you've been gone, how many times has Willow been to see you?"
      Aaron turned away a bit, concealing his expression. "Twice. I wouldn't see her."
      "Right. So...now she's hanging with Marshall."
      An ugly laugh. "That figures."
      "Maybe I'm not totally happy with that. "
      A curious look. "Why not?"
      "Competition is a healthy thing. Whether in the animal kingdom...sports teams...or colonies." A pause. "Ever wonder about the competition that made grendels?"
      "Yeah," Aaron said. "Yeah, I've thought about it."
      Cadmann sipped. His eyes widened. 
      "Different from Earth coffee?" Aaron said. Definitely a smile.
      "Let's put it this way. If you could export it to Earth, you'd get rich."
      Coffee with both caffeine and speed. Nothing like it. Cadmann could almost see the commercials now. Grendel King brand coffee, with animated quasi-lizards as fast as race cars zipping around or tap-dancing in a line. No one on Earth had ever had to deal with one, or could imagine what it was like to face a predator that could turn on a supercharger. Put a grendel in your cup!
      The next sip tasted sour. Too many bad memories. What the hell, he'd get over it. Everyone else seemed to have.
      "Something in the soil?"
      "Think so. I'd bet there are other things on this planet that have speed. They compete with each other, and you can see what we get. So Willow and you."
      "What about us?"
      "We might have been wrong. Everybody might have been wrong. But we all thought it was going to be you and Willow going over the Falls. That was the safe money."
      "Council might have had something to say about that."
      Cadmann nodded. "There's politics, and then there is leadership. Then something happened, and you dropped out of the running. And Marshall got the sympathy vote."
      "Because of Archie?"
      Cadmann nodded.
      Aaron snorted with disgust. "So..." he said.  “What now?”
      "What now?" Cadmann asked. "Well–life goes on out at Surf's Up. Everybody's learning and growing, and in a few days, it's time for another Grendel Scout overnight."
      Aaron smiled wistfully. "How are the kids?"
      "You miss them? You were pretty good with them, you know."
      Aaron paused again, as if counting something in his head. "What's the play?"
      "Black Ship Island," Cadmann replied.
      "Good spot," Aaron said. "We did some good things out there. Scary, and safe."
      "My thought exactly. Caves, beach, woods...pretty damned good place for survival training."
      "Orienteering, team building, foraging...any of the pumping stations up for grabs?"
      "Off limits. Some of the botanical groves might be incorporated into the games. There'll be reflex conditioning." The world record for a human being in the 100 meters was 7.97 seconds. A cheetah, the fastest earthly animal, could achieve a top speed of 30 meters per second, which would equal 100 meter time of 3.33 seconds. A grendel on speed could cover 100 meters in 2.3 seconds. With a grendel coming at you, there was simply no time for conscious thought, only a conditioned response.
      "I remember. Those were good times."
      "I'm sure they were. Probably better than my best scout Jamboree in Kentucky. Willow and Marshall are heading things up. They have a few surprises set for the kids."
      Aaron sighed, aware that Cadmann had set the hook. "What do you want from me?"
      Cadmann leaned in. "For you to decide what you want. If you want Willow, and you were expecting her to come up here over and over again until she wore you down...it's not going to happen. She's got feelings too. Upset Marshall's apple cart a bit, throw him off balance...it might not be too late."
      Aaron chuffed. "Throw him off balance. Things like that start fights."
      Cadmann shrugged. "If he starts it, you can finish it."
      "That what you think?"
      Cadmann stood up. As he did, he felt a twinge in his right knee. Sucked getting old. "It's what I know. Hey, listen. What the hell. Maybe I'm wrong about everything. But had to put in my two cents. What you do with it is up to you." He cupped his hands around his mouth. "Mike! I'm leaving now."
      He extended his hand, and Aaron shook it. “For what it's worth, thanks."
      The boy was almost as tall as Cadmann, but still a beanpole. One day he would be as broad, and perhaps as strong. That day hadn't quite arrived. "One more thing...Willow always asks about you. Every time she comes in."
      Then, bearing just a trace of a smile, Cadmann waved to Mike, who was coming down the hill. Together, they headed back down, leaving Aaron scanning his surroundings.



 
CHAPTER FIVE
*
Surf's Up
 
*
      The waters off Surf's Up were tranquil and dark. Outside the lagoon, they were actually quite calm, only occasionally choppy.
      The goliath broke the surface, rolling like a sea serpent, and then dove back down. Those who had given it a Biblical name considered it to be about three times the size of an Orca, if shaped more like an eel. It smelled something in the water. Seminal fluid, the mating season for an ancient enemy. It would have to be careful, but this would be a good feeding time. It dove down deep, and saw something much smaller than itself, three times as long as it was thick. This, the flexible tail and worm-rimmed snout triggered a response stronger than conscious thought. It went for the kill. Its enemy was heavy with freshly fertilized eggs.
      This was the perfect time for the kill: its enemy was slow, and if it survived this season, would lay those eggs and they would increase the number of enemy.
      It was a cow, surrounded by her young, none more than a single year old. The goliath struck from below, from the shadows and darkness, jaws snapping once but that once was enough, tearing through flesh and shearing bone, inflicting damage so massive that the cow barely had time to register pain before she was dead.
      The young scattered, frantic. The goliath slowed, chewing, grinding the cow's flesh into shreds, savoring.
      Then...for the first time in its life, the goliath felt pain, as if its underside had been ripped open by a reef. It had been attacked by a "bull" only a fraction of its own size. Belly ripped open, the creature rolled, tearing the bull free, biting and killing it.
      But even as it did, a second bull struck. And then a virgin cow. And another bull. At first the predator, the leviathan became the prey as the creatures grabbed at it, as their mandibles dug in and began to inject digestive fluid.
      Now, at last, it knew pain. It forgot its hunger, seeking only to escape. But there was no escape, as the smell of its blood seeped into the water, attracting more and more of its enemies. 
      It fought its way to the surface. If a human had witnessed its agonies, it might have looked somewhat like a flattened shark swarmed by lampreys. Then it rolled, as the digestive juices broke down the membranes around its heart and lungs, and it shuddered, dying.
      The body floated there, slowly becoming oddly...shapeless. And then rolled. And sank out of the moonlight, leaving behind only a fading crimson slick. 
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Dawn came to the clustered huts near the edge of the lagoon. There was something both casual and clever about their design and placement. Aaron had planned most of it complete with the mixture of Terran and native plants framing the lanes. In the largest, neatest hut, Willow shared space with Marshall. She awakened first, and rubbed at her teeth with a peppermint floss stick. She looked back at Marshall as he slept. He was perfect, of course, but she could not be faulted for momentarily thinking of someone else as she plopped down next to him.
      She kissed his shoulder, and he moaned drowsily. "Wakey wakey, eggs and bakey."
      "Hey, there," he said, and tried to drag her down to the mattress.
      "Hey there. No, we don't have time for that. We're expecting visitors, and there's work to do."
      Marshall crinkled his nose in pretense of anger. "Aww."
      She tousled his hair, getting him awake. He tried to wrestle her down onto the bed again, but she slipped away. "There'll be time for that tonight, after we put the Scouts to bed."
      Finally, he sighed and relented. "Be right with you."
      Willow smiled. "No rest for the wicked," she said, and headed out.
      She squinted as the morning light struck her eyes. The cluster of huts and the rolling waves were her first taste of the new day. Like most of the Starborn, she had researched Earth, the lost homeland. And of all places on Earth, Avalon reminded her most of Polynesia, especially Fiji, but with its own, strange flora. Not strange to her, of course: this was home.
      Some of the others were starting to rouse themselves, and they waved to her across the sand. Five of them would be in control of this adventure.
      First was Marshal, just awakening himself. A majority of Avalonians considered him Aaron's replacement, the kid most likely to inherit the colony. They were all polymaths, but Marshall's combination of skills and presence gave him a special edge. 
      She, Willow, of course. She was the alpha female, without a doubt, and the best biologist among the Starborn.
      Skeeter pilot Takashi Toru was a rock climber, an engineering specialist with a soft spot for children.
      Kola Andewala's Nigerian genes made her as dark as coal and the tallest woman among the Starborn. She actually had a younger clone named Nnedi. Sometimes they behaved like sisters, and at other times like mother and daughter.
      An oddly matched group.
      Takashi bent and stretched and rotated every joint of his body in sequence. His invariable morning rock-climber routine made him flexible as a pipe cleaner. "Morning, Willow. Good day for Hell Night!"
      "Well, get out there," she called back. "We can't have the kids seeing our surprise, now can we?"
      Takashi yelled at a tall gangly guy wrestling a tarped package into a motorized rubber raft. "Porter!"
      "Ahoy the beach!" Porter called. "All is well. Give me a hand?"
      "Let me get my bag." Takashi turned. "Willow, when are the kids coming?"
      "We have about twenty minutes," she replied.
      She looked east toward the mountains separating the coast from the inland. Other Starborn were wandering over from their huts. Kola kissed Willow on both cheeks, and nodded to Takashi.
      "What weather can we expect?" Takashi asked.
      "Higher winds and tides by noon." Kola replied.
      "By noon," Willow said, "we'll be on the beach."
      "Marching inland, I'd think." Marshall said behind her, blinking as he emerged into the light.
      Kola chuckled. "Sleepy head. Wear you out again?"
      "Hah hah. Not this side of the grave."
      Porter ran to pudgy, despite a strong work ethic and a talent for rock climbing. "We sure we don't want to skeeter the kids over to Black Ship?"
      Willow grinned. "Where's the fun in that?"
      The teens began checking the five boats. These were large, motorized inflatable rafts, a simple, sturdy design. They carefully checked, cleaned, bundled, and prepared, bickering goodnaturedly as they did. Despite their play, the work was quite efficient. There was no wasted motion at all. 
      "Screwdriver," Porter said. He raised his hand, and Kola threw without looking, and he snatched it out of the air almost as blithely. Made an adjustment in the engine.
      A burring roar slowly grew louder as three skeeters zipped over the mountains in unison, an elephant-sized cargo container suspended between them with cables.
      Marshall shaded his eyes. "And...here they come!"
      The skeeters landed on the beach, whipping up the sand. Three pilots exited: Louisa, Dr. Niles, and Carlos Martinez.
      "Morning," Carlos said. His hair was graying a bit, but he was still the dashing figure he'd been while cutting a swath through the colony's single women two decades ago.
      The cargo container opened, and within were twenty kids, aged 8-12. The first out were the team leaders, bright-eyed scrappy kids named Kelly, Percy, Thor, and Nnedi, Kola Andewala's younger sister.
      "Kola!" Nnedi cried. A little black girl, her hair in cornrows and braids, ran to Kola. She looked like a miniature of the older girl, which was high praise indeed.
      Nnedi looked in her sister's eyes. "Are you going to keep me safe?"
      "No, little darling. I'm going to teach you how to keep yourself safe."
      "Oh, O.K., I guess that'll have to do," Nnedi said.
      "It's all there is."
      Porter clucked. "You are such a cynic."
      She stuck her tongue out, and hugged Nnedi fiercely.
      Carlos caught her attention. "So you're taking the Runners out. Everything checked?"
      "Everything except the last thing." Willow said.
      "Which is?"
      "Don't know yet. But there's always a last thing. Kids!"
      The Grendel Scouts gathered around, and look up at Willow with adoring, slightly frightened and hopeful eyes.
      "Grendel Scouts! Form into clans!"
      They formed four lines of five, four each behind Kelly, Percy, Thor, and Nnedi. They were precise, very focused. Desperate for approval, and filled with expectation.
      "Not bad," Willow said.
      "Not bad?" Kola asked. "This is the best we can do? The cream of Earth? The fruit of the superfolk? We'll see." She strode with the presence and power of a lioness. When she passed at her clone little Nnedi, she secretly winked an eye...and Nnedi hid her answering smile.
      "We have three rules, and three rules only!" Porter said.
      "One, You will do what you are told, at all times, and without question. Anyone. Any of you who feel you can't do this..."
      "Step forward now!" Takashi said. "Go home! Go back to your safe, warm beds."
      Predictably, not a single Scout stepped forward.
      "Good," Marshall said.
      "Good!" Takashi agreed. "Rule two! Tell the truth. No matter how hard it is. No matter how shameful it is. The only way you will survive, any of you, is if you know you can trust what your brothers and sisters say. If you know what their strengths and weaknesses are. Really are. Not their hallucinations, hopes, and dreams."
      "You don't have to be the strongest, or the smartest–" Willow said.
      One of Nnedi's teammates, a chunky straw-haired munchkin named Buddy, chirped up. "They can't be. I am."
      The kids laughed, and some of it was actually amusement rather than unease.
      "Are you?" Kola leaned close. "Are you now, little man? Well. We'll see." She straightened, a seventeen year old Amazon glaring down at a twelve year old boy. Their eyes locked, until he flinched and broke contact, just a hint of fear on his face, as well as anger that she did this to him. She grinned, satisfied. "Three! Pay attention. It isn't what you don't know that will kill you. It's what you think you know that ain't so. There is only one cure for lies. Only one cure for ignorance. PAY ATTENTION."
      "Can you do that?" Willow asked.
      A couple of the kids nodded. 
      Takashi raised his voice louder. "Do what you are told! Tell the truth! Pay attention! These rules will keep you and your brothers and sisters alive. Can you do it?"
      The same few kids nodded.
      Willow frowned at the meek response. "What kind of weak-ass little kittens...Can you do it? Let's hear those voices!"
      "Yes." More of them, this time.
      "Looouder! What are the rules!"
      "Do what you're told! Tell the truth! Pay attention!"
      "Well all right!" One at a time he went down the rows, naming them. "Kelly: Blue Team, Nnedi: Red Team, Percy: Green Team, Thor: Yellow."
      "The game starts now!" Kola said. "Grab your gear, get to the boats, and let's get going. Let's hear it one more time. Are you sprouts ready?"
      "Yeah!" the kids said.
      "Let ‘em hear it on Black Ship Island!" Marshall yelled.
      "Yeah!"
 
- o  o  o -
 
      And a mile away across the water, their young, strong voices were heard. Floating up and down on the waves ahead of them was an orange inflatable motorized raft. In it was one of the three pairs of twins among the colonists. Starborn Evan and Heather, as well as Uncle Horace.
      Evan cupped his hand to his ear. "Wait. Did you hear something? Something calling?"
      Heather paused, then shrugged. "Wind through the waves, maybe. Your ears can play tricks..."
      They paused in their paddling. Distantly, from across the water, came a sound: "Yeah"
      "Sounds like kids," Uncle Horace said.
      Again, distantly, "Yeah!"
      "Probably getting ready to shove off," Heather said.
      "We can overthink this stuff," Evan said. "Come on. Steer away from the rocks."
      They guided the inflatable through the clashing waves and onto the beach. The Twins worked well together, and Uncle Horace took orders with enthusiasm. 
      "And here we go!" he chortled.
      A dark bulky bundle filled the prow of the raft, large and heavy enough to require both Heather and Horace to wrestle it ashore. 
      Evan lifted a sealed, waterproof olive back-pack from the raft's floor. He checked the seals carefully. 
      Heather laughed. "Your flash-bangs are fine, Evan."
      "Can't be too careful. " 
      Horace stumbled as a low wave slapped against his knees, and almost dropped his end of the package.
      "Hey! Don't let her get wet," Evan said.
      "She won't mind," Heather said.
      Uncle Horace frowned. " 'She'...? Oh, you're joking!"
      Heather and Evan glanced at each other. "Yes, Horace. We're joking." The expression they shared was part pity, and part there but for the grace of God relief.
      "Let's get the boat up. Don't want to leave tracks," Uncle Horace said, and the Twins looked at each other and nodded mildly surprised agreement.
      "Don't worry," Heather said. "They'll be coming in east of us."
      She hopped down into the water. Heather was athletic, brilliant, observant. Together they unloaded seven bundles of gear. Resting after the exertion, Heather took time to point out a spot where the water swirled within a circle of rocks.
      "Anything risky here?"
      "On earth those tidal pools would be filled with anemones and hermit crabs. Maybe lobsters. Nothing too active or dangerous."
      "Assuming similar developmental paths," Evan said. "That remains to be seen. What would that be? Genetic xenobiology? We could get a dozen doctorates writing papers about this place."
      "Tell you what," Heather said. "After this is over, we come back, collect some samples. Fair?"
      "Fair. Come on..."
      Together, they carried the boat up, and then deflated the cells, and hid it in the bushes.
      Heather looked up. Black Ship had steep cliffs, dense jungle. She thought it looked a lot like the original Willis O'Brien glass paintings of Skull Island for the 1933 King Kong: misty, romantic, mysterious.
      "You think they'll suspect anyone is watching them?"
      "Not the slightest," Evan said. "They'll look at those cliffs, and get spooked. Then they'll remember they're supposed to be brave, and put the spooking down to nerves and soldier on like good little scouts."
      Heather grinned. "They are going to piss their pants, aren't they?"
      "Only if we do our jobs right."
      "That's right. Let's get in place." 
      They continued dragging the package up the beach. Heather stopped, and looked up at the cliffs, frowning for a moment. Then she shrugged and continued on.



 
CHAPTER SIX
*
Open Water
 
*
      The cove's artificial crescent had been constructed over three years by dropping rocks from skeeters. After a sufficient base had been built, earthly coral was then implanted and protected until it had taken root. What would happen when Earth's colony creatures finally competed with Avalon's was anyone's guess.
      They approached the central gate. Willow searched in all directions, then looked at the small sonar display. “Clear,” she shouted.
      “Agreed,” Marshall called from the second boat. “Clear to open the keyhole.”
      Willow tapped a code into the small waterproofed console on the dash. Motors hummed and the three-meter gate swung inward. At the same time they felt rather than heard a deep rumbling, then shrill alarm sounds.
      Buddy held his ears. “What’s that?” He managed to make it sound like a question and he wasn’t scared.
      “The alarms are under water and go on when the gate’s open,” Willow said. “The idea is to keep the dolphins in, and maybe scare away anything that’s out there. One of these days we’ll turn the alarms off and leave the gate open, but not yet.”
      Not yet, she thought. One day the dolphins would pass in and out through that gate, the domesticated released into the wild. The smiling cetaceans might not survive long out there, but even measuring the duration of that survival, and the manner of their dying, might be valuable. For now they were safe inside the lagoon.
      "Hold on!" Willow said. "The water's going to get choppy."
      Buddy perked up. "Cause we aren't protected once we leave the bay."
      "That's right," Marshall yelled from the boat just behind Red team's. "Two miles to Black Ship. Everybody's life vest in place. Everybody check their buddy's vest. You do not have permission to drown on my watch!" The kids checked their vests, checked each other. 
      Nnedi's closest buddy on Red team was a gap-toothed blond kid named Cole. Although they were very young, a mischievous spark already burned between them. 
      "Are you ready for this?" Cole asked.
      "Born ready." Nnedi said. Then giggled.
      Marshall took a deep breath. "Everyone ready? Then here we go! Practice paddling. Everyone together..."
      The boats paddled around in the breakwater, the kids practicing working in unison.
      "Stroke! Stroke!" Willow cried. 
      Takashi's rafts pulled up next to them. He watched, approving. "Looks like practice has paid off. Shall we try the gate?"
      "Absolutely!" Willow yelled across the water. "Absolutely! But keep a hand on the engine in case you need a boost."
      "You got it!" Takashi yelled back.
      They headed through the breakwater "gate" and into the open ocean, four boats in a caravan. 
      "Time the waves," Willow said. "We don't want to be thrown back against the rocks."
      "That would put definitely put a crimp in the day," Marshall said. "Now! Stroke!"
      The kids paddled like crazy, oars splashing in happy synchrony in the calm troughs between waves. 
      "Paddle like your life depended on it! We have about fifty seconds to get twenty feet from the rocks, before the next wave hits." Fighting to keep from laughing with pride, Willow put as much sincerity into her voice as she  could.
      The next wave swelled in. Marshall kept one hand on the red lever that doubled as throttle and rudder as the swell lifted them. The slightest hint that the kids were losing control and he would gun the engine. 
      "Whoa!!"
      They were riding the waves and loving it, like kids on a whitewater raft. They paddled like crazy. The raft spun.
      "Right side!" Willow called. "Stop. Left side, put some back in it!"
      The wave hit them, water spraying. They turned the raft around, and headed out. They stopped at least five feet from the break, and then continued on.
      "Yea!!!" The kids screamed.
      "All right," Marshall said. "We're out fifty feet and then waiting. Come ahead.”
      They putted out a little deeper into the ocean, and then circled back around, looking back to see how the other boats were doing. One at a time, the other rafts made it through the keyhole into the open ocean. When all were safely through and well beyond the reef, Willow touched the console again. The gate swung shut, then the alarms quieted. 
      Thor, the cocky Yellow-team leader in Kola's raft, was happy as a clam. "Let's do this! Last on the beach is a crippled grendel!" 
      The kids stroked in unison, the waves rocking and shaking them. They giggled and paddled as the morning sun grew stronger. 
      "Northwest a hair," Marshall said. "And...there it is!"
      Mist and glare-shrouded, Black Ship Island emerged from the morning fog like a mythic fairy-land.
      The kids stared. Black Ship wasn't as easy to see from Surf's Up. Something about the sight gave them pause for a moment. Then Nnedi put her paddle back in the water, breaking everyone's trance. Tommy followed, and then the kids were all paddling.
      "Stroke! Stroke!" Willow called. She had one hand on the engine. In an emergency, technology would take over.
      "Off starb'rd." Takashi shaded his eyes with the flat of his hand. "What's that?" 
      Something floated in the water to their right. The waves were thick with something vaguely resembling transparent prawns. They swarmed in the water near...whatever it was.
      Willow frowned. "What in the hell is that?"
      "Don't know," Kola said. "not sure if I want to. The jellysharks are out in force. They're scavengers. That means that whatever is dead is meat, and that's enough for me." Jellysharks were palm-sized, mostly scavengers, with a sting about as toxic as a honeybee's: uncomfortable but not lethal.
      "Something big, and dead." Marshall said. "I think it was a behemoth. It's not stinking yet, so it happened recently."
      They carefully guided around the dead...something.
      "I wonder what killed it." Willow muttered as they passed.
      "Old age, I hope," Takashi said. "Can't wait to get out of the water." The dead behemoth was curiously flattened out. Little jellied things nibbling around the edges, building to a frenzy.
      The kids continued to paddle, a few of them looking back at the dead giant.
      "Keep your mind on your job!" Takashi said. "Keep paddling."
      "What do you think that was?" Nnedi asked.
      "Don't know. But ‘was' is the operative word. Eyes will be worn forward."
      And they continued onward, traveling through a thinning bloodslick. Thor trailed his fingers down into the water, got a little of the blood on them, rubbed them together.
      "Oily," he said. And one of the other kids put her hand down to test. 
      Kola went ballistic. "Get your hands out of the water!"
      "Sorry," she said, and withdrew her fingers, shaking them dry.
      "Idiot," Nnedi muttered.
      "Hey. Said I'm sorry."
      The island was closer now. Waves crashed against rocks with impressive violence, causing spectacular but relatively mild whirlpools.
      "Come about now," Marshall said. "The symplegades coming up!"
      "What?" Percy asked over on Takashi's raft.
      "Someone's been neglecting their classics," Willow said sweetly. "The clashing rocks that almost ate the Argonauts. Rafts have flipped."
      "Was anyone hurt?" Yellow team-leader Thor asked.
      Marshall's look was pitying. "Someone is always hurt."
      "What?" Nnedi asked. 
      "Didn't you know that? It's the only way we can get you to take anything seriously. To watch one of your own go down."
      "Drown?"
      "You probably wouldn't have time to drown. Don't worry: We've got plenty of spares."
      "Look alive!" Kola called.
      There was chaos as the rafts navigated between the whirlpools, spinning and then righting themselves. The elder Starborn winked at each other. The kids were safe enough, but damned if they'd admit that aloud! Then, just as they cleared the whirlpools–one of the kids went over the side of the raft. Nnedi.
      "Help!" she screamed.
      "Circle back around!" Kola said.
      Nnedi's eyes were open underwater, and she caught a glimpse of pale shadows drifting toward her. Jellysharks. She winced as something stung her bare leg. The current pulled at her, sucking her under, but her orange life vest buoyed her back up.
      Kola brought her raft around, reached out with an oar. Nnedi reached out for it, almost grabbed it, but the current spun the raft, tearing the oar from her hand. "I'm going in!" Kola yelled.
      Before Kola could dive, Marshall called "I've got it!" and was over the side in a flash. He cleft the water smoothly, and a few powerful side-strokes brought him to Nnedi's side. 
      They maneuvered the rafts around to provide support without crashing into the struggling pair, keeping their eyes peeled for predators.
      "I've got you!" Marshall called.
      Her eyes were wide and frightened. "Ow! Something bit me!"
      "Hang onto me!" Marshall said.
      She linked her arms around his neck, and Marshall struck out for Blue team's raft. They were at the lip of the whirlpool, and Kelly and his team-mates grabbed her and hauled her up. 
      Nnedi heaved for breath in the bottom of the boat.
 
- o  o  o -
            
      Nnedi loved an audience. "My leg..." she moaned, as if in the last act of Camille.
      Marshall flicked out his knife, and then a pocket torch, heating the tip. The triangular point quickly started to glow. He took a piece of flat metal and put it next to the jellyshark–which looked a lot like a translucent sand dollar–and touched the glowing point to the opposite side. The jellyshark crept away from the heat, leaving a pentagonal marking on Nnedi's skin. It crept onto the metal shingle
      "It burns," Nnedi moaned.
      "Nasty things, but not much poison," Marshall said, eyeing the little beast and then tossing it over the side. "Mostly scavengers. Just enough venom to discourage bigger things from eating them. We'll take care of it when we hit the beach."
      Nnedi gritted her teeth and returned to her oar.
      "You all right?" Red Team's Jelli Gleason called over from their raft.
      Nnedi glared. "Never better. You wanna try it?"
      "Maybe later."
 
- o  o  o -
 
      When all four boats had made it through the whirlpool, they headed in toward the beach. And then landed. Willow breathed a sigh of relief. If the tides had caught them just wrong they might have been swept north. Not a disaster, but that would have put them in sight of several oil storage tanks, used by the automated pumping stations. As much as they could, they wanted the illusion of a mythic, untamed wilderness to last as long as possible. "All right all right all right! Out of the boats, onto the beach, anchor the boats. If they drift off, we are not going home. Anyone who wants to spend the next year eating Black Ship berries just think I'm kidding. The rest of you, hop to it!"
      The kids scrambled out of the boats, and worked together rapidly to beach and then anchor them.
      "How far up does the tide come?" Percy, Green team leader asked. 
      "Darned good question. See these rocks?" Takashi said.
      "Yes."
      "Well, at high tide you won't," he said. "Get the rafts up higher, and lash them down. Get your gear out, and then take ten. We've got hiking to do!"
      The kids followed the directions, looking back at the mountains, up at the cliffs...a slightly awe-filled silence, no one making jokes. Looking at Nnedi, who limped a bit.
      "Farley...can you carry this?" Nnedi moaned. "My leg's a little..." She was playing up the limp.
      "Sure. Sure. Red team! Right?"
      "Right."
      From the limp, you'd think her foot had been torn off by a grendel. Poor Nnedi. Then Kola caught her eye, asking a silent "so?" Nnedi grinned. She's gotten someone to carry her gear. Kola shook her head in reluctant admiration. Nnedi stuck her tongue out.
      The kids moved up-beach and collapsed for their break. 
      "All right, Nnedi." Willow said. "Let's see that leg." 
      Then suddenly Willow thought she glimpsed a flash of light, up in the rocks. She turned to look, but saw nothing. Oh well, she didn't want to draw the kids' attention there...
 
- o  o  o -
 



 
CHAPTER SEVEN
*
Black Ship Island
 
*
       Once on the beach and out of the boats, the kids took deep relieved breaths, and began to unpack their gear.
      "Nnedi?" Kola asked. "Take my pack, would you?" She had to ask a second time, so taken was Nnedi with the jungle setting.
      Nnedi's eyes were bright. "This place is..."
      "What?" Her older sister asked.
      "Kinda spooky?"
      Marshall laughed. "Just wait."
      Willow raised her hand. "We'll have five minutes rest, then I want everyone on the move." 
      She sidled over to Marshall. "Think the Twins have everything in shape?" he asked.
      "I hope so. This is going to be great!"
      The Grendel Scout ages ranged from 8 to 12. The "leaders" were 13-15. After their rest, they wound up a trail along the side of a cliff until high above the ocean. Vines had begun to overgrow the paths, and the Teen Leaders wielded their machetes liberally. Tripping and falling could not be tolerated.
      One of the kids slipped, and grendel-quick, Marshall grabbed his wrist and pulled him to safety. They were taking no chances with these precious kids. Finally they were up and over the edge of a cliff, and in a broad, flat area.
      Their campground. "This is the space," Takashi said. "All right: Kelly? Blue Team over there. Nnedi? Red team to the north. Percy? Green Team south. Thor? Yellow Team East. Let's get moving!"
      Willow decided to make a game of it. "Let's see who gets their campsite up first? Losers do fifty push ups. A little competition starting...now!" The kids scrambled, putting up air-filled tents as the older kids supervised sternly.
      As the Scouts got their camp set up, their leaders got the fire pits running, and started cooking lunch. They unloaded masses of packaged brown-bag sandwiches, hot chocolate, and cake for desert.
      Green team won, and the others groaned but cranked out their push-ups without undue complaint. Fair was fair, and their turns would come.
      After the exertion ended, the kids flopped over and panted. Takashi gave them about a minute's rest then cracked the whip in a commanding voice. "Teams will eat together. I would suggest you assign cleanup duties quickly."
      Still sweating, Roderick crawled over to Nnedi. "I am officially starved," he said.
      "Not sure Red team is supposed to talk to the Greens, but they did get up their tent fast." Nnedi said.
      "What's our tactic?" Jelli asked.
      Nnedi grinned. "When Red team gets our first clue, I think we need to beat their pants off. That's our tactic." The kids high-fived each other, and look over at their rivals, grinning and waving.
      Buddy had a plan. "I'll handle the compass, we'll all work the riddles. Fair?"
      "Fair," Roderick said.
      "Five minutes rest," Willow said. "And then the game resumes!"
      "Think there's anything really dangerous here?" Roderick asked.
      Buddy laughed. "No...but that won't stop them from trying to make us think there is." The kids laughed, but there was an uneasiness. Nnedi asked the question they were all thinking. "Why can't there be anything dangerous?"
      "Come on," Buddy mocked. "They wouldn't take any chances."
      "Not deliberately, no. But they can make mistakes. Our parents made mistakes."
      "They're not your parents."
      The other kids look at each other. Oooooh! "Something you want to say?" Nnedi's voice was ice-cold.
      Buddy shrugged. "Bottle babies...just sayin'."
      Nnedi stood up. "You want to try for team captain?"
      He showed teeth. "Maybe I do. Maybe I think you only got it because of your sister."
      Jelli Gleason whooped with glee. "Challenge circle!"
      Nnedi glared at the smaller girl. "This may not be the time."
      "Right," Buddy said. "Right. And it never will be."
      Now Roderick joined in. "Challenge circle!"
      The other kids in the Yellow, Blue, and Green groups became aware of the noise, and they gathered around, like kids had since the invention of schoolyards. The Teen Leaders glanced at each other.
      Marshall's brow wrinkled. "We need to stop this."
      Kola put out her arm, with a reptilian smile. "Let them go."      
      Willow glanced from Marshall to Kola and then back to Nnedi. "Well...all righty then. Family rules. No biting, no gouging."
      Nnedi rolled up her pants legs. "How about balls?"
      Buddy's eyes widened. "What?" He glanced down, hands twitching toward coverage.
      "You know. Balls. You've heard of them."
      "No!"
      "You challenged me," she said sweetly. "I make the rules." Buddy suddenly looked a little less certain. She shrugged. "All right. No balls. Not that you have any I could find without a microscope." Buddy yelled and ran at her, grabbing. She ducked under his arms, elbowing him in the gut as she did. He woofed and spun and she punched him right in the nose. He backed up, and she kicked him in the gut. He grabbed her leg as she did, and stepped in and swept her standing leg. She went down. He jumped on her, and she kicked him in the belly as he came down. The kids ooohed and ahhed and she scrambled up, then managed a jab and a decent cross before he grabbed her and dumped her again. He was grinning now, and slapped her, hard. Her eyes watered. "Bottle baby." He lunged in, but she was faking. The little girl spun and nailed him right in the solar plexus with her heel. He stopped, eyes bugging out, gasping for breath without finding it.
      He dropped to his knees, face pursed in an "O", sucking air.
      Kola rushed to Buddy, pressed him onto his back, started massaging his stomach. "Breathe, big guy. Breathe." Buddy finally started sucking air, his eyes watering, and sat up.
      "Stings a little, don't it?" Nnedi laughed, but there was concern in her eyes.
      He nodded, gasped "Good one," and extended his hand. She took it and pulled him up.
      "Well?" Kola asked.
      "I guess she's team leader," he said, and everybody cheered.
      "All right," Marshall said. "Have we gotten that out of our systems? Anybody else? No?" The kids shook their heads.
      "I think we're good," Roderick said.
      "Good. Then...we have four envelopes, one for each team. You will take your envelopes and head in the corresponding directions. Now: a warning: your paths will eventually converge. At that point you will obey standard Grendel Scout rules of engagement. Shoving and pulling allowed. If there is water, safety rules apply. No striking, and everyone is responsible for everyone's safety. Is that understood?"
      The kids nodded. "All right then," Takashi said. "Play hard!"
      The team leaders were handed envelopes. Nnedi, still breathing a little hard, got hers, and her team retired to the Red corner.
      "Open it up!" Jelli squeaked impatiently, and Nnedi tore it open.
      "The pirates landed long ago, 
      Our ancient legends tell us so.
      So travel north instead of south, 
      And look within the Dragon's mouth."
      Nnedi looked up. "What's this?"
      "What does that mean?"
      "It means we go north," Nnedi said. She looked up at Willow, who was tagging along with them.
      Willow smiled and held up her palms. "Don't ask me. I'm strictly neutral."
      Willow and the kids headed north. The kids were searching every shrub and rock. For anything.
      "What are we looking for?" Buddy asked. "I'm ready to go!"
      "I'm not sure," Nnedi said. "I'll make a guess. The first clue won't be too far off. We don't know this territory. If we have to go too far to find our first clue, we might get off true."



 
CHAPTER EIGHT
*
Puzzle Time
 
*
      About four hundred feet to the east, Marshall and his blue team were reading another poem aloud.
      "Smooth and strong and white as milk, 
      You'll find your goal a road of silk.
      Though not a native form, they say, 
      Their roots will help you find your way."
      Their leader, a little red-headed ball of energy named Kelly, brother of Red Team's resident pessimist Roderick, made a face. " 'Road of silk'? What are we looking for?"
      "Cloth, maybe?" the kid beside him said. "What was the road of silk?"
      They were chopping their way through an overgrown foot path. The local vegetation was heavy but not unpleasant. They paused. Within a cluster of fleshy pitcher-plant type leaves writhed what looked like a knot of hairy spider legs. Spider-legs was struggling slowly, the torpor increasing even as they watched, as if fatiguing or losing hope.
      Kelly squealed. "Oh! Poor thing."
      "Behold," Marshall sighed. "The wonder of nature."
      "What is it doing?"
      "Lunch," a redheaded girl said, and got jostled.
      "There's nothing we can do, kids, not really." Marshall said.
      "Why?" the redhead asked.
      "Everything has to eat," Marshall said. "And we're on a mission, kids. No time, really."
      The kids looked at each other.
      Then Kelly turned. "I'm taking a vote. Who sides with the plant?"
      "Come on..." Marshall said.
hairy cluster suddenly took heart and increased its struggles. The plant stopped trying to eat it, and the legs wrenched themselves away. It swung up into a tree and chittered at them. A few broken sucker-fronds still adhered to its skin.      The kid stood his ground. "Let's do this." Kelly and his team-mates drew their little machetes and began to hack at the plant. The 
      "Hmmmm," Marshall said.
      "You're welcome!" Kelly said.
      The thing chittered at them. The kids grinned at it and continued on their way. The thing tore away the suckers, exposing little patches of red where fur had been torn. It cursed in hairy-leg language at the plant, which seemed almost to be sulking and nursing its damaged vines. The tree spider followed the kids.
      "Uh-oh," Kelly said. "Don't look now. We've got company."
      Marshall grinned. "You save a life, you own a life."
      Kelly looked back. Spider-legs was following them, all right, swinging from branch to branch like a monkey with no torso.
      "Back to business," the redhead said. " 'Road of silk.' Heck, we could walk right past something and not know what it is."
      "Maybe," Marshall said. "Maybe not. We worked hard to be sure that the clues were fair."
      Kelly suddenly stopped. "Wait a minute. What's this?" In the middle of a group of reddish flowers was a row of green bushes, all approximately the same size and rough shape. Clearly...cultivated. Marshall said nothing, merely watching. "Marshall? Is this something we should pay attention to?"      Marshall said nothing. The kids clustered. The bushes had not only been planted, but labeled.
      "Look at the label," Kelly said. "It says White Russian Mulberry  –  Morus alba var. tatarica."
      His teammates began to chatter:  
      "Well, it doesn't belong here." 
      "What is it doing here?"
      "Isn't that...a mulberry plant?" 
      "Isn't...don't silkworms eat mulberry leaves?" The kids looked at each other, and suddenly slapped hands. "Booyah! Road of silk!"
      They swarmed around. They were getting into it now. "What now?" Kelly asked. " 'White Russian?'  Does that mean something?"
      Marshall sighed. "I've read about a drink called a White Russian."
      "What's it made from?"
      "Vodka, coffee liqueur, cream. Like that. Sounds yummy."
      "Coffee?" another Blue teamer asked.
      Kelly perked up. "Don't pterodons help make coffee? There are nests up on the volcano."
      The kids look up at the misted mountain above them. "We gotta climb all the way up there?"
      The redhead raised her hand. "Wait. Let's read the poem again."
      There was a squealing sound behind hem. Spider-legs was watching them. They assumed: no eyes were visible. For that matter, no head, either.
      "Spider baby seems to like that idea," Kelly said. " 'Smooth and strong and white as milk, tah-dum tah-dum...their roots will help you find your way.' "
      "Their roots. Roots." The redhead lit up like a little light bulb. They drop to their hands and knees. No one had noticed before, but there were ribbons: white, red, blue, and green, pointing out into the cardinal directions.      They sighed with relief. They were chattering now, so swiftly it was hard to tell who was saying what.
      "Well, that helps...but do we dig? Or what?"
      "Look. Only...four of the trees have the ribbons..." 
      "Do the colors mean something?"
      "White as milk. Silk. White Russian. I think white means something."
      "All right..." Kelly said, cutting through the chatter. "If we draw a line between the trunks and the colored ribbons..."
      "Then the lines would all intersect..."
      "About right...here!!"
      And there was indeed a patch of ground that looked recently disturbed. With almost supernatural intensity, they dug it up, and found a glass tube. Kelly cracked it open, and pulled out another scroll. "Tah-Daaah!"
      "What does it say?"
      "Wait a minute, wait a minute..." Kelly said.
      Spider-legs was hovering close behind him. Kelly turned and glared, and it backed up.
      "Do you mind?" Kelly cleared his throat. "Ahem:
      "Where sky and rock and surf all meet, 
      You'll find a source of liquid heat.
      It's there you'll test your skills, my friend, 
      So hurry to the Southern end."
      The redhead frowned. "Southern end?"
      "Of the island. Let's go!"
      Marshall tried to hide his approval, and failed miserably. The kids were good!
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Far overhead, Geographic's empty corridors hummed. The computer screens rotated with images from across Avalon, across Tau Ceti IV. One of the screens suddenly cleared and flashed:  "Relay Active."
      The web of its communication reached down through the clouds to Avalon, and Camelot. In the communications hutch, Cadmann Weyland and Zach Moskowitz watched the screens, sipping freshly-brewed cups of Gastric Special.
      "What have we got?" Cadmann asked.
      "Well...everything seems fine. No problems. They've split into four groups, as usual. They're orienteering."
      "Skeeters standing by?"
      Mary Anne squeezed him fondly. "Absolutely. Cadmann...we can follow them above ground. What about when they go down into the caves?"
      "Deep scan can track them," Zack said, "but we won't know what's going on. They'll be on their own."
      "Like we were," Cadmann said.
      "It's different," Zack replied
      Cadmann shook his massive head. "When it comes right down to it...no, it's not."
 
- o  o  o -
 
      On the island, Red group had discovered a bamboo and plastic mock-up of a pterodon, a note concealed within its beaked mouth.
      Nnedi unfolded the paper and read as her teammates gathered around.
      "The opposite of cold is heat, 
      The opposite of plant is meat.
      So find the place these ideas mesh, 
      And fight the fiend that feeds on flesh."
      "Now that," little Jelli said," is a sucky poem."
      Nnedi squinted. "We need to find a hot plant? 'The ideas mesh'? Combine?"
      "Maybe," Roderick said. "Doesn't make much sense. On the other hand, the trail is marked, if we don't get off the trail, we'll find what we're looking for."
      Jelli wasn't sure. "A hot plant."
      "I'm hungry," Buddy said.
      They trooped past. Heather was hiding in the bushes, and Willow lagged behind to speak to her.      "Is Uncle Horace in place?"
      "Everything should be set." Heather said. "How is everything going?"
      "Kids are sharp," Willow said. "Where are the other teams?"
      "Right about where we want." Heather said. "We're running them around and wearing them out. Let me check." She touched her communicator. "Are you there? What's going on?"
      "Yellow team is playing a reflex game," Kola replied. "Thermal goggles and shooting darts at a grendel mock-up. We're doing well, but..." she dropped her voice a little lower. "Slow Red group down by about ten minutes, though. We don't want a bottleneck here."
      "Roger." Willow spanked her hands together. "Break time!" she said, and sprinted ahead to rejoin her charges.
      Heather chuckled, and began a stealthy movement through the brush, keeping track without being seen. She paused, suddenly certain that she heard something passing behind her. She scanned the jungle without seeing anything, and after a while shrugged and continued on.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Red team had thoroughly enjoyed its unexpected break, using the time to rest, compare theories about the clues and pick burrs out of their socks.
      Willow glanced at her watch. "All right, breaktime over."
      Roderick groaned. "Oh, my legs. No more hills, please."
      "Well," Willow said. "A little more, then downhill, and it's a run. Everybody up!"
      The kids got up, toed the line...
      "On your mark...get set...the first to the next goal shoots for the team!"
      "That's me!" Jelli squealed.
      "Hell with that!" Nnedi said.
      "Go!"
      And the kids were off! They ran like crazy, up the hill, a jostling mob of blurring skinny legs and knobby elbows.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      A hot springs bubbled at the end of their run. Tear-drop shaped, and shadowed by a plant that looked more like a twisted mushroom than a true tree, its roots twisting pale forearm-thick fleshy things disappearing into the steaming water. Preceded by a drum-roll of thundering feet, the kids powered around the curving dirt trail and came huffing and puffing up to the spring.
      "Hot plants!" Nnedi said. "Here we go."
      "I was first," Roderick said.
      Uncle Horace grinned. "And the winner is..." he stopped, frowning. "What was your name again?"
      The kid opened his mouth in protest.
      Horace howled laughter. "Roderick! Your name is Roderick. I know that."
      With relief, Willow realized he was just playing with them, had a little sense of humor about his own terrible situation. And everyone laughed, not all the laughter comfortable.
      "All right!" Willow said. "Now, all of you know what a grendel's greatest advantage is?"
      "Speed!" Buddy said.
      "That's right. An oxygenating secretion like a turbocharger, dumped into the blood stream that allows it to function in an excited anaerobic state, an extended sprinting capacity. But that same ability generates serious heat, and we've been able to gain advantage in two ways: programming our reflexes from the cradle, and infrared lenses."
      Willow chimed in. "The infrared lenses take advantage of the heat profile, the fact that grendels run hot. And the fact that when they're too hot, they need water to cool off. Most of their kills are near water, and if they aren't near water, they are less likely to go on speed."
      Roderick, the little speedball, donned goggles. In them, the heat of the hot spring glared like a glance at the sun...but then settled back down. The contrast was terrible: either the hot spring glared, with a pitch-black background, or the reverse.
      Uncle Horace handed Roderick a paint ball gun.
      "Cadmann Weyland, our greatest warrior, was best friends with a man named Ernst," Willow said "Once, the two of them sat in a hunting blind, waiting to kill a creature they did not understand."
      She bounced the mental ball back to Marshall again. "Ernst died because Cadmann didn't understand what they were up against. You do. Grendels are so fast that you'll only have a moment to see it. You are next to your best friend, who is helpless. If you shoot a half-second too late, the grendel will kill him. If you shoot too soon, the grendel will know you're there, and might escape...and come back later. And kill you."
      Willow got close, right into Roderick's freckled face. "Can you do it, Roddy?"
      The boy nodded, sweat dripping down his face.
      "You'll have something Cadmann didn't have, Roddy."
      "What's that?"
      "More than one chance," she said. "Get in the blind."
      They'd set up a nest of thorn bushes, with a little place for Jimmie to lie, concealed, looking at the hot spring. He slid down into it. Uncomfortable.      The glare was blindingly strong. Roddy flinched away.
      Willow sidled up closer to Uncle Horace. "We've got lenses. We can compensate for the heat, y'know."
      Uncle Horace grinned. "Where's the fun in that?"
      "We are bastards," she said.
      "Speak for yourself."
      "What?" Willow said, peering at him. Was that a touch of snark? A bottle baby reference? She was never totally certain how aware Uncle Horace was of what he said. He was smiling at her blandly.
      Finally she gave up and turned to Roderick. "Are you ready?" 
      "I'm ready."
      "Then...begin!" Uncle Horace had a rope connected to the mock-up. He shook it a little. Roderick jumped, and fired...at nothing.
      "Damn!" he yelled. Then settled himself back down. "Calm down," he said.
      "Calm down, Roddy!" Nnedi said. "Take your time."
      "Shhhh," Willow said.
      "Can you see it, Roddy?" Uncle Horace asked. "What can you see? Calm yourself. One shot. Just one..." The thorn blind shook again, but this time Roddy didn't respond. He wiped sweat from his face. There was something...something in the water. Barely made it out. The thorn bush shook again.
      "The bush shaking is a distraction," Roddy whispered. "That's the goat. Grendel's in the water. Grendel's hot. Water's hot. Won't be much difference in the skin temperature. Just a second..."
      The brush rattled again. Then...the water exploded as Uncle Horace pulled the other rope, and a mock grendel exploded up out of the water.      It dangled like a Piñata. Roderick crawled out from the thorn blind.
      "Roddy?" Horace asked. "You quit?"
      Roderick grinned. "Take a closer look."
      They examined the grendel, and saw two overlapping paint splotches on the mock-grendel's hide.
      "Whoa," Uncle Horace said.



 
CHAPTER NINE
*
The Maze
 
*
      The night stars witnessed a celebration, and Nnedi giving little Roddy the biggest kiss he'd ever had, as the kids counted up to "ten" and cheered. By the time she was done with him, his eyes were fairly bugging out, and he resembled a happy coronary victim.
      "And the winner is!" Buddy said.
      "All right," Marshall yelled above the chaos. "We're not done! We're not done! We have a lot more tomorrow, so I'd suggest that you enjoy the food, we have plenty of everything, and get plenty of rest."
      "Screw rest," Jelli screamed. "Par-tay!
      Nnedi wasn't so certain. "Rest might be a good idea. I wouldn't trust them if I were you. Tricks up the sleeve, and sleeves worn long." 
      Buddy toasted her. "Got that right."
      "On the other hand," the little girl said and flipped her braids, "we ended the day in second place, right behind Red Team. I think we can make up points tomorrow."
 
- o  o  o -
 
      The central campfire hadn't been fed in the last half-hour, and had begun the process of dying to ashes. "Have you finished prep?" Evan asked.
      "Not quite," Heather answered. "I was waiting until everything settles down. Then we can go down, get things set up, and roust the little bastards."
      "Sounds like a plan." Willow and Marshall were cuddling, as were Kola and Evan. Nothing inappropriate in front of the kids, but lots of whispering and smoky gazes. Willow was a little distracted when Marshall tried to smooch. "What's wrong?" he asked.
      "I don't know. Everything's going well, but...something always goes wrong. I'm just waiting to see what it is."
      "True enough," Takashi said. "Once it's gone wrong, you can deal with it."
      Willow raised her glass. "Toast."
      "To what?" Marshall asked.
      "To dealing with it. Whatever 'it' is."
      The ball of legs had been lingering around the edge of the camp, crawling in the branches, shifting side to side and watching. If it had eyes. It was hard to tell.
      "Hey! There you are! Heard about you from Kelly," Nnedi said.
      It looked at them, shifting side to side, and not coming closer.
      "Here." She rolled over a piece of hot dog. The thing circled it, then extruded a nozzle and fastened on the bun. Then on the hot dog sausage, and recoiled, tossing it away. It went back to the bun. Spider-legs probed with one of the hairy appendages, which suddenly fountained a greenish fluid upon it. With alarming speed the bun collapsed, dissolving into soggy chunks. Spider-Legs slurped in the resulting brown glop with gusto.
      "That," Buddy groaned, "is just gross." 
      "Aw, it's cute," Nnedi said.
      "Cute and gross," Buddy said.
      "Sort of like you. Maybe he wants to come with us?"
      The kids tossed scraps to the little creature, which was obviously in its version of heaven. It vibrated with evident pleasure.
      The kids began to settle down. They were singing songs around the campfire.
      "My name is Yon Yonson
      I come from Wisconsin 
      I work in the lumberyard there.
      All the people I meet 
      As I walk down the street, 
      They say, hello, I say hello, they say what's your name?
      My name is Yon Yonson 
      I come from Wisconsin I work in the lumberyard there..."
 
      This went on for quite a while, then died down, and another song took its place.
      "From this valley they say you are going 
      We will miss your bright eyes and sweet smile 
      For they say you are taking the sunshine 
      That has brightened our path for a while..."
      Horace sang for a while, then he seemed to lose focus, and went to sit closer to the fire, near Willow and Marshall.
      "Did you know," he said. "The first sundial was called a gnomon. Just a stick in the ground to tell time."
      They said nothing in response, and he went on. "The Romans made the first sundial in 164 B.C." He smiled. "Did you know the name Horace means hour?"
      "Yes, Horace," Willow said. "We know."
      "Come and sit by my side if you love me 
      Do not hasten to bid me adieu 
      But remember the Red River Valley 
      And the cowboy who loved you so true..."
      Horace's eyes cleared, and for a moment, he knew, too. "How many times have I told you that?" He asked.
      "Horace..." she said, suddenly deeply embarrassed for him. "It's all right."
      "Probably can't count that high," he laughed. And she almost believed it. "Used to be able to. Used to know about numbers. Used to be good for something besides baby-sitting. Or throwing a knuckle-ball."
      He was staring into the fire. Too close, perhaps, because the smoke seemed to be irritating his eyes. "We had a few suicides after the Grendel Wars, you know. We don't talk about it. Ice depression. Feeling useless. I never let it get to me. Held on. I love watching the kids grow."
      "Horace..."
      "You guys can take care of the little ones now. I don't know why I'm still here. You like me. Like old Horace. But you don't need me."
      Willow stretched out her hand, and gripped his arm.
      "It's all right," he said. "I'm not the kind who needs to be needed. Wanted is enough." His smile was wistful. "It kind of has to be." He brightened. "Did you know that a 'jiffy' is actually a unit of time?"
      Marshall nodded. "One one-hundredth of a second," he said.
      Horace smiled. "Yes."
      "Did you know that your name means 'hour'?" Marshall said.
      Willow held her breath.
      Horace laughed. "Never heard that," he said. "It's good to know."
      Sparks spiraled up toward the twin moons. The kids had moved on to another song:
      "Down in the valley, valley so low
      Hang your head over, hear the wind blow
      Hear the wind blow, love, hear the wind blow;
      Hang your head over, hear the wind blow.
 
      Roses love sunshine, violets love dew,
      Angels in Heaven know I love you,
      Know I love you, love, know I love you,
      Angels in Heaven know I love you..."
      Horace and Willow and Marshall watched them sing, nodding along.
      It was a good night.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      The hot dogs and hamburgers had been devoured. Songs had been sung, and games of charades played. Things were starting to wind down.
      Willow hunched around the counselor's fire, assembling her co-conspirators. "They'll be settling down in fifteen minutes. Asleep in an hour. Give them another hour to slide into REM."
      "Then Hell Night?" Kola asked, eyes wide with glee.
      They grinned at each other.
      "Better get going," Kola said.
      A few minutes later, Takashi broke the revelry. "All right!" he called. "Lights out in ten! Everybody bus your plates and get ready for bed."      Nnedi and the spider-monkey thing seemed to be bonding pretty well. It was creeping close, and actually let her touch it once as it sucked up its dinner. It's fur was both soft and prickly.
      "Bed time," she said. "Wanna come with?"
      "That's not safe," Roderick said. "You might wake up with Daddy Long Legs eating your face."
      She reached out for it again, and this time it scooted back away from her.
      "Guess it doesn't matter."
      Nnedi didn't let her disappointment show. "She's smart. Doesn't make friends too quickly."
      "She?"
      "Well, I didn't see, you know, a thingie."
      "Maybe all those hairy legs are 'thingies.' "
      "You're a thingie," she said sweetly.
      "Well," Roderick said, "if she's still around tomorrow, you never know. We could just throw a net over her, take her back home..."
      "No!" Nnedi said. "Well...maybe. Tomorrow. We'll see."
      She blew it a kiss. "G'night."      The creature chittered back to her, and climbed back up into its tree, watching. Perhaps.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Later that night, Heather and Evan slipped away, both humping waterproof ruck-sacks. Uncle Horace joined them at the cliff, and together they climbed down a winding path until, a third of the way down, they found a shoulder-high hole and crouched to enter.
      Spider-Legs had crept along behind them, watching and following.
      They'd made two previous trips to Black Ship in the past week, and much of the equipment was already set up, including lamps and set-dressing.
      Here at the top level of the cave the oil pumping equipment was in plain sight, and was disguised with nets and screens. The lamps cast yellowish shadows across the lava-bubble walls.
      "All right," Evan said. "We've got an hour."
      They turned up lights, the caves slowly coming into fuller relief. Huge and beautiful. The air was dank and warm, and the cave walls, floors and ceilings twisted with pale mushroom-like fungal spires and knobs, almost enough to produce the illusion of stalactites and stalagmites.
      "Put the mock-up there," Evan said. "What do we think about the lighting?"
      "We can use the gel lamps I think."
      "Yes," Heather agreed.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Back up top, Takashi, Kola, Willow and Marshall were conferring around a popping campfire. "So here's the map," Takashi said.
      One of the kids wandered over near them. "Hey!" Takashi said, pretending anger. "Back over to the fire."
      "Damn kids," Kola grunted.
      "As I was saying," Takashi said, tracing the ovals and lines with a slender finger. "Roughly speaking, we have four levels: the entrance, Upper Maze, Lower Maze, and the Cathedral, which is basically sea level. They interlock and overlap a bit. Now...have we laid out rules of engagement?"
      Willow nodded. "A little water wrasslin' is all right. Submarines. But we have to keep them in a group, and have referees."
      "Look," Takashi said. "There's nothing we can do about rock walls. All the kids are good swimmers, but heads can get knocked."
      "Will get knocked," Willow said. "A little risk is all right. So is a little competition. But we have to be careful, and quick on the whistle if things get out of hand."
      "Right," Marshall said. "So...The routes are weighted for difficulty. So are the clues. We're being as fair as we can be."
      "Fairer than this damned planet, that's for sure. Winners get gold badges, bragging rights, and no chores for a week. Everybody gets to celebrate. I don't know how much better we can make it."
      "Not much. So the only choice is: when do we go. Everything in place?"
      "Evan's in place," Kola said. "He'll make his way down to Cathedral, checking the routes and placing clues and props as he goes. He's got his flash-bangs ready for the climax in the cathedral. Should be spectacular. Then they'll swim out to the ocean, and Hell Night is over!"
      "So are we ready to go?"
      "Put 'em down, and then wake 'em up," Willow said. She looked over at Jelli, who waved at her sleepily, and Willow waved back sweetly. Jelli yawned and climbed into her tent. "Aww. Sweet little things. They die."
      "Sounds like a plan," Takashi said.
      The others left.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Aaron was creeping from shadow to shadow in the forest surrounding the campfire. There was no actual penalty for being discovered, but he still took pleasure in making a game of it. Willow's tent glowed with artificial light, but the girl herself was still sitting near the fire. Marshall hovered around her, his straggly goatee line like a bit of chocolate on his chin.
      "Hey, we have a little time," Marshall said.
      "Later," Willow said. "It's going to be a long night." She slapped his hand away. "I said later."
      "Oh," Marshall said, disappointed. "Oh, all right." Willow entered her tent, and a minute later, the light went out.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      It felt as if she'd barely closed her eyes before hearing a "pop" against the side of her tent. Pop-pop. The same noise, again. What the...?
      Willow crawled out of her sleeping bag and stuck her head out of the tent. A pebble hit her cheek. "Ow!" What?
      Then she blinked hard. By the light of the twin moons, she saw a balled up piece of paper, just two feet away. It was a note wrapped around a pebble. She picked it up. Meet me at midnight, Wedgie Wall. A.
      "Well I'll be damned..." she whispered.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      The cave was dark and appropriately creepy. The ceiling was twenty feet high, smooth and rounded like the frozen bubble it was, remnant of volcanic activity on Black Ship an eon before.
      A week of work had wrought miracles. The oil pumping apparatus was safely stowed or concealed, and the first set of obstacles had already been erected. "This is good," Uncle Horace said. "Be good for the kids."
      "They'll think it’s fun a year from now," Evan said. "But we're hoping for a few screams and curses tonight."
      "Let them sleep just long enough for the adrenaline to wear off, not long enough to get rest. They'll be sore and pissed."
      Evan chuckled. "Shall we sally forth?"
      They slipped into the warm water, wading toward a partially submerged pathway. Spider-legs followed them, crawling along the ceiling.
      Then...suddenly...it stopped. Backed up a few inches, then began to shiver as if caught in extreme cold. It backed up out of the tunnel, and shivered on the bank of the pool. Hopped from mushroom to mushroom, chittering at the darkness.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      They exited the tunnel and climbed down a fall of rocks to the "lower maze" cave systems, with lower ceilings and a few rain-water rivulets grooving the floors. Water on Black Ship percolated up through the pools, flowed back down through the caves, and pooled from rain water. During the torrential seasonal rains water ran through the caves freely, and in dry seasons the miniature lakes dried up. Enough water flowed now to create constant trickles, miniature waterfalls, and swollen lakes both simultaneously below ground and above sea level.
      Evan played his lantern light across the walls until it revealed a brown sack about the size and shape of a pineapple. Or a large human skull, which is what it reminded him of. The shadowy planes reminded him of eye-sockets more than the ridges of a tropical fruit. It was webbed against the wall at shoulder height. "What in the world is this?"
      "Never seen it before," Heather said.
      "Looks like some kind of egg sack."
      Heather shrugged. "Make any guesses about the mommy?"
      "Amphibious?"
      "How could you tell?"
      "Just a guess. From proximity to the water. Hatchlings could easily fall in and not make their way to land."
      "Why not lay your eggs in the water, then?" Horace asked.
      "Predators, perhaps?" Heather said. "Maybe genetic rivals eat them if the mommies aren't careful." She approached more closely, but was careful not to touch. The surface was leathery. There was something...her teeth felt like they were vibrating when she came closer, as if there were a high-pitched sound she could hear with her bones but not her ears.
      "If Mommy put it up here she's got reach. Some skills. Strength."       Evan whistled. "Never seen anything quite like it. A little like a spider sack."
      "Then this stuff might be analogous to silk," Heather said. "A new building material. We should take a sample back."
      Evan nodded: the thought appealed to him. "If it's anything near as strong..." He stretched out his hand.
      "No. Let's not. You might leave a scent. Sometimes mommies don't bond to babies carrying human scent. Don't want to screw with a life cycle we don't understand."
      "True. Already been down that road. No joy there."
 
- o  o  o -
 
      "Evan," Heather said. "We have six more lamps. Would you take them into the cathedral, leave them there for the team?"
      "What is going to happen, Heather?"
      "Well...in a few hours the kids will come down into the tunnel. We'll spin yarns about treasure and such. Get some of the brave ones to get in the water, go through the passage into the cathedral. There's a bit of a maze here, and they'll have to follow the directions to get out."
      "The teams will play against each other?"
      "That's the plan," Evan said. "I'm going down to the other end. Set up the last puzzle."
      "I love it," Evan said. "O.K. Gimme a hug."
      Horace reached out.
      Evan slapped his arm away playfully. "Not you, Horace. "
      "Oh," he said, and pretended to pout as the Twins embraced.
      "And...see you later! You know, Heather...I'm never really sure how aware he really is."
      Evan dove into the water, the bag of homemade pyrotechnic "flash bangs" trailing behind him.



 
CHAPTER TEN
*
Death in the Cathedral
 
*
      The passage was narrow, and a little scary as Evan breast-stroked through the darkness, his fingers brushing the sides. A flash of panic tickled him before he popped up into an air bubble. Plenty of room. Someone could actually hide in there, if they wanted. He placed a lamp, and lighted it, showing the way to air.
      Diving back down, he swam on.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      He came up in another bubble, paused and cocked his head sideways. Was that a sound? Something echoing in the dark and wet? A hollow, splashing sound? He paused. No sound, but he felt the water pulse as if something was moving within it. Not a tide...there would certainly be no tides in these cave pools. But something had moved...hadn't it?
      After a minute he was convinced he'd been mistaken, and continued on.
      Evan swam on to the next bubble. He was setting up the lamp, head above the water level, a light on his head.      Suddenly, he felt something, a stinging pain. His eyes widened. He was yanked down below the surface, swallowing water. He came back up, eyes wide and frightened.
      "What the hell?" He thrashed, righting himself. "Help! Help!" He seemed to grasp the uselessness of his screams, and climbed up onto the shelf of rock. He examined his leg. The flesh was sliced beneath the torn fabric, swelling even as he examined. He probed at it, frightened. He looked down into the water...The surface of the water exploded with thick, ropy tentacles. He squirmed away, eyes wide, the light from his headlamp giving indistinct images of something swarming up out of the water. He smashed at one of the tentacles with a rock, and it pulled back.
      The water was clear, and empty. He was breathing hard now. "Think. Think. The Cathedral. Got to get down to the Cathedral. Maybe out to the ocean."
      He clutched at his knife, hand trembling. "All right, you bastard. I don't know what you are, but I've got something for your ass right here."
      The water was choppy, and then calm. He made a torch from his lamp, and shone it around. Nothing. Evan clutched his ten-inch blade, and gathered his courage.
      "All right. All right. Let's do this." He dove into the water. With the light of his headlamp filtering through the murk, he looked left and right. Nothing. Came back up to the surface. Looked around. Nothing. Began to swim along the corridor.
      The water erupted at him again. He slashed, cutting through a tentacle, and the water clouded with blood. He came up at a small air bubble, gasped for breath, before being pulled down again. He slashed with the knife, fighting for his life, and finally broke away and crawled up over a rock lip and began to slide down a long smooth tube, tumbling and screaming. When the tube disappeared, he fell about five feet and smashed into the water.
      Floundering and spitting, he managed to right himself. Evan had managed to hang onto his lamp as well as the waterproof sack tied to his foot. He splashed the strong yellow-white beam up and down and around. He was in a vast chamber filled by an underground lake. The lake's surface was studded with fungus spires, and mushrooms grew out of the walls as well. Over his head, perhaps at the level of the Lower Maze was a suspension bridge perhaps twenty feet above the surface of the lake.
      Evan thrashed his way to the shore and collapsed. His leg was lacerated, the flesh puffy and melting along painful-looking wounds.
      "Damn it!" He looked up at the top of the ceiling, and saw a little light coming down. Tried to stand and walk, limping.
      A rock pile. He looked at the rock. He unsealed the waterproof ruck-sack and extracted a flare, popping it to life and filling his end of the lava bubble into pale reddish relief.
      All the way opposite him, he could make out the entrance to another lava tube, probably the one leading out to the ocean. If he could swim that far, he might be safe. But the water...the idea of entering that black liquid again, for any reason at all...good lord.
      Above and behind him, opposite the ocean approach, the wall opened with multiple smaller lava tubes, testaments of a time in the distant past when molten rock had burrowed through solid stone. Four tubes that he could see. Despite the pain he could almost imagine that time, in Black Ship's recent geologic past...but ages ago in human terms.
      Was there anyone on the other side of the tubes? For just an instant, he was almost overwhelmed by the sheer beauty of the setting. "Hello?" The call echoed through the chamber. He limped closer to the rock waterfall. "Hello!! Can anyone hear me?"
      He sat on a low, toadstool-shaped fungal spire.
      "All right," he said to himself. "Calm down. You can wait. They'll come." Suddenly, something occurred to him. "They'll bring the kids. Oh, god, the Grendel Scouts. Help! Can anyone hear me?"
      A sound from behind him. He turned, and saw the water boiling.
      He backed away, new fear boiling his veins.
      Something came out of the water, knocking over the lamp. For just an instant, he glimpsed something man-sized and slug-shaped, mouth framed with snake-like protrusions.
      Evan screamed as a shadowy shape heaved itself up, and grabbed his leg. He slashed with a knife against a rubbery tentacle. The thing groaned. Another something was coming up out of the water, and Evan crawled toward the "waterfall." He tried to climb, and managed to get part of the way up, then something grabbed his ankle, and pulled him back down.
      Evan's fingers gripped the rock desperately. Tentacles gripped. Spikes extruded, and injected his leg.
      Evan screamed, eyes rolling up as fire filled his veins. He lost his grip on the rock.
      More of the shadowy shapes crawled up out of the water, surrounding his body. He twitched a bit, as their tentacles gripped him, and spikes pierced him, but there were no more screams.



 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
*
The Treasure of Captain Squid
 
*
      "Have you seen my brother?" Heather asked.
      Marshall shook his head. "Thought I did, while back. Hot dog?" He offered her a sausage in a bun.
      "Love one," Heather said, and rolled over onto her back. "What a great night. That sky. Think that right now, there's someone on earth looking up at the same stars?"
      "Some of the same stars," Marshall said. "Some different ones. Different constellations. There," he pointed. "Ernst, the hunter." 
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Their meeting place was a wide spot in the seaward path, punctuated by a seven-foot wooden panel held erect by cross-braces. Willow tried to radiate anger as she strode forward, but as she saw Aaron leaning cross-armed against the barricade, she felt her frown melting. "What are you doing here?"
      "I came to see you, Willow," Aaron said. "Remember this place?"
      She nodded. "That was our treasure hunt on our Hell Night, three years ago. The Wedgie Wall." The memory triggered a giggle. "Really hurt getting over this." She slapped her hand against the wooden panel.
      Aaron smiled. "I grabbed your belt and helped you over, but that was one of those unkind cuts."
      Despite her anger, she laughed, then settled back down. "Why? Why are you here? Why now?"
      "Thought maybe you could use some help."
      She watched his face. "Is that it? Really? After all this time, that's all you have to say to me?"
      "What am I supposed to say?"
      "Nothing," she said. "Nothing. Maybe nothing at all." The silence stretched painfully. "I'm with Marshall now."
      He hunched his shoulders. In the moonlight they seemed thinner, and he seemed smaller than he had a year before. "I screwed up, Willow. I just came apart after Archie died."
      "A lot of us did," Willow said. "We put it behind us."
      "I was there. I saw it. That makes a difference."
      "It's always different when it's about you, Aaron. You're not the only one who bleeds."
      He gestured vaguely. A plea. "Willow...I'm back."
      She shook her head. "It's too late."
      "Only if you say it is."
      "I'm saying it. It's too late." He reached for her hand. As if to take some of the sting from her words, she reached out to cup his cheek with her palm. "Aaron. It's good to see you. We're in the middle of something now."
      A wan smile. "Hell Night? How are the kids doing?"
      "Handled the clashing rocks great. And the orienteering..." Her face clouded with sudden suspicion.
      "What?" Aaron said, all innocence.
      "You've been watching, haven't you?"
      He nodded. "Monitoring."
      "I don't like games, Aaron," she said. "Or self pity. We don't have time for that. We have a planet to explore and conquer, and any time spent navel-gazing is going to get someone else killed."
      "Else? So...you blame me, too?"
      She shook her head, back-tracking. "I didn't mean it that way."
      "All right, Willow."
      "We could use an extra hand, Aaron. With the kids."
      "Doing what?"
      "Right now, lot of it boils down to baby-sitting. We have our roles lined up. It would be a way back in."
      He half turned away. "I...I don't know. I know I'm a part of this. Not much choice–it's the only home I've got. But I came out here for you. Cadmann said..."
      "You talked to Cadmann?"
      "Doesn't everyone? He's sort of the universal connector. He said you might need me out here. He said you needed me. Was he wrong?"
      "Maybe. Maybe he was."
      Aaron seemed deflated. Defeated. "Alright. O.K. Well, good luck with everything."
      He turned and left her.
      "Aaron!" she called after him.
      He paused, as if deciding whether or not to turn back...then disappeared into the brush.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      On the way back into camp, Willow ran into Kola, who immediately noted her distressed state.
      "Thought you were napping," Kola said.
      "Couldn't sleep," Willow said. "What time is it?"
      Kola's smile was evil. "About that time."
      The other teen leaders gathered out of sight of the cluster of kiddy tents. They donned tacky pirate gear: hats, eyepatches, tailed coats. Willow, Kola, Marshall, Takashi. The camp was quiet, and then as if they had timed it with a stopwatch, commenced their screaming in unison. "Get up! Get up! Dream time's over! Game time is here!"
      One of the kids groggily appeared at the mouth of the tent, disbelieving. "I thought we were done until tomorrow!"
      Marshall sneered piratically. "It is tomorrow! Up up up! It is now half past midnight, and most officially 'tomorrow.' Move your narrow little butts!"
      They crawled out of their bunks, rubbing their eyes, groaning and cursing with impressive creativity. Half dead. Willow giggled to herself: their timing had been impeccable. The kids hunched in exhausted rows, sleepy, shivering, and more than a little worried. "What is all of this about?" Jelli asked.
      Willow swung her bamboo sword. "We'll tell you what this is about. It's about pirate gold!"
      A bit of awareness filtered through Jelli's fog. "Pirate...what?" Intrigued in spite of herself. Then she scratched at her left ear. "Do you hear that?"
      "What?" Takashi asked.
      "It's like...a little whine. Like a little bug or something. Can't you hear it?"
      "No, and you need to stay on the ball," Willow said.
      "Get ready for anything!" Takashi said. "Anything goes, but you are responsible for each others' safety. Match-up, people! Your team is your tribe! First team to get three members to the final stage wins! Winner gets thirty points, and highest total wins. No chores for a week! So those of you who are worried that your team is behind...this is your chance."
      "Any of you can win, Kola said. "Any team can still win, do you understand?"
      The kids nodded, shivering but engaged. The leaders gathered the kids around the fire.
      "Arrrr, now, then, me hearties," Marshall mugged. "Listen as I tell the tale of Captain Squid." He squinted one-eyed until they stopped giggling.
      "Human beings were not the first to travel between the stars, nor will they be the last. And where there are pilgrims, traders, and travelers, there will be pirates."
      Kola appeared beside him, wearing a scarf tilting across half her face like an eyepatch. "Arrr! And where there are pirates, there be treasure, mateys!" She ran back and forth, mugging ferociously.
      "What your parents didn't tell you," Takashi said, "is that the grendels were not alone here! That they waged a terrible war and that there are dangers untold, that you will have to face. Pirates. Traders."
      "Arrgh..." Kola said. "Ye haven't been told everything, no, ye haven't. And thar be treasure in the earth, little mateys."
      "So that be the challenge," Takashi said. "The gold and jewels of Captain Squid lie deep in the caverns beneath your feet. You will seek it."
"Teams will stick together," Kola said. "Each team will have their monitor. And now the time for talk is over. Are you ready?"
      "Yes!" the kids screamed.
      "Then...on your feet, ya lubbers!"
      The kids clambered up, and toed the mark.
      "No more clues," Willow said. "No more puzzles. From now on its team against team, until three of your team makes it all the way to the end. Are you ready?"
      "Yes!"
      Marshall grinned. "Then on your mark...get set...GO!"
      And in their t-shirts, treaded sandals and cut-off jeans the kids sprinted down the path. The leaders hustled them around the curves, past torch-lit curves and then...To the wide wooden barrier everyone called the Wedgie Wall. The kids scrambled over, helping each other and grabbing each other to help them up, discreetly knocking a few members of another team down into a mud pit. Jelli struggled to jump high enough to grab the edge, and then lacked the upper body strength to pull herself over. Buddy leaned down to give her a hand, grabbing the belt on her jeans and yanking. She shrieked with pain and surprise as the Wedgie Wall earned its name yet again...but made it over the top.
      Squeals and howls as they climbed nets, sprint, run along logs and then down along the cliff trail, where they pretended not to notice the rope safety rails that had been erected in the night. And then...they were into the caves.      Beneath the blistered ceiling, Kola and Heather were guiding the kids one way or another.
      "Where are we going?" Nnedi asked.
      "Over here!" Heather said.
      Uncle Horace motioned from the other side. "Or over here! Make your choice!"
      "Swimmers here!" Heather said.
      Some of the kids took the time to doff their shoes before they plunged into the warm water, heated by the springs, which bubble steamed up through the pools. The kids splashed along, picking their way through the lamplit caves.
      Heather leaned to Willow. "I guess Evan's in the Cathedral. I haven't been able to raise him."
      "Let me try," Willow replied, and switched on her communicator. "Evan? Evan...?"
      No response. They waited. Still nothing. Willow and Heather shrugged. "Interference, I'd guess. Maybe he just got into the beer. Come on...can't let the tots have all the fun!"
 
- o  o  o -
 
      For hours now, Camelot's communications center had been relatively quiet, and now that silence had deepened.
      Zach Moskowitz blinked, staring at the screens. Various high angles on Black Ship Island, various magnifications on the camp site. Except for the cooling campfire, there was only one teen-sized heat signature remaining. "Well," he said, smacking his hands together, "That's that. They've moved underground now. We can see some moving signatures through the rock, but that's about it. I'd reckon. We won't get anything else until morning."
      Mary Anne looked at them questioningly. "Maybe we should go to bed?"
      "Maybe," Cadmann said. "I'm not sleepy. "
      "Sweetheart, you have to let them go. It's not even what's best. It's the only option." Mary Anne slipped her arms around his neck, and kissed him, 
      Finally he sighed. "All right. Take me to bed, you vixen. And you'd better have plans to keep my mind off the Overnight."
      "I think I can manage something." She kissed him lightly.
       "All right. G'night, Zack."
      They left. Zack sat in front of the console, staring, then rubbed his chin, and yawned.
      "Oh, to hell with it."
      He grabbed his jacket, and headed out. The camp was quiet. It was easy to remember when all of this had been empty, when they had first descended on pillars of fire to conquer a new world, when every day had been an adrenalized adventure.
      Now...the animal pens were dark, the fences hummed with protective electrical power. Nothing dangerous lurked in the shadows. All seemed right with the world. And yet...
      Zack pulled his jacket collar up around his neck. Must be getting old, he thought. The night was warm, but still, he felt a chill...
 
- o  o  o -
 
      The light splashed back from the bubble-pocked walls, as if they still glowed with heat from eons past. The kids were splashing, running knee high through pools of water, fatigue forgotten as they heard their voices and footsteps echoing back to them from the ceilings. They pushed, jostled, and tripped, rough with each other. The referees kept the brutality to a minimum, but closed an eye to anything short of murder. No autopsy, no foul.
      "You!" Kola called. "Thor! That's one warning for unnecessary roughness. One more and you're out! Remember that you need three team members reaching the end to win!"
      The little wheat-haired aggressor released a handful of his opponent's hair. 
      "Sorry!" Yellow-team's leader said.
      The kids split into two different routes, different caves.
      "Yo ho ho!" Takashi called. "This way, Mateys!"
      None of them paid much attention to another pineapple-sized egg sack, this one against the wall, out of the torchlight.
      The kids were having the time of their lives. But from time to time one of them flinched, looking around as if worried something was in the water with them.
      "Did you see something?" Nnedi asked.
      "Like what?" Buddy asked
      "I'm not sure," Nnedi asked. "Something in the water."
      "Yeah. We're in the water. Come on!" And they scrambled over a fall of rocks, and down a sloping tunnel heading into the next chamber.



 
CHAPTER TWELVE
*
Lower Maze
 
*
      The kids jumped over and down, howling with glee. They scrambled over the few feet of rock that separated the pool from the lip of the next drop. A glowing green arrow pointed the way down, and they didn't hesitate.
      Down and down, tumbling, laughing...SPLASH! They were splashing in the pool for five minutes before little Nnedi saw the mock grendel set up.
      It should have been atop a waist-high cairn of rocks, flanked by dim lanterns, grinning hungrily. Instead it looked like an oversized chew-toy that had been thrown to a pack of dogs, split-seamed and scattered.
      Willow splashed up out of the pool. "Whoa. This...is strange. Who did this? Red team?"
      Kola was hopping mad. "Not cool. This isn't cool at all. Who would do something like this?"
      Willow's face clouded with anger. "I know someone who might do something like this. Aaron!"
      "What?" Takashi asked.
      "He's here. On the island."
      Even Marshall seemed doubtful. "Screwing with Hell Night?" Then suddenly growing angry. "Really?" He said it as if accusing someone of apostasy.
      "Who else. Aaron!" she screamed. Her voice echoed through the entire cave. They all quieted, listening for a response. Nothing.
      "That's strange," Nnedi said.
      "What is?" Marshall asked.
      "That whining sound. Can't you hear it?"
      They paused, and then the older kids shook their heads. "Nope. Nothing. Come on."
      Jelli punched Nnedi's shoulder lightly. "Hey," she said. "I hear it."
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Up atop the bluff, the dull night wind stirred the tentflaps. Despite having been soaked, the firepit still hissed and steamed a bit, but that was the only sound and movement other than Aaron Tragon's footsteps.
      He had walked the abandoned square, dejected, toeing at the remnants of the fun other people had. He looked around as if wondering if anyone was watching, and then climbed into Willow's tent.
      He had to stoop inside, then go to his knees. At this moment, he wasn't certain what he wanted, what he intended, knew only that he needed to be close to her, or to someone. A year's loneliness burst upon him like a breaking wave, and he crawled into her sleeping bag. Her perfume, the smell of the lilac soap with which she washed her hair, spilled out of it as if the scent had been waiting for him, trying to pull him back into old and painful memories.
      He felt utterly lonely and miserable. How had life gone so badly, so swiftly. Had it been so long ago that he'd felt atop the entire world? That he'd needed no lecture from Cadmann to know that Avalon was his to lose?
      "Aaron..."
      Faint. Indistinct. Aaron came back out of the tent for a moment, looking this way and that. Cool breezes. Twin moons among pale scrambled clouds.
      Nothing. Nothing anywhere for Aaron Tragon. He was just a fertilized egg that had been shipped half-way across the universe to populate an alien world, like one of the frozen dogs. Or frozen bits of corn seed. Irrelevant as an individual, just another part of the master plan. Heck, if he didn't work out, they'd just thaw out another. And another.
      Whether he laughed or cried, lived or died, Aaron Tragon meant nothing. And perhaps, he never had. He crawled back in, laid on her sleeping bag, and closed his eyes.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      In the caverns of the Lower Maze, the organizers of Hell Night were dealing with the bitter realization that their planned surprise had been trashed.
      "Arrr!" Marshall said, improvising swiftly. "The pirates left a guardian for their treasure. The nastiest beast they could find! And see what happened to it!" The kids ooohed and ahhed.
      Kola played along. "Thar be nastier things than grendels in these waters, mateys..."
      The kids giggled.
      "Nice save," Willow whispered.
      "Thank you, thank you very much," Kola said.
      "Down to sea level!" Willow said.
      The kids headed down the tunnel, and the leaders plodded after them, suddenly more fatigued and uncertain than their charges.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Curled in Willow's tent, Aaron roused himself from a brief and unsatisfying sleep, and wiped his face. His hands came away wet. Damn. He'd been crying.
      He crawled out, and gazed up at the night sky. "If you're watching, Geographic...Cadmann...screw you. Just...screw all of you."
      He took his backpack, and headed out of the camp. He saw something flit around the edge of the camp. That spider-legged thing that had followed Kelly, then been adopted by Nnedi. "What are you doing up here? I thought you'd found friends?"
      It hissed at him from its invisible mouth, then crawled up to the top of a tree. A couple of other leg-clusters hissed at each other, then down at Aaron. Almost...as if it was trying to tell Aaron something. Then they hissed at each other, and disappeared.
      "Yeah, well...well screw you too."
       The boy made his way down the side of the cliff, twin moons dancing on the waves below. "Tide coming in," He said to no one in particular.
      He went down to his boat. It was hidden behind bushes. He pulled it out, looked back at the vine-shrouded cliffs. Something almost caught his eye. Something...
      What was it? Perhaps just a memory of thinking he'd heard his name...? It was just the night, and the pain. Aaron shook his head, started the engine, and headed out.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Down in the tunnels and caverns that composed the Lower Maze, Heather, Uncle Horace, and Takashi supervised the other kids. The second mock grendel lay in shreds. This second act of vandalism drained whatever slight amount of fun remained in the proceeds. Despite careful deep slow breathing, Heather was getting nervous. "What in the hell happened here?"
      "We'd better check in with the others," Takashi said, and switched on his communicator. "Hello. Willow, are you there?"
      The reception was shoddy, but adequate. "We're here. What say?"
      "We have an issue here?" Takashi said. "Our mockup was torn to pieces."
       "Crap!" Willow said.
      "You know anything about this?"
      A sigh. Hesitation, confusion, and then an inescapable conclusion. "It was Aaron. He's on the island, and he's pissed off. Improvise around it, and meet us in the Cathedral. We'll sort this out later."
      "Evan better be on his job," Heather said. "Last chance to scare them."
      "Oh, I think he'll scare 'em." Takashi said, and looked around nervously. "Your brother is a very scary fellow."
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Heather turned off her comm link. "Everybody swim hard, then take a whack!"
      The kids jumped into the narrow body of still water , churned it into foam with their skinny arms and legs, and then jumped out, picked up a padded sword and whacked a grinning, dangling grendel piñata.
      A sugared rainbow of cellophaned twists spilled to the ground. The kids grabbed and munched and dove back into the water, swept along through the current. One of the kids dunked another, and whatever small amount of order they had been able to maintain dissolved into an orgy of thrashing water-war.
      "Percy!" Takashi said. "One demerit! Keep it safe!"
      "Whoa!!" Heather, Willow, and Takashi went over the lip, from the narrow pool into the deeper wider lake at sea-level. They hit the water. This was the most beautiful chamber that they had seen yet. Spectacular, a bubble so huge that in the puny light of their lamps they could hardly detect the curve in the walls. "Wow," Roderick said. "This is just..."
      "Where are all the, you know, stalagtits?"
      Nnedi glared at him. "That's stalactites."
      "Seen pictures. Sure look like titties–"
      Whack!
      Nnedi slapped him, so fast and hard that his eyes crossed.
      Willow swiftly interjected herself, separating the combatants. As they sputtered, she lectured to disrupt Roderick's thoughts of revenge. "These aren't limestone caves," Willow said. "They weren't formed by water erosion, and so you don't get the kind of limestone drip build-up over centuries that creates those structures. This was a lava cave, formed by bubbles in molten rock." 
      "Wow." Willow splashed up onto the land, the kids were coming out. "Ah...we were supposed to have a surprise about now," she said to Takashi. "Weren't we?"
      "Damn it!" Heather yelled. "Evan! Where are you?"
      "I don't know," Horace said. "He was supposed to be here. Look." They climbed up on the rock. A fourth exceedingly detailed, four-foot mock-grendel crouched in position.
      "Well," Heather said. "This is a fine mess. Where is he?"
      Uncle Horace was paddling in a circle. "When was the last time you saw him?"
      "Evan!" Heather called out. "If you're playing some kind of game, I swear..."
      "Aaron," Willow whispered.
      "Aaron and Evan, together?"
      "They were friends once. I'll bet they still are, secretly. Trying to turn Hell Night into their private haunted house."
      Heather gritted her teeth. "I'm going to skin them, and roll them in salt." They looked at each other.
      "Listen! Everybody!" Heather said. "We have a little mystery. A bit of a problem. We're going to combine teams. Green and Blue, go with Marshall."
      "What's going on?" Marshall said.
      Heather hesitated. "We seem to have misplaced Evan." Her smile was tight and poisonous.
      "What the hell is happening around here?" Marshall said.
      "That's what I want to find out," Heather replied. "We have some side chambers to search, and I suggest we search them quietly. This is no time to a panic."
      "And if we can't find him?"
      Heather's smile flickered. "Time to panic."
      "All things considered," Willow said. "Panic is starting to sound like a viable option."
      "All right," Marshall said. "Blue and Green teams, with me and Takashi. Willow? You take Red and Yellow?"
      "Will do. O.K., kids. It looks like we've got some sick game of hide and seek going on."
      Takashi followed her lead. "Evan is hiding, and we're seeking. Sound cool?"
      "What if we can't find him?" Nnedi asked.
      "Then...I think we head back up top, and call in the troops."
      Kola nodded. They checked their flashlamps and made sure that each Teen Leader and team-leader had one, and that their communicators worked as well as they were going to, here in the caves.
      Takashi didn't like the clarity on their communicators. "These aren't much good down here. Are you sure we shouldn't call them in now?"
      No one needed ask who "them" was. "Right," Marshall said. "And prove they were right, that we couldn't handle things. This is probably a very bad joke."
      "One of the all-time worst," Willow agreed. "All right. Let's give it an hour, meet back in Upper Maze."
      "Time?" Kola asked.
      "Two twenty-five," Willow said.
      "All right," Takashi said. "Meet back here at three thirty? We'll take most of the kids with us, up closer to the surface. You take White group, but also Kola and...Uncle Horace, just to be careful."
      "Three thirty it is," Kola said. "And everyone?"
      "Yeah?"
      "Be careful. Something's going on here, and I don't much like it."
 
- o  o  o -
 
      "Evan!" Willow called. The name shattered on the far wall, washing back to them in echoed fragments.
      They splashed through the tunnels. Rarely more than ankle-deep here, the water was no longer fun. It was just wet, and clammy, despite the steam rising from various hot springs. They arrived at a branch, two tunnels haring off in a Y-split from the main channel. "What's down there?" Roderick asked, gesturing to the right.
      "Another drop off, leading to the Cathedral" Kola said. "Pretty steep. There's a bridge across it. No real way down from here. Walls are too slick."
      "But Evan certainly could have gotten to sea level through one of the other tunnels."
      "We should at least take a look," Kola said...
      They sloshed along through the darkness, playing their flashlights carefully until the floor vanished totally into black. They'd reached the edge of a drop-off. The fungal growths were clustered, as if strengthened by the heat and the damp. It was tough as bamboo, and in fact the rope bridge had been intertwined and anchored in the twisted shoots.
      Willow tested it with one careful foot. Thirty feet below her was sea level, and an underground lake bubbling with steam and punctuated with a few twisting fungal spires. The bridge led across to some of the oil pumping equipment: they could hear it humming from where they were. But they'd been cautioned against using the bridge. The pumping station was served from sea level these days, not down from the top of the mesa, and the bridge was not maintained properly. Some of the rocks and foundational fungus seemed a little unstable. "I don't like this," Willow said.
      "Listen," Kola said. "One of us can creep out there. If anything happens, it's just a dunk in the lake."
      "The others can go for help. "
      "Worst case scenario is we swim out to the ocean."
      "Sounds like a plan."
      "I'm little," Nnedi said. "I can go out and there's less chance something will go wrong."
      Willow and Kola exchanged an expression. Shook heads: "No."
      "I'll do this."
      Kola edged out onto the bridge. It was triangle balanced on its apex, with big healthy knots for foot-falls. It groaned a bit, but held her. She looked down.
      The lake beneath them was built like a lollypop, and the lava-tube exit to the sea was the stick.
      At the top of the candy circle was a crescent of rocky beach, and although she couldn't quite see from this angle, it looked to her as if a backpack or rucksack lay abandoned a few feet from the water.
      "Evan!" Kola called. "Evan!" He looked down, and could see where the water flowed into the pool below.
      "Can you see anything?"
      Kola frowned. "I can't...wait!" Through the mist, he could barely see something. The shape of a waterproof rucksack on the rocks below.
      "I think so," Kola said.
      "Is it Evan?"
      "Some of his stuff...Evan! Evan!" Willow edged further out on the bridge. She shined her lamp down, but the Cathedral was vast enough to swallow the light. "I'm not sure. Too many shadows. It's possible." She looked back. "How long would it take to back up and find our way to the tubes leading down to Cathedral?"
      "Maybe fifteen minutes."
      Buddy had edged out behind her. "I think I see a foot or something. Evan!"
      Dammit, that was just a shadow he pointed at. No, it might have been a foot, or a human leg, there in the depths of a shadow her lamp couldn't pierce. 
      Several more kids edged out on the bridge.
      "Evan!" Nnedi called, growing alarmed. "Evan!" They were all edging out on the bridge now, shouting and pointing.
      "Evan! Are you all right?" Buddy yelled down.
      Willow motioned them back, suddenly aware that they were all on the bridge. "Kids, get back, it's–"
      The fungus anchored to the rock had been growing for at least a century, fed by minerals and nourished by the damp and warmth, leaching minerals to construct itself cell by cell with infinite patience long before human beings ever landed on Tau Ceti IV, colonized Camelot, or named Black Ship Island. When the engineers tested its strength and found it remarkably high, then measured its bonding to the rock superior to driven pitons, they anchored it to their ropes and metal struts to construct a bridge spanning the Cathedral, splitting the distance between the steaming lake and the arching ceiling. And for over a decade that bridge had served, until an auxiliary pump station was built down on the beach, and men tended to come up from sea level rather than down and across from the mesa. The bridge, which had supported countless feet over the years, fell into disuse.
      And disrepair. The fungus was just as strong as the engineers had thought, but the rope itself had begun to rot in the warmth and damp...and when seven children and one adult stood on it, the strands began to split and unravel.
      The first clue was just a lurch, followed by a wan POP as woven fibers released their strain. The Teens and their kids froze, suddenly forgetting the question of whether a shadowed lump might belong to their friend, and remembering that they were thirty feet in the air, suspended on a decade-old rope bridge.
      "Nnedi," Willow whispered. "There's a rock shelf above you. Try to take some of your weight off the fungus bridge..." She did, but then the wall crumbled a bit. The kids were terrified.
      "I–" crack! The bridge tilted as one of the rope strands surrendered to the pressure, placing a sudden and giant strain onto the remaining two strands. The one at the bottom was secure, but the rope at the top, tied into a mass of twisting fungal vines, suddenly ripped free. They plunged thirty feet down toward the water. Uncle Horace grabbed onto one of the ropes as it unraveled, and when he jarred to a stop that ripped out of the wall of the cave as well, showering them with vines, rope, metal slats, chunks of fungus, and rocks.
      All things considered, they were lucky nobody died then.
      Two teenagers, five kids. One adult. They came up, sputtering but relatively unscathed. Buddy came up spitting water. "Whoa! That was fun! Let's do that again!"
      Willow dog-paddled furiously. "Everyone all right?"
      They struck out for land, and pulled themselves out. Horace asked, "What is this place?" There were a number of skull-shaped egg sacks attached to the lava-smooth walls.
      "What are those?" Jelli stretched out her fingers, almost touched, then pulled her hand back. "And...that whining sound. Can't you hear it? It's louder, now?"
       "I don't hear anything," Kola said. "And I don't know what this is. Never seen it before."
      "This wasn't part of the game," Willow said.
      They looked at each other and then back up at the broken fungal shelf.      "They'll need to lower ropes," Willow said.
      Uncle Horace shook his head. "Need to wait for everyone to come back to the meeting place. When we don't show up, they'll look for us."
      "Evan. Evan!" Kola screamed. She splashed across the rock, seeking her lover. Rounded the rock, slowly, partially eager, and partially afraid of what she was going to see.
      "Evan?" Kola said.
      But Evan was not there...just the waterproof rucks.
       Willow pulled out her communicator. "Hello? Marshall? Marshall, can you hear me?" There was no reply.
      "Anything?" Kola asked.
      "No," Willow replied. She gathered herself, trying to remain calm. "All right, kids, stay high up on the rocks."
      Uncle Horace seemed unclear on the concept. "Why?"
      "I think we stumbled into the egg chamber of some kind of amphibious creature."
      "Do you think something happened to Evan?"
      "Remember the goliath?" Kola asked. "Something killed it."
      "Yes. The goliath." Willow said. "But anything big enough to kill a goliath would never fit in the Cathedral."
      "Maybe it wasn't an it. Maybe it was a them."
      The kids' unease was shading into panic.
       "Evan. Evan." Kola called, but it was increasingly clear she expected no answer.
      "Kola. I need you here. With me, now."
      "O.K. All right." Kola said.
      "We have to get a message to the others."
      Kola shook her head. "How do we do that?"
      "I don't know. Either the communicator's broken..."
      "Maybe wet," Horace asked.
      "That shouldn't stop it." She pointed up at the lava-blistered ceiling. "I think it's the rock. Too much of it."
      "They're all in the caves," Horace said.
      Suddenly the water rippled. Something was coming. "Kids!" Willow yelled. "Kids! Get back!"
      "Ahh!" Horace screamed. A thick gray ropelike appendage stretched up out of the steaming water, snaking Uncle Horace's ankle. He screamed, tried to stand, and was dragged back across the rocks.
tentacles. Hideous. Then it rolled and disappeared back beneath the surface of the water.      Nnedi grabbed a rock and smashed it down on the tentacle. For a moment something appeared out of the water. It was shaped like a giant banana slug, its mouth rimmed with 
      "What was that thing?" Roderick screamed.
      "I don't know!" Uncle Horace bellowed. "I don't know! It's burning me!"
      "Tear off the pant leg," Willow said. "Let's look at that wound."
      Uncle Horace screamed. "Ahhh!" Then settled down. "What was that thing. It looked like...like...Cthulhu."
      "What?" Willow asked.
      "H.P. Lovecraft," Horace said. "Horror stories. Elder god. Miskatonic."
      "Right, Horace. Cthulhu. Can you walk on that?"
      "Willow?" Jelli said. "We've barely got room here."
      "We'll be safe," Kola said.
      "Kola...Something put those egg sacks up on the walls."
      "All right...so?"
      "So...If it was the cthulhus, then...then they came out of the water to do it."
      Now they regarded the water's calm surface with both suspicion and growing horror. "I'm not sure it matters," Kola said quietly. "I'm not sure it matters. But the tide is coming in." 
      Willow snatched up her communicator again. "Hello? Hello? Can anyone hear me?"



 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
*
Hell Night
 
*
      Under Marshall's and Hiroshi's watchful eyes, the combined Green and Blue teams were still searching the Upper Maze, in a system east of the main cave. Heather's communicator crackled, and he snatched it to his ear. "Hello? Hello? I didn't get that."
      Just static.
      "What is it?" Percy asked.
      "Shhh," Marshall said.
      "I thought I got a ping," Heather said "Spoken to Kola or Willow?"
      "No," Marshall said, "but the communicators suck in here. We've got a half hour before we're supposed to meet back up top."
      Heather clucked. "I don't know. Something doesn't feel right. Would they mess up a Hell Night?"
      "The question," Marshall said, "The question is whether they'd think it was messing them up."
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Willow was fighting panic. "Hello? Can anyone hear me?"
      "Anything?" Kola asked.
      "No. Nothing at all." Then...the communicator crackled.
      It was Aaron's voice, filtered through static. "Hell...is that...Willow?"
      Relief flooded her veins, like ice quenching fire. "Aaron? Where are you? We're in trouble. We're in the main bubble at the end of the lava tube. The Cathedral."
      "Did he hear you?" Horace said.
      "I don't know." Willow replied.
      "What do we do?" Nnedi asked.
      "Well," Willow said. "We can wait here for a while, but the tide is going to eat this ground. We'll have to retreat into one of the higher tubes, hope to find a way out."
      "Was that Aaron?" Nnedi asked.
      "Yes," Willow said. "I think it was."
      Nnedi set her jaw. "Aaron will come."
      "He's been gone a long time," Roderick said.
      "He'll come. Come on. Let's move up higher."
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Aaron, a mile out from the island, wrinkled his brow. Their communication was barely coming through. "Hello? Lava tube?"      He could see the lava tube leading into the island. The moonlight was clear.
      "We...can...Evan..."
      "What about Evan? Hello?" he looked with disgust at the device in his hand.
      "Hel...you can..."
      He glared again. "What are you up to, Willow? All right. All right." He turned his boat around, and aimed the engine. Some kind of a damned joke. Right. Good old Aaron, about to play the fool. Serve him right for trusting.
      "Lava tube. Cathedral. All right. Let's see about this."
      It took him ten minutes to reach the seaward opening of the island's largest lava tube, gaping like a leviathan's black maw. He shined his flashlamp into the shadows. "Yoo-hoo...I sure hope you're not messing with me. I am in no mood..."
      He ran the engine at "low" and entered the tube, immediately swallowed by shadows. His flashlight painted the fused walls. Aaron tilted the lamp down into the water. The beams penetrated shallowly. His skin crawled, and he wasn't certain exactly why.
      Something passed beneath him, a shadow that was gone almost as soon as it could be seen.
      "What the hell is that?" He looked back at the mouth of the lava tube, and fought a swift urge to make for the open sea.
      Aaron's eyes widened. He quieted the engine, peering down through the water. Brought his face closer...closer...He saw a shape that reminded him of the thing he'd seen a year ago. Tentacles burst up out of the water, writhing for him. Aaron pulled back, grendel-quick reflexes just saving him.
      "Son of a bitch!" He gunned his engine, and the little boat rocketed down the lava tube. He barely kept it from ramming into a wall, but had to back it up. When he did, tentacles grabbed the sides of the boat, yanking the back section down.
      Aaron headed toward the stern, about to whack at it with a machete, and their combined weights almost flipped the boat. He moved back toward the front, to balance the weight, watching the thing trying to clamber aboard the boat from the rear.
      The boat slid out of the lava tube, entering the main chamber. He watched with widening, horrified eyes as a nightmare of tentacles and slick swollen flesh hunched up awkwardly from the water. Now he could see Willow and the others on the "shore" waving at him.
      "Aaron!"
      The raft ploughed into one of the fungal towers, throwing Aaron into the air. He splashed down into the water. It was warm, and under other circumstances would have seemed kind of pleasant.
      "Aaron!" Willow screamed. "Get out!" He looked back, and saw the creature flop back out of the water and head toward him—
      "Swim!" Kola screamed. "Swim!"
      Aaron cut through the water with champion speed, but nothing compared to the speed with which the creature came after him. Aaron's legs went like propellers, ploughing through the water to the hoped-for safety of a fungal spire. He scrambled UP as the creature hit the spire, swarming up, tentacles lashing. Aaron climbed. The creature pursued. There wasn't much room to hide.
      WHAM!
      Uncle Horace hurled a chunk of rock right in the pursuer’s eye. It screamed, whipped around, and was hit by another rock. The kids hurled chunks of rock and whack whack whack...Aaron had climbed to safety. The writhing mass of tentacles disappeared beneath the surface.
      Aaron panted, holding onto the top of the spire. The water below him calmed. He looked up at Willow, fifteen feet away across the water. "I uh...I guess you believe me now, right?" She broke eye contact, her face filled with regret and shame.
      "Better late than never?" Kola offered.
      Strained laughter. Nnedi laughed, and then started to cry. Roderick said, "Actually, the timing sucks." 
      "Good arm there, Uncle Horace." Aaron said.
      "Thanks, Aaron! I'm the best pitcher on Avalon."
      "The best for ten light years, I'd reckon."
      Willow broke up the laughter with a serious question. "What are we going to do?"
      Aaron caught his breath. "First is to figure out a way to get from here to there without, you know...getting eaten and stuff." This was followed by another forced laugh, but the mirth swiftly soured. He looked over into the shadows. Saw the rucksack, but no Evan. "Is that..."
      Kola nodded. "Evan's. We don't know where he is."
      "What happened?"
      "I don't know. He just disappeared." She trembled, then bit her lip and seemed to regain control.
      "What in the hell are those things?"
      "We don't know," Willow said, kneading Kola's shoulder. "But there's got to be more than just one of them. If we assume they created the egg sacks, and one egg sack per cthulhu–"
      "What?"
      "Cthulhu. You know," Willow said. "The Miskatonic River, Yog-Sothoth, Nyarlathotep, the Goat with a Thousand Young..." 
      "Oh, yeah, that crew. Well, let's suspend the literary allusions, please. How the hell do I get down from here?"
      "And even if you did...what do we do?"
      "Willow...remember our overnight? We took the Yellow Brick Road. The lava tubes are like a maze. We found another way back up. I think we could find it again."
      Kola sighed. "But first we have to get you over here."
      Aaron looked around.
      Uncle Horace considered. "We could make lots of noise over here. Far over here. Then you could slip into the water and sneak over."
      Aaron seemed simultaneously impressed and skeptical. "I don't know..."
      "We can give it a try, Aaron!" Willow called.
      "Well…O.K."
      The kids and Uncle Horace go to the far side and started yelling.
      Willow had an idea. "Take off your pants, Uncle Horace. Kola."
      "What?"
      "I want to beat on the water, but we can't get too close the edge. Those things may not like coming up, but they sure as hell can."
      "That's not fair," Aaron said. "I tried to get Kola's pants off for months, and here you went and did it in a couple of seconds."
      Kola glared at him. The teens and Horace took off their pants, while Roderick and Buddy gaped and whistled.
      "Ooh!"
      "Shut up!" Kola said.
      They knotted the pants together. Uncle Horace said:  "Let me do that. Make it longer." It was truly a bizarre scene, the three half-naked kids stood six feet back from the water's edge...and then whipped the pants, thrashing the water.
      At first nothing. Then the surface of the water rippled, and the cthulhu headed toward them...Aaron slipped down off the fungal spire to slip into the water, and almost as soon as he did a second tentacled knot appeared, snapping at him. No one's fool, he climbed back up. "What the hell! There's more than one of these things."
      "It's worse than that," Willow said.
      "And how exactly does it get worse?"
      "Ah...they didn't both go for the bait. One of them stayed behind to watch you."
      Aaron groaned. "Oh that's just great."
      "They're smart," Kola said. "They cooperate."
      One of the kids started crying. "What are we going to do?"
      "Whatever it is," Kola said, "it had better be fast. The tide's coming in."
      Aaron thought for a while. "You need to go on without me. Can you find the Yellow Brick Road again, Willow?"
      She shook her head. "Yellow Brick..."
      "The sulfur traces made the tube yellowish, remember?"
      Her eyes suddenly widened. "Yes!"
      Aaron focused on the rock crescent sheltering his friends, and then back at his own spire. "Well, it's too bad we don't have another ten pairs of pants, we could run a line and I might be able to shimmy across, out of the water."
      A long pause, and then Nnedi's reedy little voice broke the silence. "What about the bridge?"
      "What?"
      "The bridge was made of rope," she said, and pointed.
      They all stared. Aaron shook his head. "From the mouths of babes," he said.
      "Look out!" Kola screamed. One of the cthulhus rose out of the dark water. Another shower of lava chunks drove it back down.
      Aaron was shaking by now. "I'm really, really not kidding. I need to get down from here."
      "How do we get it?" Kola asked.
      The rope bridge was floating out of reach of the shore. But only about ten feet from Aaron's spire. He stared, and then blinked.
      "Horace!" He called. "Can you throw me the pants?"
      Horace looked at it. "Maybe. Make ball, and throw like a discus?"
      "Or a shot put. You can do it."
      "But can you catch it?" 
      "I caught that pop fly ball two years ago. I can damned well do this. Let's try."
      Horace balled the pants up, bit his lip, wound up, spun around and threw.
      Aaron leaned way out, and just barely managed to grab it. The cave reverberated with their cheers.
      Aaron came down as low as he could, and made a careful judgment and threw the ball of pants, holding onto one end of the line, and splash! Missed. Then pulled it up, looking at the water, and threw again. Splash! Hit the bridge. Nothing. Slowly, he reeled it in. It was almost within reach. Looked at it...and Aaron made a decision. Untied one of the sets of pants, balled it, and threw it into the water. A cthulhu instantly grabbed the pants, as Aaron reeled up the fragments of the bridge. Pulled it out of the water as the pants went down.
      He wiped sweat from his forehead, relieved. "Whoa."
      "Whose pants were those?" Kola asked.
      "I'll give you mine," Aaron said.
      "Won't fit my butt," she said.
      "Don't think I hadn't noticed."
      Aaron untied the bridge rope, unraveled it. Tied one end of it to the spire. "All right," Aaron said. "I'm going to have to throw this across, as far as I can. I don't know if I can."
      "You're strong enough," Horace said.
      "I don't have any room to wind up. Can't make a running start."
      A pause. Then, "We need more pants."
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Aaron had tied the rope to a wooden slat salvaged from the rope bridge. He hurled it–and it fell five feet short.
      On the shore, Buddy and Roderick were now in their underwear, knotting their pants into a rope. They threw it. Snagged the wood–
      A cthulhu came up out of the water, and Uncle Horace threw glassy chunks of lava rock until it retreated.
      "Damn, that was close," Kola said. "We've got it."
      "Get as high as you can," Aaron said. "Anchor it."
      The kids climbed up on a rock jumble. "Come on, everybody hold it..." 
      The kids and teens piled on, and pulled until the makeshift rope was as taut as they could get it.
      Aaron tried to smile. "If there's anyone over there who hates my guts, this would be the time to tell me."
      "Don't you like surprises?" Jelli said sweetly.
      "Not really. No. Here goes." Aaron heaved himself up and began to shimmy across. The water below him was quiet. Then, blink-fast a cthulhu lunged up, lashing at him. It missed, but he lost his handhold, almost fell in. Dangled, then got himself back together. The kids slid around a bit, losing some of their position, and Aaron fell a little closer to the water...then hiked his feet up and shimmied the rest of the way.
      "Damn," he said, hopping down. " I don't want to try that again."
      Willow wrapped her arms around his neck, and kissed him soundly. "Don't you ever, ever scare me like that again."
      "I'll do my best," he said.



 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
*
Yellow Brick Road
 
*
      "Now," Willow said. "What the hell is the way out of here?"
      "I'd say back the way I came...except I think we'd need a boat."
      "There's your boat."
      "Yeah. And...Uncle Horace? Good throw."
      Horace looked down bashfully. "You're welcome, Aaron. Can you get us out of here?"
      "Yeah. Let's get my boat first."
      Horace looked doubtful. "But it's ruined."
      "That's true," he said, "But...the engine still has fuel." They edged around the bank of the underground lake.
      When they reached the wrecked boat, Aaron worked with the fuel tank.      "Here," Aaron said. "The fuel mix is pretty much synthetic speed. Could come in useful."
      "We have Evan's bag of flash-bangs," Willow said.
      "That might be useful. Low-yield explosive plus a good oxygenator might be useful. You never know. Here, Uncle Horace? Carry?"
      Horace grinned. "I'll carry, Aaron. I'll take good care of them." 
      "I know you will," Aaron said. They helped Horace slip his arms through the shoulder straps.
      "Now what?"
      "We head up. And hopefully...out. They've got to be looking for us."
      They climbed up and entered one of the lava tubes. Aaron was confused now. He looked first at one, and then the other. "Yellow Brick Road."
      "Which one?" Willow asked.
      Aaron looked back at the rock spire, changing angles until something in his head went click.
       "Here. Come on. I think that this was the one." 
      "You think?" Kola asked.
      "If you've got a better idea, I'm open."
      Uncle Horace looked back. "Tide coming in. We should move."
      The waters swarmed with cthulhus now. They came briefly up onto the land, slid back down into the oily water. They followed the humans a bit...then back down into the water.
      "Come on!" Willow said.
      The kids looked back at the path they'd taken, the murky water aswarm with cthulhus. Water lapped at the tubes.
      "We've got problems," Aaron said.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      After a long, confusing and frightening struggle up the deeply shadowed caves, Blue Red and Green teams had finally made it back up to the main camp.
      "What are you going to do, Hiroshi?" One of the kids asked.
      "We're calling the mainland. This is a search and rescue, and I don't care who knows it." He used the camp radio. "Black Ship Island calling Camelot. Please. Come in Camelot..."
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Camelot's communications room was empty. When the message came in, no one was there.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Zack Moskowitz was deep asleep, dreaming of new constellations swirling in the stars when the message was relayed.
      Cassandra's voice was as patient as always. "Zack. Wake up, please. You are receiving a priority message from Black Ship Island."
      Zack was groggy, but came to rather quickly. "Cass? What is it."
      Hiroshi's voice. "Zack? I don't know how to say this, but...we've lost track of some of our campers."
      "Lost? What the hell?"
      "Well, they're probably in the lower levels. But you know that we'd rather be safe than sorry. Would you please send over a search team?"
      "Absolutely," Zack said. "Cassandra?" 
      Hiroshi's image faded. "Yes, Zack?"
      "Priority. Put the night watch team on alert, and get them over to Black Ship."
      "Emergency, Zack?"
      "Confirm emergency.” Then he muttered, “Everything on this damned planet is an emergency," but he said it to himself. Cassandra sometimes took things literally.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Cadmann's eyes opened before he knew where he was, only aware of a soft warmth curled against his back. Mary Ann. Each wife had a separate bedroom, but last night had been Mary Ann's. Why had he awakened? A flashing orange light pulsed against the ceiling. Emergency message alarm. He rolled over to look at the foot of the bed. A hologram window expanded with a flashing red message:  Hikers missing on Black Ship Island. Request assistance.
      "What?" He groaned. "Ohhh..."
      He swung up out of bed. Sylvia appeared at the doorway.
      "What's wrong?" Mary Anne asked.
      "We have an emergency. At least I think it is."
      "Do you have to go?" Sylvia asked.
      He groaned, wishing he could be talked out of it. Dammit, he'd had enough emergencies for one lifetime.
      "Don't want to, but I'd hate myself if I didn't."
      "Then I'm coming too,". Sylvia said.
      "Should I come, Cadmann?" Mary Ann asked. In her voice and face was the belief that she already knew the answer. No. I'm damaged. Ice on my mind. I'm...only good for this.
      "Not this time," Cadmann said, and kissed her as gently as he could.
      He rolled off the bed and opened his closet. On a vertical rack on the left side was the modified shotgun they called the grendel gun, firing an elephant-gun sized slug, as well as a variety of shock and explosive rounds. It had been a long time...but he knew that other closets were opening even now. No one would respond to an emergency without their most lethal equipment.
      Damn. He'd hoped all this was behind them.
      He was dressed in minutes, grendel gun slung over his shoulder and emergency medical backpack in place. Cadmann ran out to his air pad, where a Skeeter was coming in, piloted by Carlos.
      "Amigo, if this is a stunt..."
      "Rumps will be worn glowing."
      "You hold, I'll paddle. Standard kit?"
      "Grendel guns all around. Explosive rounds." They nodded at each other, mirroring ugly thoughts.
      "You never know." As they lifted off and head west, they were looking down over the colony, and saw three more Skeeters lifting off. Heading west, toward the saw-toothed mountains and beyond. 
 
- o  o  o -
 
      On the mesa atop Black Ship Island, the kids had been herded into huddled groups. The teens were counting the kids.
      "Is everyone here?" Takashi asked.
      "Everyone," Marshall said. He saw something near Willow's tent, bent and picked it up. After a moment's read he said, "Takashi–look over here."
      WILLOW. MEET ME BY THE WEDGIE WALL. A.
      "What is this?" Takashi asked.
      "A note to Willow from Aaron. Aaron was here." 
      "You can tell that from the initial?"
      "No. From the term 'Wedgie Wall'. That's what he called the first barrier."
      "What are you saying?"
      "I'm saying Aaron was here, and now people are missing." 
      "I don't believe this."
      "Willow is missing, Takashi."
 
- o  o  o -
 
      As it slid over the cool air above the mountains, Cadmann's skeeter hit the warm air rising up from the ocean and bounced. He was behind Evelyn Niles and ahead of Sylvia just two minutes from Surf's up now.
      "What in the hell is going on out there?" Carlos said.
      "I don't know," Cadmann said. "And I'm not going to speculate. Yet."
      A few minutes later, the skeeters were landing atop Black Ship Island. The teens and kids gathered around.
      "Anything change?" Carlos asked.
      "No," Marshall said. "No. We have no sign of anyone. They were supposed to meet us in Upper Maze, and never made it."
      "Lost?"
      Takashi and Marshall exchanged a quick expression. Then Takashi nodded. "You know how easy that can be."
      "Well," Cadmann said. "We can fix that."
      But then after a moment, he reluctantly said, "No sign of…anything…?"
      "No grendels, if that's what you mean" Takashi said.       "No. But Cadmann...we think Aaron's down there. Is that possible?"
      "Yeah. It's possible. Alright! Upgrade communications gear. We're going to do standard sweeps. Starting top down, and bottom-up. Mark the tubes with glo-sticks, and stay in contact. We'll find everything in there, and bring them out."
      "Want me at ground level? Take the sea route through the Cathedral and up?" Carlos asked.
      "Absolutely. Take an inflatable with the skeeter, set it up, and go in through the lava tube. That should do it."
      "We'll find them," Carlos said, then motioned to a couple of the others: "Come with me!"
      "All right," Cadmann said. "Keep guards with the kids, the rest of us...let's get to work." And they entered the labyrinth.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Aaron, Willow, Uncle Horace, Kola, and the five kids were moving through those tubes, which were shadowy and slick. The water was rising enough that it ran in through the cracks.
      "Those things can come out of the water," Willow said, "but I don't think they like it."
      "Why do they hang their egg sacks up?" Aaron said.
      "I don't know. Maybe the females do it to keep the males from killing the young. Competitors."
      Aaron managed a wan smile.
      "You know how men are," Kola said.
      Roderick stiffened. "I hear something."
      "What?"
      "It's like a little whine." He said. "Insects, maybe. Can't you hear it?" 
      "No. Can you, Horace?"
      Horace shook his head. "Nothing."
      "You're just hearing that?" Jelli scoffed. "Been giving me a headache for the last hour."
      They climbed through into another chamber, and played their torches around the shadows. Fungal clusters, chunks of lava rock...and odd, pineapple-sized egg sacks clustered ominously along the walls.
      "Jesus Christ," Aaron said.
      "I'm...not sure we should be here." Willow said.
      "Was this stuff here before, the last time you were in?" Kola asked, examining the egg sacks more closely.
      "No," Aaron said. "Not at all. This...is new."
      Sounds now. Distant, vaguely aquatic. Coming closer.
      "Want to wait for a second opinion?" Kola asked.
      "Hell no," Aaron said. "Kids, keep going."
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Even before the dust and sand settled, Carlos and his people had scrambled from the skeeter, unloading the inflatable and medical equipment, climbing gear...and fat-barreled, lethal grendel guns, one for each of them.
      "Let's get it going," he said. "Sweep the beach, make sure no one has already exited. Set up a camp, so that we're working bottom up while Cadmann works top down. Any other tubes exit to the ocean?"
      Sylvia shook her head. "No."
      "Let's get to work," Carlos said, "and get that boat inflated."
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Cadmann and the others had moved down from the mesa-top, along the cliff path with the safety ropes, and into the top level of the caves. He splashed his lights around the cave, as did the others behind him. "Willow!"
      Just ahead of him, Evelyn Niles called "Uncle Horace!"
      The tunnels were empty and seemed more...threatening now.
      No answer. "I don't suppose there's a patron saint of lost children?"
      She sighed. "No. But St. Clotilde protects adopted children. That ought to be close enough."
 
- o  o  o -
 
      The kids scrambled through the tubes. Aaron and Willow in the lead, Uncle Horace and Kola in the rear. Water was starting to slosh into the tunnels.
      "Aaron!" Horace said.
      "What?"
      "Something back there!"
      Darkness defeated the lamps. Things were humping through the shadows, just beyond the edge of sight. From time to time they caught a brief torchlit glimpse of slug shapes, humping in the darkness.
      The kids were exhausted. A punishing day and adrenal night had emptied them. One at a time they clambered through a narrow spot in the tunnel, Uncle Horace bringing up the rear.
      They made it another fifty meters down the tunnel, but then Roderick collapsed against the wall, his feet ankle-deep in warm water. "I'm wiped out," he said. "I have to rest." 
      "We can't," Willow said. "Just a little further on." She looked at Aaron. Is that right? Just a little further?
      "We need to buy some time," he said.
      "Got an idea?" Willow asked.
      It seemed as if they all stopped breathing. Stared at him, expecting a miracle.
      "Better than that," Aaron said. "I have a plan." He stopped. "Horace! Fuel Pod! Willow–the flash-bangs." He unscrewed and mixed. Hurrying.
      "There's something back there, Aaron." Horace said.
      "I just need a minute. Buy me a minute. Use the torches."
      Horace's lips pressed together tightly, the muscles bunching at the corner of his jaw. He seemed torn, but then finally said "Give me the torches. We got a rise here. They won't be able to cross easy. I can hold them long enough."
      "Are you sure?"
      "How long do you want me to hold them?" Horace asked, trembling.
      Aaron looked back at the kids, crouching in the darkness, staring with huge fearful eyes. "As long as you can."
      They shook hands.
      Horace took his position in the pinch. Aaron moved them along, into another chamber. He took the fuel and the fireworks. "Here," Aaron said. "Open this."
      They twisted it open.
      "How long does he have to hold?" Kola asked.
      Aaron stared at her until she dropped her eyes.
      The powder from the fireworks and the motor fuel were combined. The fireworks tubes re-filled, with scratch fuses Evan had scavenged from flares. Four of the deadly little weapons. "All right," Aaron said. "I'm going back."
      "Take care, Aaron," Willow said. And kissed him. "I'm so sorry."
      "Me, too."
      Kola hugged him. "Come back. Bring Horace back." And he headed back up the tunnel.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Aaron splashed his way back up the tunnel, his flashlight flaring against the lava tube's glazed walls. He almost stumbled across Horace, who crouched at the darkness, just at the pinched spot where the tunnel crimped.      "Anything yet?"
      "I can hear," Horace said. "Something out there."
      Aaron nodded. "They're coming. We have to give our people a chance to get away. We can do that much."
      Uncle Horace nodded. "Are you afraid?"
      "No," Aaron said.
      Horace smiled. "I like lying, too. Lies are good, sometime." Something was moving up the tunnel. They couldn't see it yet.
      "Did you know that Mongolia used to have three different time zones."
      "How many does it have now?"
      "Just one."
      The water was warm, but Horace was shivering. Aaron realized he was, as well. If the children get away...he thought. As long as the kids get away, it will all be all right.
      "I know what you're thinking," Horace said. "You're thinking that it would be all right if you died here."
      "What makes you think that?"
      "Because I've been thinking about that ever since I woke up. Ever since I found out that my head didn't work right any more."
      "About where you'd die?"
      "And how. This would be all right," he said, and ran his fingers through his unruly hair.
      He noted the sack at Aaron's side. "What do you have there?"
      "We made some bombs. I think they'll work all right, but we have to give the others more time to get down the tunnel. Then throw them and run like hell."
      "Like we've got a base hit," Horace said.
      They chuckled a bit, and then the laughter settled back down. "Do you think they'd remember me, Aaron? Would anyone remember Uncle Horace?"
      "I'll remember," Aaron said.
      Horace grinned. "But you're stuck here with me."
      Aaron opened his mouth to speak, but before a sound emerged, the shadows beyond the pinched tube exploded into violent life.
      A walrus-sized cthulhu lunged up, cilia writhing, skin glistening like wet leather. Aaron smashed his machete down on the tentacle and it made a whistling sound, like a whale clearing its blowhole.
      His flashlight was ripped from his hands, and spun down into the water. Horace hacked at the tentacles as the cthulhu tried to squeeze its bulk through. Aaron hacked, and a tentacle wreathed his arm, pulling him in toward a gaping, beaked maw.
      He saw what Archie, poor Archie must have seen in his own final moments, and Aaron froze. The tentacle yanked, and he felt little toothed ridges chewing at him, pulling at him. His right arm, so that in the dim and dying light his face was closer and closer to the mouth every moment.
      A high-pitch wet whistling sound, and something sticky splattered against his face. Blood.
      Cthulhu blood. Uncle Horace, wielding his machete with the same strength of arm that he had used on the softball diamond.
      Horace had time to howl in triumph, to hack again at the bulk of a looming cthulhu, when a second rose up, wrapping its tentacles around his throat. Aaron hacked, but flesh was already gone from Horace's throat, and a diagonal strip across the left eye. Aaron gripped at the tentacles, his fingers ripped by the sharp ridges.
      "Aaron!" Horace screamed. "The bombs! Save yourself!" He made no more than a gargling sound, but Aaron could hear it too clearly, and refused to obey.
      Horace thrashed out, kicking Aaron in the gut, driving him back. The cthulhu was pulling. Another had joined it, gripping Horace's chest, pulling him partially off his feet and up over the low wall. "Aaronnn!"
      Blood ran down Aaron's forehead from the gashed scalp, and the fear coursed through him like fire. Horace's single remaining eye was huge, loomed as large as all the world, imploring.
      With a curse, Aaron flung the bag to Horace, and then turned and ran. He thought, he hoped, that the last thing he saw as Horace's hands fumbled into the bag was a fierce and deadly smile curling Horace's torn lips, where moments before there had been only pain.
      He ran, trying not to hear the screams behind him, the tearing sounds, almost happy when the world around him turned to light and the air to fire, and he was lifted and flung along the tunnel as if by an enormous hand. There was pressure, but was no sound, because sound is in the mind, not in the disturbance of the air.
      He knew that, because insanely, he was thinking of this as he pushed his mouth out of the water, the phrase if a tree falls in the forest and Horace is not there to hear it, does it make a sound...?
      And his answer. No. It makes no sound at all.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      The Grendel Scouts and their minders were not supposed to be in the tunnel called the Yellow Brick Road, not since gas pockets had been discovered. They most especially were not supposed to light torches there. Or set off explosives, of any kind. There was enough gas in the tunnel to magnify the power of the explosives and weaken the walls. The same pools of petroleum that furnished the colony with chemicals and energy filled the walls with pockets of gas.
      Evan would never have been allowed to set off his flash-bangs, even in the safest parts of the caverns. But if he had, there probably would have been no disastrous result. But here, the walls ruptured and a fireball hot enough to melt sheet metal rolled through the narrow tunnels, searingly hot and blindingly bright.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Carlos and his people were coming into the tube, paddling along in their boat. "What was that?"
      The ignited gas pocket created a chain reaction of collapsing tunnels and caves, flames rushing along the oily surfaces, and finally into the lava tube. The ceiling gave way.
      "Back!" Carlos screamed. "Back! Back! Jesus Christ!" Gas pockets exploded, the walls gave way, and Carlos's people dived over the side of the boat as a fireball rushed down the passage–
      Carlos watched from underwater as the fireball passed overhead. Underwater, they swam back toward the entrance. Rock falling. They surfaced, and then dived back down again and again. As they reached the end of endurance the survivors emerged on the beach, shaken, burned, stunned. The communicator chimed.
      "Carlos? Are you all right?" Cadmann's voice.
      "Some kind of explosion," Carlos said. "We've got a collapsed tunnel. I'm guessing that they may have collapsed all through the mountain."
      "Any idea what happened?"
      "None," Carlos said. "We'd better get more people over here, though. This is a mess."
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Up top, transport was arriving, ferrying children out and equipment in. The sun was dawning.
      "What have we got?" Zack asked.
      Hiroshi answered. "We have five missing teens, a dozen missing kids, one missing adult. Collapsed tunnels, and a fire."
      "Jesus Christ. We'll need to re-purpose Cassandra's deep scans, see what we can pick up. The fires would be eating up oxygen if those pockets are cut off."
      Hiroshi shook his head. "After we get those kids out...it could take a year to put these fires out, get things back under control."
      Evelyn Niles regarded him with disdain. "I think we have a little more urgent concern right now."
      "I wasn't trying to say..."
      "Save it," Zack said. "We have work to do. Explosion or not, we have to assume that people are alive, but need our help. No other assumption makes any sense at all at a time like this."



 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
*
Aftermath
 
*
      Blinking and coughing, the kids emerged from the nightmare rubble of a partially collapsed lava tube.
      Nnedi shook her head. "What happened?"
      "Gas pockets," Kola said. "The explosion set off a methane reaction."
      "Holy shit."
      "Watch the language."
      "You're not my mother," Nnedi said. "We're going to die down here. If I'm ever going to start cursing, I think now's the time."
      Kola opened her mouth, then closed it again. "Can't argue with that," she said, and ruffled Nnedi's braids. They hugged.
      Willow collared Aaron. "What happened to Horace?"
      Aaron shook his head instead of answering.
      He changed the subject. "Everyone all right? All right?"
      "I want to go home," Roderick said.
      "We'll get home," Willow said. "Right now, we have to keep going."
      "Can't you hear that?" Jelli said.
      "Hear what?"
      Buddy shuddered. "It's like a whine. I've been hearing it since we first came in here. First came into the mountain." 
      "I don't hear it at all." Aaron said.
      Another sound took over. Rising water. "We need to get back. Into the shadows," Willow said.
      They moved into the shadows, getting the kids out of there, as the water rippled...and several cthulhus appeared, crouching at the water's edge.
      Aaron stared. "What...?"
      "Shhh." Willow said.
      "I think I hear it too," Kola said.
      The egg sacks begin to vibrate. The volume and pitch rose and the sacks began to hatch. Out of each swarmed dozens of banana-slug sized cthulhus, tiny mouth-tentacles writhing blindly...The adults were making sounds too, and the cthulhu babies headed toward them, into the water.
      "What's going on?" Kola said.
      "Hatching. The sounds...I think they might be talking to each other. saying it's time to hatch. Communication between the eggs. They didn't hatch until the adults were here...maybe to protect them. Coordinating birth times, patterns, I don't know. Maybe none of them are safe unless they're all born at the same time."
      A wave of cthulhu larvae were crawling across the wet floor toward them. The adults moved painfully onto the land. There was a gentleness as they herded the babies into the water. Some of the babies seemed reluctant to enter the water. The "Mommies" were a thousand times their size, but still seemed somehow tender, doting. They made grunting sounds, pulsed like the whines, but at a far lower pitch.
      And every time they grunted, a flock of cthulhu spawn crawled blindly toward them. They were being herded.
      "Oh my God. No human being has ever seen this before."
      "We don't know how long they're going to be doing this," Aaron said. "We have to get to the other side of the cave."
      "Let's be quiet and careful," Willow said.
      They shepherded the kids across a narrow strip of rock, toward another lava tube. With a little luck, they had a damned good chance of making it out alive.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Kola sloshed through knee-deep warm water. She was carrying the sack with the rest of the fireworks. When she stumbled, one of the shoulder straps slipped sideways, disgorging some of the contents. Aaron and Willow were so busy concentrating on the way ahead that they didn't see two of the tubes slip into the water. The speed-based oxidizer hit the water and spread...
      When the smell reached the cthulhus, genetic tripwires older than thought reacted with deadly speed, squealing and protecting the young, while males headed for the human children.
      "Move!"
      He hustled the kids, Willow and Kola into the next chamber as the tunnel behind them shook with another massive explosion.
      Cracks ran along the ceiling. Chunks of cave ceiling tumbled, and they ran, screaming. A chunk of rock the size of a child's head glanced against the back of Willow's skull. She groaned and sagged to her knees. Aaron pulled her upright, and hauled her along to the next chamber.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Cadmann and his searchers were close, but above them, in the section known as the Upper Maze. A helpless world away.
      He stopped his constant forward motion and held out a flattened hand, demanding stillness and silence. "Did you hear that?"
      Evelyn Niles flinched. "What?"
      Another, distant cry. "Help...!"
      "Hello!" Cadmann yelled. "Can you hear me?"
      There was no answer.
      "Listen. What's under us?"
      "The map says Lower Maze. Then the Cathedral, which is sea level. The fire is in the east section of the Cathedral and Lower Maze, and it's spreading. We've got fire-suppressing foam in there, but we can't pump it in blind. Anything that kills fire can kill kids. But that means the fire can spread faster than we can reach them."
      Cadmann glared. "We have two teams. One is spreading the fire foam. But if we can drill through here without setting off a methane pocket, we can reach them."
      "Can't use laser drills." Evelyn Niles said. "Can't use explosives."
equipment sheds. NOW!"      "No. Our hands are almost tied. But we can use any cold drill tech. Get it over from the  
 
- o  o  o -
 
      The air was thick and increasingly acrid. In the patchy light the kids looked pale and terrified.
      "Aaron," Willow said. "Do you know where we are?"
      "Sort of half-way between the Cathedral level and Lower Maze. If this is the right tunnel, it should curve up. We should be able to find our way up to Lower Maze, maybe find our way out." He tried to sound optimistic. "Turn around," he said. "Let me look at you."
      Blood seeped from a patch at the back of her head. When he turned her around, her eyes seemed too large, too reflective in the darkness. "I think I understand a little better what we're dealing with, Aaron."
      "What?"
      "It's all about grendels."
      "Isn't everything?" One of her eyes wasn't tracking right. He cradled her head in his arms, terrified.
      "How is it about grendels?"
      "Remember the surfboard? Archie's surfboard had an image of a grendel on the underside."
      "It did?" Nnedi asked.
      "Yes, I remember."
      "And I think maybe Evan was setting up a mock grendel when he was attacked. They've started associating us with their genetic enemy. That's not good."
      "Oh, shit."
      "Yeah, oh shit," Kola said. "Think anyone heard us in here? "
      "I don't know. Smell that? Oil. The fire could spread into here. It's possible. It could hit methane pockets. What would I do if I were a cthulhu? Go after the grendels? Get their young out to the ocean?"
      "Might be possible to do both," Kola said.
      "Let's just hope someone's looking for us," Aaron said. "We may have gone as far as we can."
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Additional cargo skeeters had arrived atop the mesa, and were busy evacuating the children and bringing in additional equipment.
      Gas pockets made it too hazardous to use laser drills. What the engineers needed were pneumatics and other power equipment, capable of piercing a wall or a floor without generating heat or sparks.
      Cadmann had supervised an emergency breach into the lower maze. The normal access tunnels were now choked with smoke. Rescue workers would certainly fight their way through with rebreather gear, but there was another hope: that Willow and her charges might have found a breathable pocket to hole up in, perhaps an air bubble sealed by water. And there they might hope for rescue.
      They had to meet their children half-way, or risk losing them totally.
      Beset by drills and sledge hammers, the floor collapsed. Flashlights gazed down into a dusty darkness. Nothing except a whiff of oily smoke smell.
      "Ropes," Cadmann said. Pitons were set, ropes attached, and he climbed down to the next level. Flames flickered in methane pockets. "If the map is right," Cadmann said, "we could have gotten a sound trace from here. If we can drill a hole through the ceiling, we can drop down on them if they're cornered. I'm thinking that Aaron might be trying to get them out through the same tunnels we used for his Grendel Scouts initiation. There were lots of sulfur stains. I think they called them the Yellow Brick Road."
      "That would make sense," Evelyn Niles said, dropping down beside him, the light atop her yellow hard-hat like a cyclops eye gazing through the fog.
      "Let's go." He paused. "Do you have a saint for this?"
      "St. Barbara. Patron Saint of Miners."
      "I'll take her."
 
- o  o  o -
 
      "The air's getting bad," Roderick said.
      "Here," Aaron said, handing him a rag torn from his shirt. "Wrap this around your nose."
      They had gone up and down, and sideways through branching tunnels. This chamber was no more than ten paces in diameter, with a narrow aperture on one side, and a drop-off to the ocean on the other. Aaron peered over the edge, shining his flashlight down.
      Some kind of freak tidal whirlpool, where the water swept in from the tide, met a sinkhole of some kind, about eight feet below them. He wouldn't want to dive down there, but thought that if he was lucky, and strong, he might be able to fight his way free. There would be a tunnel, and maybe a hundred yards out to the ocean. He might be able to make it.
      None of the others could. But if he made it, it might be possible to bring back help. If anyone was looking for them.
       The air was foul with smoke, and Willow coughed. She seemed to be slowing down, dizzy, having problems standing. She lay in Aaron's arms, hugging him weakly, unable to pull herself to her feet. The kids huddled together against a side of the cave, watching both openings as if unable to decide what kind of disaster might spring upon them next, and from what direction.
      "Let's see," Roderick said. "Maybe a comet will hit the planet too, just to round things out."
      There was a faint squealing sound. Now low and loud enough for all to hear.
      "What the hell is that?" Kola said.
      "Something's coming." Aaron said.
      Willow, hurt and groggy, was still fierce. "Get back! Get back."
      The rock wall fell away, and they backed away to the rear of the chamber. Cthulhus and their young came pouring through. Aaron faced them with the torches. The kids on one side. Cthulhus and their young on the other.
      Aaron blanched. "Oh shit, shit!" The smoke was getting closer.
      "Aaron! They're running from the fire. "
      "What? Through us?" Kola asked.
      "We must be between them and a way out."
      For once, Aaron seemed confused. "What do we do?"
      "We have to let them pass, Aaron. We have to show them we're not their enemies. Either we all live, or we all die." Unsteadily, she motioned to them, held the torch back. The Cthulhus, hissing and snarling, looked at her for a long moment. And begin to edge around her, out over the edge and into the ocean.
      The adults hissed and whistled at them, but the humans remained backed against the far wall, lamps and torches held high, trying to remain out of the way.
      One of the young lost its way, humping blindly toward the humans instead of over the edge.
      One of the adults, a scarred old thing with a broken tentacle, hissed, but hesitated to approach the humans, watching but clearly wary of their machetes and fire.
      Then...Willow took the machete from Aaron's hands. Very gently, using the flat edge of her machete, with the last of her strength, she crouched and guided the pup back toward the edge as the adult watched. The pup slipped over the edge and tumbled down into the water.
      The scarred adult paused a moment, and then followed.
      Nnedi looked at Willow and then Kola and the others, eyes wide. "Wow. Just...wow."
      She came a little closer to the edge of the drop-off, gazing down. "What just happened...?" she asked. Then another explosion rocked the chamber. Little Nnedi lost her balance, and fell. The whirlpool loomed below, but the girl managed to grab onto a rock just at the last minute, and prevented the rest of the lethal plunge.
      Nnedi shrieked in fear, stretching up, unable to reach the edge. Aaron laid down on his belly and stretched his arm down for her, their hands separated by almost a foot. He couldn't reach her. He had to, but couldn't.
      She fell, and the water took her, swirled her around. The girl fought and screamed, went down, came up vomiting water, and then down again–
      And then it seemed she almost had wings, propelled out of the water so powerfully that her hands were able to grip the rock again, and Aaron was able to grab her wrist.
      The scarred cthulhu popped up in the swirling water below her. Watched them with glassy black eyes for a moment...
      And then disappeared.
      They helped Nnedi up. The kids were all huddling. Willow had collapsed into Aaron's arms. The fire was closer.
      "Aaron," Willow said. "I'm so sorry about everything."
      "Stay with me." He said that, but despite the miracle they had just witnessed, wasn't certain it would matter. The air was half smoke now. They could feel hot air from the fires approaching, eating the oxygen as it came.
      Then...distant voices just above them, through cracks in the ceiling. "Hello!"
      "We're here! Down here."
      "Aaron," Willow whispered as the kids cheered. She had collapsed bonelessly into Aaron's arms.
      "Willow?" Her hands, so weak just moments before, clutched at him like talons.
      "Listen to me!" Her voice was a ragged whisper. "If they don't know about the cthulhus, don't tell them."
      "Why?"
      "They're smart. Smart. But our parents are so afraid. All they'll see is the threat. They'll hunt them. Kill them. We have one enemy on this world. The cthulhus thought we were trying to hurt their children. Maybe...Maybe we just found an ally...if we have time to know them. Please. If I don't make it..."
      "You will," Aaron said.
      "If I don't. Please."
      She looked at the kids. Kola looked at Nnedi. "It saved me," Nnedi sobbed.
      The ceiling broke open and ropes flagged down. Cadmann shimmied down, and motioned for ropes and rebreathers to be lowered behind him.
      "Are you all right?" Cadmann asked.
      "Willow needs help. We have all the kids."
      "Evan? And Uncle Horace?"
      "Horace is dead," Kola said. "We never saw Evan." 



 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
*
Endings
 
*
      Willow was lifted away in a medical cocoon suspended between two skeeters.
      "What happened down there?" Marshall asked.
      The kids and teens were spent,  exhausted, smeared by smoke and scratched by rocks. No one spoke.
      Kola squeezed Nnedi's hand. "She saved us."
      Cadmann looked at them, not quite believing.
      The sun was rising along the eastern horizon, bronzing the jagged mountains...
 
- o  o  o -
 
      The kids, parents, most of the colony gathered around the medical facility. Dr. Niles emerged, shook her head, and the kids huddled and cried around Aaron. Marshall was on the outside of this, more alone with his grief.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      Virtually the entire colony had gathered in the town hall. Aaron and Kola were there, central to the matter at hand.
      "Not all the questions have been answered, Aaron," Zack said. "We are not entirely satisfied about the events on Black Ship Island."
      "We were lost," Aaron said. "We used fire to light our way, and explosives to try to breach a wall. Things went wrong, terribly wrong. No one is sorrier than I am."
      "Willow was able to talk, for a little while..." Cadmann said, the memory painful. "That was the story that Willow gave, and it is not entirely satisfying."
      "Uncle Horace was a hero. We don't know what happened to Evan." That, at least, was the truth.
      Heather glared at him, certain that there was more to the story.
      "Is that all you have to say?"
      "If you think there is more, please go to Black Ship Island. Investigate. And tell us all. I'm confused myself."
      "It might take years to put out the fires."
      "We can wait," Aaron said without blinking. "None of us are going anywhere."
 
- o  o  o -
 
      There was talk. The children were interviewed separately and together. And in the end...the Earthborn were forced to accept the story they had been offered, no matter how unsatisfying it was.
      Outside the chamber, Cadmann pulled Aaron aside. "Is that all you have to say?"
      "That's all there is to say. "
      "All right, Aaron. I'm sorry."
      "Me, too."
      Aaron walked away. For a moment Cadmann's hand rose, as if to grab him by the shoulder. Pull him back. Talk to him. Then the moment was gone.
      And moments like that never come back.
 
- o  o  o -
 
      The teens were sitting around at Surf's Up.
      "All right, Aaron. I need to know. What happened to my brother?"
      "I'll tell you everything I know. What Willow knew. And when you know, you'll have to make a decision."
      "What decision is that?"
      He looked out at the bay. Black smoke drifted up.
      "Whether or not to keep the secret of Black Ship Island."
 
- o  o  o -
 
      A public funeral ceremony was held at the main colony, each of them mourning in their own way. Many speeches were given, remembrances of Evan and Uncle Horace, and tears were shed. Then their possessions were distributed among the community. There were no bones to bury.
      The Starborn remained at Camelot much of the day, but by night had returned to Surf's Up. A few of them, who knew the truth, attended a very private ceremony at which Aaron presided.
      They sat in circle around a campfire, by the edge of the waves, as the sun disappeared below the horizon.
      "I was with Horace at the end," he said. "And he died so that I could...so that we could live. And all he asked was to be remembered." He pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket, and unfolded it with shaking fingers. "I found something I thought he'd like. Something that would be easy for us to remember. He was always telling us his name meant hour. Well, another form of it, Horatio, meant something else. At least it does to me. I'm hoping after I read this, it will to you too. It's a poem by Thomas Babington Macaulay: about a village threatened by invaders, and only one way to save it: that someone hold off the invaders long enough to destroy the bridge."
      Aaron wiped his eyes. "And...whoever stays behind is going to die. That's just the way it is. And it goes: 
      "Then out spake brave Horatius,
      The Captain of the Gate:
      'To every man upon this earth 
      Death cometh soon or late.
      And how can man die better
      Than facing fearful odds,
      For the ashes of his fathers,
      And the temples of his gods.' "      
      Aaron paused. "Or for the children he loved. He loved us. He..." Aaron paused, searching for the right words. "If back on Earth, he'd known what was going to happen to him, that he would lose part of himself, but that he would save so many of us, I think he would have come anyway."
      He lifted a pod of beer. "To Horace," he said. And looked up into the stars. "See that bright one? Almost blue? And draw a line down, and you have a head, and a hip, and maybe a foot. See that?"
      Kola nodded. They all did.
      "Horace, the Pitcher," he said.
      "Horace, the Pitcher," they repeated, and one and all, they drank in toast.



 
Afterward
 
*
      The cthulhus were swimming in a pod, old, young, and the infants. As they had for countless thousands of years. There was something different about their world now, but they were spreading the word.
      There are Others.
      They are Strange.
      But they are not Enemy.      
      And for now...that was enough.
 
THE END
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