
        
            
                
            
        

    Chapter 1
Apparently, the insurance commercials were wrong. I had parked under a streetlight and hadn’t left any valuables out in plain sight, but there were still six suspicious guys leaning on the car when I walked out of the grocery store. True, Temi’s sleek silver Jaguar did invite one to touch it, but there was a little too much admiration in the group’s eyes as they chatted, pointed, and fondled the car.
I shouldn’t have left the top down, but I had only been running in for five minutes. One guy leaned in, eyeing the steering column, while a second one kept stroking the door. He looked like he wanted to hop in and make love to the car.
I paused at the edge of the sidewalk in front of the store entrance, canvas grocery bags dangling from my wrists. It was after nine on a Sunday night, so of course, there was nobody else around in the parking lot. Should I risk going over there or head back inside to see if someone would walk out with me? Not that the pimply-faced checkout kid with glasses would scare these guys away…
I checked the key fob for an alarm button. Yes, it had one. I slipped my phone into the pocket of my jeans, too, in case I needed to call someone in a hurry. They looked like college kids rather than hardened car thieves, and this was the tourist town of Prescott, not South Phoenix. Besides, I had helped kill a man-slaying monster less than two weeks ago. I could handle some punks in a parking lot, right?
“This never happens when I drive Zelda,” I muttered, naming Simon’s decades old VW Vanagon as I headed for the car. I wished I had my bullwhip, but I reserved that for off-road adventures to dig sites and old mining tunnels, where it was feasible that I might need to wrap a stalactite and swing myself across a chasm. Granted that didn’t happen often, but it happened even less in the Safeway. I did have a collapsible multitool in a sheath on my belt. Maybe they would be alarmed by the way it clacked as I flicked my wrist and extended the pliers.
One of the kids noticed me. He elbowed his buddies, and they quieted down. Unfortunately, they didn’t leave. They lounged against the side of the car as if it were theirs. One sat on the trunk. I wondered if that happened often and if Temi had to polish off butt prints.
“What’s up, guys?” I asked, staying casual. No need to be sarcastic and get their hackles up. Cool and friendly, that was me. I moved around the one making the butt prints and tossed the groceries into the back seat, in part so my hands would be free, and in part so they would know it was my car, or at least the car I was taking care of while Temi was off learning sword fighting techniques from elves—yes, my life had grown strange of late.
“This your ride?” one asked as he scratched his balls. Three inches of his tightie whities were on display. He gave me a long look over while he was adjusting himself.
I didn’t know if he was getting excited or trying to decide if I looked like someone who could afford a Jag. Given the ripped knee in my jeans, the frayed hem of my hoodie, and the toe hole in my sneakers, it was probably the latter. Most of these kids were dressed better than I was. They probably had parents paying for their tuition and board.
“I’m taking care of it for a friend.” I veered toward the driver seat, the key fob in hand, my thumb on the red alarm button.
One of the kids slipped around the front of the car and got there first, leaning his hip against the door. “How about you take us for a ride?”
“I don’t think you’d fit.” Technically, the Jag had a back seat, but I had ridden in it and would be the first to point out that anyone over four feet tall would find it a tight ride.
“Oh, we can fit.” The guy held out a hand. He had a scruffy goatee with beads tied into it. Not the scariest look, but the number of kids was making me nervous. “Why don’t you give me the keys, and I’ll show you?”
“Sorry, my friend specifically said no picking up boys and going joyriding.” Actually Temi had been too worried about going off with Jakatra and Eleriss to say much about the car, but I figured she would agree with the sentiment.
Two of the guys climbed over the side and into the back, and a third went for the passenger seat. I sighed. I should have called the police from the door to the store. I backed away, figuring I’d have to do that.
“Going somewhere?” Bead Beard pushed away from the door, his eyes on the keys in my hand.
“Yeah, I forgot the avocados for my guac. I’ll be back in a minute.” With the police…
He lunged for my hand. I jumped to the side, grabbing his wrist. With one hand, I twisted his arm into a chicken wing behind his back at the same time as I clamped onto his opposite shoulder from behind, so he couldn’t reach me to try anything else. With his fingers almost scratching the back of his neck, he gasped in pain, giving no sign of fighting back. I jammed my heel into the back of his knee to drop him to the ground and keep his shaggy head from blocking my view of the others. Not surprisingly, they were rising out of their seats and getting ready to help their buddy.
“What the hell is that?” one asked, pausing with his foot on the top of the car door. He pointed, not at me, but at something behind me.
I almost looked back, but figured they were trying to distract me so they could jump me more easily. Not that they needed to resort to tricks when they outnumbered me six to one.
A shadow moved at the corner of my vision. I jumped back, letting the first guy go, afraid I had a new problem to worry about. But the man who stepped up beside me was familiar. Well, actually he was quite strange, but I had seen him before. Alektryon. The Spartan I had met and exchanged words with back in that cave. The dark eyes, shoulder-length wavy brown hair, and handsome face weren’t all that strange, but the crimson cloak and tunic weren’t what the tourists here usually wore, especially since that tunic was just shy of revealing his utter lack of tightie whities. But maybe his bare, muscular arms and legs would convince the would-be car thieves to take a hike. Or, if not the muscles, then the short sword belted at his waist. He’d also had a spear and a shield the last time I had seen him, but he must have left them wherever he was camping. I couldn’t imagine someone stolen from 480 BCE navigating a hotel check-in, so assumed he was staying out in the woods somewhere.
“Hello, Alektryon,” I said. Too bad he couldn’t understand a word of English; at least he hadn’t two weeks ago when last I had seen him.
He tilted his chin at the guys around the car, guys who hadn’t stopped gaping at him yet, and said a single word. Too bad I didn’t know what it was. Our earlier communication had all been done via a drawing app on Simon’s tablet, where I’d done my best to remember how to read and write Ancient Greek. If I spent some time with him, I was sure my brain would put the dots together and I’d learn to understand the spoken language, too, but I wasn’t there yet.
“If you’re offering to remove these thugs from my car, I accept,” I said, speaking in modern Greek. Maybe his brain would connect the dots more quickly than mine. I also didn’t particularly want said thugs to understand what I was saying.
“Hey, man,” the guy with his foot on the door said, “Halloween was last week.”
The others sniggered, apparently over their surprise. Unfortunately, they didn’t appear inclined to scamper away. The one I had chicken-winged was standing back and shaking his arm, but the others had hopped out of the car to face us.
Alektryon strode toward them, his face cold and hard.
He touched his sword, and a surge of panic went through me. Outside of war, people hadn’t killed each other willy nilly in Ancient Greece, but for all I knew, he would regard these guys as conquering Persians, intent on pillaging the countryside and raping the helots.
“Don’t kill anyone,” I blurted.
One of the bigger guys strode out to meet Alektryon, grinning and throwing a fist. The boys on either side of him rushed in to help. I debated between jumping in to distract some of them and jumping back and calling the cops. I had already spent time in the Prescott police station and, thanks to Simon’s notorious blog coverage of the monster attacks, wasn’t sure how fondly the local authorities would regard me. I also had no idea how to explain a Spartan warrior in the Safeway parking lot.
Alektryon blocked the first guy’s punch, lunged in, and caught him by the shirt. He hurled the big kid over his shoulder with enough momentum to send him rolling across the pavement to land in front of my feet. The second man fell to an elbow to the solar plexus, curling up in a wheezing, gasping ball in front of the car. The third managed to grab that waving crimson cloak, but he should have been grabbing for a more vital target. Alektryon lowered his head and smashed into him, gripping his shirt and leg and hoisting him into the air, the muscles bunching in his powerful thighs. He flung this opponent away, too, and whirled, fingers curled, clearly ready for more attackers.
By this time, the car thieves were done. Those who hadn’t jumped into the fight ran for the street, and those who had attacked scrambled to their feet as soon as they were able. The one who had taken the blow to the solar plexus was clutching his chest and looking like he needed an inhaler. He stumbled toward the store entrance instead of after the others. I had a feeling the cops might show up even though I hadn’t called them, and someone running around with a sword might be hard to explain, even if he hadn’t drawn it. He must have known good old-fashioned wrestling moves would be sufficient for these non-Persians.
“Thanks for the help,” I said after the brutes had all disappeared, still speaking in Greek. I jerked a thumb at the car. “Need a ride somewhere?”
Alektryon gazed at me. There wasn’t a speck of pride or triumph in his eyes over the fight. He wore the same forlorn, almost haunted expression that he’d had in the cave. He said something succinct, and I probably would have guessed the gist even if I hadn’t recognized the verb for talk.
“You want to talk? I do too. Just not here.” I jangled the keys, realized that probably wouldn’t mean anything to him, and pointed to the car again.
He considered the vehicle for a moment, then climbed over the door and onto the passenger seat. His first time getting in a car, apparently. I was glad he didn’t have the spear with him; I’d hate to explain punctured leather to Temi when she got back. Whenever that would be. It had been a week since she had disappeared with our strange elves.
I slid in and started the car. Alektryon watched me, his face so bleak that it tugged at my heart. Now that I had more time to look him over, I noticed the smudges of dirt and pitch on his cloak, the weary look in his eyes, and the beard stubble on his jaw. He had been clean-shaven before. Yes, he must have been living in the woods, probably hunting for his meals too. And trying to figure out what to make of the bizarre new world he found himself in.
“Simon has the tablet—the thing we were using to talk last time,” I said as I drove through the touristy downtown area. “I need to pick him up, but then we can go back to our campsite and figure out how to communicate again.”
Back in that cave, Alektryon hadn’t been surprised when he had seen Jakatra’s pointed ears, and I wanted to know why. He had also warned me not to trust the elves, something that had been in my mind often, especially since Temi had gone off with them and hadn’t been heard from since.
There was zero traffic in town, so it was only a couple of minutes before I was pulling into the community college driveway. I steered to the back, to the parking lot in front of the machine shop, where I had dropped off Simon earlier. While I had been picking out the necessities—hamburger meat, hot dogs, and peanut butter—I had been trying not to worry too much about how much trouble Simon might be getting himself into. He had promised me that he had made friends with a teacher and that the chemicals and who knew what else he was picking up were being lawfully given to him by someone who was a fan of his website and wanted to help him fight monsters. For some odd reason, I had struggled to believe him.
“Wait here, please.” I held up a hand to Alektryon and hopped out, hoping there weren’t more would-be Jag thieves hiding behind the metal sculptures in the grass beside the lot. The machine shop lacked windows, so I couldn’t tell if anyone was still inside; at least a light was on over the door. A nearby sign proclaimed the college had the best gun-smithing program in the nation. Too bad guns didn’t work on the monsters, at least not the one we had dealt with.
I knocked, then pulled out my phone to text Simon.
The door opened first, and a cloud of sweet smoke wafted out, wreathing the light. I gawked into the hazy, poorly lit gloom inside, surprised at the scent, in part because I had never known Simon to consume anything more toxic than Mountain Dew, and in part because a giant shop filled with machinery that could cut off digits—or limbs—seemed a particularly stupid place to get high. At least I didn’t hear any saws or see any welding torches.
Simon walked out, carrying a pressurized oxygen tank under one arm and a crate full of metal scraps in his hands. A couple of sealed tubs and tubes balanced on top of the crate. He didn’t look stoned—his brown eyes were bright, and he smiled cogently at me when he said, “Hi, Delia.” But I wasn’t sure that meant much.
“Exactly what kind of teacher is this who’s supplying you with…” I waved at his booty. It looked more like junk than anything that could be turned into monster-fighting gear.
Someone inside coughed, then came to the door, carrying a gallon jug drowning in Mr. Yuk stickers. “You forgot your benzene, bro,” the guy said, elongating the last word to epic proportions.
Benzene? I hadn’t looked at the college catalogue, but they had to be offering more than gun-smithing in there.
“Thanks, Simon,” Simon said.
I squinted suspiciously—maybe he was stoned—until Simon caught my look and said, “We have the same name. He’s a T.A. Can you get that jug? Oh, and the iron bar leaning against the wall there. I’ll put all this stuff in the front and sit in the back.”
“You can put it in the trunk.” If I had known our grocery-shopping trip would include picking up poisonous and possibly caustic liquids, I would have made him bring the van. I gingerly grasped the jug from the T.A., a twenty-year-old kid with dreads Bob Marley would have approved of, gave him a nod, and wondered when I had started thinking of college-age people as kids. It had been less than a year since I graduated. “The front seat is taken.”
Simon stopped and stared at Alektryon, who was gazing at the scene blandly. He couldn’t possibly know what was going on, but I felt sheepish, and a little guilty, anyway. I didn’t know why; it wasn’t as if I had done something wrong. Maybe it was just that he was a few years older than I was, and he had an authoritative military aura about him, like he might have been someone used to giving orders once. And enforcing the rules. Not that marijuana had been illegal in Ancient Greece—I was pretty sure it had been used to dress wounds or something like that.
“I thought you were just picking up burgers and hot dogs,” Simon said.
“Burgers, hot dogs, ancient Spartan warriors, you know how hard it is to stick to the list.” I glanced at the T.A., realizing Alektryon would be hard to explain in that outfit, but the door was already thudding shut. Doubtlessly, the kid had papers, or maybe metal-smithing projects, to get back to grading.
Simon headed for the trunk while keeping a wary eye on Alektryon. “Is he coming back with us?”
“I think so. He wants to talk. I thought you’d have your tablet handy.”
“It’s back at camp. You can talk while I start working on my projects.” Simon rubbed his hands together like an evil overlord contemplating world domination.
“Am I going to approve of any of these projects?” I wedged the jug between the crate and a bag of tire chains, hoping there was no way it could slip free and roll around in the trunk.
“You might like the upgraded version of a Maglite laser I’m going to make. And the thermic lance is going to rock. Oh, did you get the polystyrene cups I asked for?”
“Yes.”
“Are you sure they’re polystyrene?”
“Yes, and you can thank the dollar store for that. It’s hard to find that stuff anymore.” I eyed the benzene, and a few memories from chemistry class came together in my mind. “Simon… you’re not planning to make napalm, are you?”
He grinned at me, his shaggy black hair flopping into his eyes.
“Are you serious? Arizona is in the middle of a twenty-year drought, you know. The rangers don’t even like people building fires at the campsites.”
“I’m not going to burn the trees, just any monsters that show up.”
“When you fling fire around, other things tend to burn. How do you know fire will even work? Bullets and arrows didn’t, and our buddies said human weapons wouldn’t hurt the monsters.” The jibtab, that was what the elves had called the creature, and they had promised more were on the way. “Hence the whole adventure to find the glowing sword.” I glanced at the door again, making sure nobody had opened it again. Even a stoned guy might remember this kind of craziness.
“Yeah, but you can’t trust them. We don’t know anything about them or what their agenda is. I refuse to believe that Temi’s the only one who will be able to fight them until I personally see one walk away after a nuke lands on its head.”
I stared at the trunk, his words birthing a new horror within me. “You’re not making plans to build nuclear weapons are you?”
“Don’t be silly; you can’t get uranium from the community college. Or the dollar store. I’m just planning to try some non-projectile methods of fighting.”
I glanced at Alektryon. He was gazing toward the woods behind the metal sculptures this time. That made me twitchier than if he had been frowning at us. There hadn’t been anything in the news about monster-related deaths in the last two weeks—we were actually following the Internet feeds this time around—but that didn’t mean a new creature couldn’t have appeared.
My phone blasted Pour Some Sugar on Me, and I jumped. Temi’s name flashed on the screen.
“Temi,” I blurted into the phone. “You’re alive!” Either that, or someone had found her phone lying in the forest and was randomly calling her contacts. My gut clenched at the thought, especially when nobody answered right away.
“Yeah,” her voice finally came over the phone. “My battery’s almost dead, and I’m up on Senator Highway past Goldwater Lake. Can you pick me up?” She sounded wearier than an ER doctor after a twenty-four-hour shift.
“Yes, of course.” I eyed the small car, again wishing we had opted for the van. “I hope you have lots of stories to share.”
“Some, yeah. But all I want now is something to drink and a bed.”
The line died before I could answer. I didn’t know if it was a reflection of how she felt about the conversation or if her battery had died.
“Is she all right?” Simon asked, genuine concern in his eyes. I wondered if he would be that concerned if I had been missing for a week. I kept telling him Temi was out of his league, but he refused to believe it.
“I think so. But she wants a ride. And a bed. Maybe we should upgrade to a hotel for the night.” I grimaced at the expense—November’s student loan payment had been sucked out of my account at the beginning of the month, leaving me barely treading water, as usual.
“A hotel?” Simon whipped out his own phone. “If my lady wants a hotel, I shall arrange fine accommodations for her.”
I watched in some bemusement as he arranged “fine accommodations” at the Motel 6. Thanks to his frugal streak, he didn’t have my pile of debt, but getting him to spring for something extravagant was next to impossible. “You don’t think your lady—” I made air quotes around the words, “—would like something classier than the Motel 6?”
He frowned at me. “Like what? The Econo Lodge?”
“Never mind. I—”
My phone bleeped, and a text message from Temi popped up. The reception is too spotty for calls. But needed to let you know. They said there’s another jibtab here.
“What is it?” Simon asked.
“You better start on your napalm right away.”
 



Chapter 2
As I folded tent poles by the headlights of the Jag, I eyed the nearby campsites, hoping nobody was paying attention to us. A few ponderosa pines and alligator junipers added some cover, but I had no trouble seeing the RVs in the other lots, some still with lamps on inside. People might think it was strange that we were disassembling our camp in the middle of the night, even if the luxury of the Motel 6 awaited. During the last week, there had already been eyebrow-raising at the sight of Simon’s 1980s, dusty blue van sitting alongside Temi’s sleek car. And now our group had grown decidedly odder. Only a few other campsites were occupied this late in the year, but I didn’t want to have to explain Alektryon to anyone, not until I had an opportunity to whisk him into Goodwill for a change of clothing.
Having a former pro tennis player passed out in the back of a Jag with out-of-state plates wasn’t something I wanted to chat about, either, not with neighbors anyway. There were about a bazillion things I wanted to chat about with Temi, but as soon as we had picked her up at way-the-hell-out-there-after-Senator-Highway-turns-to-dirt, she had swilled a warm half-drunk can of Mountain Dew and crumpled in the tiny back seat, practically lying on Simon who had been wedged into the narrow seat with her. He couldn’t have been comfortable, and Temi had smelled of dried sweat and caked dirt, but he had worn a big grin all the way back to Granite Basin Lake.
The other person I needed to chat with was standing beside our picnic table, watching the tent disassembly. He looked lost. Bleak.
When he caught me watching him, he pointed at the flattened tent and asked something that was probably, “Do you want help?”
I shook my head and held up a finger toward him. “Simon? I want to find out what our friend wants. Can you get your tablet for me when you have a moment?”
Simon was stuffing his sleeping bag into its casing, a task that he would find easier if he ever actually bothered to roll up the bag properly. “Oh, yes, it’s under the front seat in the van.”
He must have been in a hurry when we left. That was his second-choice storage place for valuables. There was a fake floor in one of the cupboards that he usually used.
“With the booby trap in place?” I asked.
“Of course. Have you seen the unwashed delinquents that lurk around these campgrounds?”
“Besides us?”
“In addition to us.”
I stuck the last folded pole into the bag and headed for the driver’s seat of the van. I patted around under it, careful not to catch any of the corners of the duct tape holding the rips together on the faded, striped upholstery. Something brushed the backs of my fingers. I grimaced but didn’t withdraw my hand until I had the tablet. A fake tarantula perched on my wrist when I pulled it out, but I returned it to its hiding spot and reset the trip wire.
I sat cross-legged on top of the picnic table, waved for Alektryon to come closer, and pulled up the drawing program. His message about not trusting the elves was still there. I nodded at him when he pointed at it. He looked over at Temi and frowned. He couldn’t know she had been off with Jakatra and Eleriss, could he?
“Go ahead and write first.” I held out the tablet toward him. I had questions for him, but he had specifically come looking for us, so he must have something pressing on his mind. Like what he was supposed to do with his life now that he was stuck here.
Alektryon sat on the table beside me, his shoulder not quite touching mine. I wouldn’t have minded. He was a lot better looking than any of my other boyfriends had been, and more than once when I’d been driving us back to the campground, I’d caught myself glancing at the muscular thighs on display, thanks to his short tunic. I wasn’t sure who had made the rule that women were supposed to wear skimpy skirts so men could more easily ogle them, but there was nothing wrong with things going the other way.
He dragged his finger across the screen, forming Ancient Greek letters. A cool breeze whispered through, smelling of dust and pine needles, and he paused to squint into the dark woods across the road. After Temi’s warning about another monster coming, that made me nervous. I had no idea if it would show up here, where we had slain the other one, or on the California coast where the first had originated. Or maybe it would be in Beijing. Who knew? It was hard to establish a pattern and make predictions based on one data point.
Alektryon held out the tablet for me to read, though he glanced into the pines a few more times.
“You want to be my… warrior? No, bodyguard.” I stared at him. The offer would have surprised me coming from anyone, but it wasn’t as if women had been all that highly regarded in Ancient Greece. True, Sparta had given women more rights than a lot of the city-states, but this seemed an unlikely train of thought for someone from that time period.
“What?” Simon paused in the middle of stuffing the tent bag into the back of the van. “What do you need a bodyguard for when you’ve got Temi? And you’ll soon have my napalm.”
I read the next screen of his request. “He wants to protect me—us, maybe—in exchange for language lessons.”
Alektryon pointed at one of the words. “Bo-dee-gart?” he asked.
“No, the one you’re pointing at means language. Language,” I repeated slowly, wishing I had some experience tutoring English. I had worked in the computer lab at school instead. Maybe he would like to learn how to do mail merges in MS Word? “This one is bodyguard.”
I wrote yes on the tablet, that I accepted his offer. It seemed too complicated to explain that I would have taught him anyway. I felt somewhat responsible for his appearance in our world, even if I had only been a witness when the elves had taken him out of… whatever it had been. Not a cryonics chamber, Eleriss had said. But something that could suspend a body for centuries and revive it later. I still struggled to believe it and dearly wanted to ask Temi if she had seen any other indications of advanced technology. Or magic. Whatever.
Alektryon held up a finger, then wrote a few more sentences.
“Can you speak as you write?” I asked, touching my lips and pointing to his, then to the words. “I think I can understand your language more quickly than you’ll be able to get mine.” Especially if we were going to teach him English rather than modern Greek.
“Such arrogance,” Simon said from the door of the van. “Do you think he likes arrogant women?”
I shooed him away. “Don’t you have something you should be doing?”
“I’ve finished packing. I could start working on… my projects, but I’m not sure how smart it is to mix chemicals in the dark and without access to running water.”
Or at all… I couldn’t imagine the staff at the Motel 6 would be happy about him doing it in one of their rooms, either.
“I could also stand over there and watch Temi sleep,” Simon said, “but I’ve heard that girls find that creepy.”
“You think?”
“I bet Spartan boy has been watching you sleep.”
“Doubtful.”
“He knew how to find you, didn’t he? He’s been keeping tabs.”
Hm, that might be true, though I doubted it had anything to do with a romantic fascination such as Simon had for Temi. It was more likely that Alektryon knew I was the only one around here who could understand him, however awkwardly. Now that I thought about it, it was surprising he had waited this long to approach me. Maybe he had been waiting for an opportunity for me to need a bodyguard. I snorted. If we ever made a love connection, I would have to thank the punks at the Safeway parking lot.
“Why don’t you see if anyone has spotted monsters lately,” I said. “Temi said another one is supposed to be around.”
“Oh, that’s right.” Simon snapped his fingers and dug out his phone.
Alektryon returned the tablet, several screens’ worth of writing waiting for me. He navigated the computer interface remarkably well, assuming he had never used anything like it before meeting us. Of course, I wasn’t sure I should assume that. He had known the elves and been a part of their world somehow, at least for a time, long enough for them to believe he understood their language. And long enough for them to label him a criminal and lock him away.
“All that is to ask for language lessons?” Simon asked, walking over.
“No.” I read the words slowly and twice through, making sure I understood everything before turning a sympathetic grimace toward Alektryon. “You were married?” So much for my love connection.
He was looking toward the woods again, that same spot as before. It wasn’t one of those unfocused gazes of thoughtfulness but rather a sharp, watchful one. I couldn’t imagine what might be out there. There weren’t any more campsites in that direction. Some animal? I hadn’t heard anything, but there were javelinas and coyotes in the national forest.
“You sound surprised,” Simon said, scrolling through some news feed on his phone. “If he was wandering around the Peloponnese in that get-up, he probably had Greek girls jumping him at every intersection.”
“Really, Simon, I wouldn’t have guessed you’d noticed.”
“It’s hard not to notice when his twig and berries are on display every time he lifts his leg. You’re going to get him some underwear, aren’t you?”
His tunic wasn’t quite that short.
“I’m sure we can hit up Goodwill tomorrow. Though the subligaculum didn’t come along until the Romans. You may have to take him aside and show him what to do with briefs.”
“Ugh.”
I chewed my lip and stared at the tablet, not wanting to share more with Simon. Even if Alektryon hadn’t mentioned it, he probably preferred his personal details not be shared with the world. The reason I had been surprised he’d had a wife was because history said Spartan men lived in the barracks until they were thirty, and I didn’t think Alektryon was that old yet. But there were stories of younger men getting married and then slipping away in the night to visit their wives. And his words said he had been expecting a child when he had been kidnapped. His first.
I rubbed my face, upset on his behalf, even if I barely knew him. How long had it been since he had seen his wife? In his years, not the rest of the world’s. I couldn’t imagine waking up and realizing the love of my life had been dead for more than two millennia. Maybe he was finding something to stare at in the woods, because it made him uncomfortable talking about this with a stranger. He probably would have kept it to himself, but the last thing his message asked was if I could find out what had happened to them. He seemed to grasp that they were long gone, but he wanted to know if they had lived well. Maybe he wanted me to trace the genealogy through the centuries. He hadn’t written as much, and I wasn’t going to recommend it, because I couldn’t promise to deliver. If memory served, the Spartans hadn’t been as obsessed about keeping estate records the way the Athenians had, and nobody had had a surname back then. Even if Alektryon’s family had been particularly prominent and some record had survived, Sparta had been reformed, invaded, and sacked throughout the ages, so it wasn’t as if we could simply wander into a public archives building and look him up.
Alektryon jumped to his feet, his hand touching the hilt of his sword. He said two quick words, then jogged across the street, and into the trees.
“Where’s he going?” Simon asked.
“I think he said, ‘Wait here.’” I scrolled through the pages of writing again. Nothing about stalkers in the woods.
“Because he has to take a leak or because something creepy is watching us from the woods?”
“He didn’t say, but he’s been eyeing those trees for a while.” I eyed them too. Alektryon had already disappeared, his crimson cloak like black in the dark, letting him blend in.
“Maybe we should head to our hotel room. The reception is pathetic out here. It would be easier to search for monster news from town.” Simon waved toward the back of the van where we mounted the portable satellite dish when we were staying for a while; he’d already stowed it, though, so all we had was the cell network. “Oh, wait. The page loaded.” He climbed up on the picnic table, pointing his phone toward the stars, as if this would significantly improve the reception.
“Murder in Tucson… just guns. A woman was strangled in Buckeye. Some drug thing. Shooting in Flagstaff. These are lame deaths.” He lowered the phone to punch in a different search.
“Yes… so irritating when people are murdered by mundane methods. I’m surprised you aren’t hooked into some police scanner somewhere.”
“I’ve got Yavapai County coming in on my Mac.” He winked, then frowned down at the much smaller screen. “Oh, here’s something from my mysterious death search. This just happened today. Teenage boy from Sedona found unconscious in Oak Creek Canyon with small puncture wound in his neck. Died early this morning in a Phoenix hospital. Cause unknown.”
“Puncture wound? Unless that was done by the fangs of something big and ugly, I’m not sure it sounds like our jibtab,” I said, using the name Eleriss had given the monster.
“Are we sure they’ll all going to be the same? Our pointy-eared guardian angels were awfully vague about… everything.”
No kidding. And if Alektryon was to be believed, angels didn’t describe them properly. I needed to get the rest of his story from him.
Simon held up a finger. “It was the second person to have been found with a puncture wound in Sedona this week. The first was found near Cathedral Rock, already dead when hikers encountered the body, which belonged to a seventy-three-year-old grandfather from Tucson. His puncture wound was also in the throat.”
“That does sound suspicious.”
“Other than those cases, there hasn’t been anything in the news specifically about monsters for over a week,” Simon said, “not since we took care of the last one. Too bad there’s no way the National Guard could find the body and give us credit for vanquishing it. Most of the comments on the blog post I wrote up expressed a certain disbelief.”
“Imagine that.” I’d forced him to take his monster blogging to a new site and to keep it off our business page, so I couldn’t care less about what he wrote there now. He would probably be offended to learn I hadn’t read most of the posts.
“Sedona’s not much more than an hour away,” Simon said. “We could head over tonight. We’ve never searched for rusty gold there, either. Bet we could find some stuff in between investigating punctured people.” He wriggled his eyebrows at me.
“It’s less the distance and the rust, and more the cost of lodgings there. It’s a tourist trap. I’m sure the Motel 6 is three times as expensive.”
“Actually there’s not a Motel 6. Or an Econo Lodge.”
“That should tell you something. Why don’t we stay here and drive over in the morning?”
Alektryon jogged back into the influence of the headlights. His sword was no longer in his scabbard but in his hand. I eyed the edge but didn’t see any blood dripping from it.
“What is it?” I picked up the tablet.
“Dhekarzha,” he said.
“Gesundheit?” Simon asked.
“No,” I said, “that was the word our elves had for themselves. Alektryon, was it Jakatra? Eleriss?” Maybe they had come to watch us to make sure Temi returned safely.
Alektryon gave me a blank look. Right, they had probably never given him their names. I grabbed the tablet and asked, “The two from the cave?”
He shrugged.
“You’re sure they’re elves? Dhekarzha?”
He took the tablet and wrote, “I would have caught a human. The Dhekarzha move with speed and agility that cannot be matched.” He must have remembered my request, because he spoke the words as he wrote them. His gaze drifted toward the treetops for a moment, then he finished with, “One of them was spying upon us.”
For our own good? Or for… other reasons? Nothing had bothered us during the last week, but Temi and her glowing sword hadn’t been here, either. The last jibtab had been drawn to it. As had the elves. With it back among us, would we be magnets for trouble again?
“I think it’s time to wake Sleeping Beauty.” I nodded to the car.
Temi hadn’t moved from the back seat; she had simply crumpled over to take the spot Simon had vacated. Her clothes were caked in dirt and—damn, was that blood? She hadn’t appeared injured when we picked her up, though I hadn’t been able to tell from the way she slouched wearily to the car whether her knee had been fixed up. She had tossed her tennis bag in the trunk, the glowing sword presumably still inside, without commenting on Simon’s paraphernalia. Or maybe she hadn’t noticed it.
I shook her shoulder, wondering if I should be checking for a pulse. “Temi? You can sleep more later, but I need to ask you a couple of questions.”
I thought I would have to shake her a few times, but she jerked awake, sitting bolt upright and gripping the back of the seat, her eyes bulging. “Are there more? Are they attacking again?”
“Uh. Not yet.”
Alektryon had followed me to the car, and he didn’t seem surprised by her reaction.
Temi blinked a few times, looking around the camp, and finally focusing on me. Her eyes were bloodshot, and I felt bad about waking her up. “Do you have any water?” she rasped. For the first time, I saw how chapped and dry her lips were. What exactly had Jakatra’s “training” involved?
“I’ll get some,” Simon blurted before I could answer.
“Temi, we apparently have an elven visitor,” I said. “We need to know if it might be Jakatra or Eleriss. Would they have followed you back? To make sure you arrived home?” I made a face and waved dismissively at the campground, since it wasn’t exactly home.
“They didn’t follow me,” Temi said.
The cooler door slammed inside the van, and Simon appeared an instant later. He had never brought me a soda that quickly. He lifted a chilled water bottle in one hand and a can of his treasured Mountain Dew in the other. Temi took the water; she must have recovered from her earlier lapse of judgment.
“We don’t have any Gatorades, do we?” I asked. “Something with electrolytes?”
“I get my electrolytes straight from the can.” He popped open the Mountain Dew and took a swig.
“Healthy.”
“I’ll be fine,” Temi said after downing half the bottle in thirty seconds. “I still have a couple of the green wafers they gave me. They seem to contain everything you need.”
“Did you go to their world?” Simon asked.
Temi nodded. “Yes, but they kept me in a little house in the woods, and I never saw anything except predators that make wolves and tigers look like kittens. I guess I saw another elf too. The one that kept trying to kill us.”
“Uh?” I prompted.
“It’s a long story,” she said, her tone suggesting she wasn’t interested in telling it now.
“How did you get there?” Simon asked, visions of spaceships dancing in his eyes.
“They made a glowing… doorway thing. A portal, I guess.”
“A portal? Was it like… a wormhole to another location in the galaxy? Or was it more like an interdimensional entrance to another space and time here on Earth?”
“It was a blue rectangle,” Temi said.
I snorted. “I don’t think she’s ready to discuss Alcubierre drives and quantum mechanics with you.”
Temi’s lips flattened as she frowned at me.
“Sorry.” I hadn’t meant to imply she wasn’t bright enough to discuss such things, just not geeky enough to care about them.
“Amazing,” Simon whispered. “I wish…”
“Me too.” I wasn’t all that into the idea of exploring the paranormal, but the idea of learning how the elves’ history intersected with ours? I would have given a lot to go along, even if it was just to live in the woods and eat green wafers. “You’re sure they wouldn’t have followed? Because Alektryon says there was an elf spying on us.”
Even now, he was walking around the perimeter of the campsite, his alert gaze toward the forest.
Temi nodded grimly. “There could be others watching us. Watching me. The sword. Jakatra said you guys should research it, see if there’s a reason it might be valuable. Besides for killing things.”
“We can do research.” Simon smiled. “In Sedona.”
My earlier objection didn’t make it to my lips. With this new information that someone was spying on us, I didn’t mind the idea of leaving town. “All right. Let’s get on the road. Temi, do you want me to drive while you sleep?”
“Yes,” she said without hesitation.
“We’ll follow you, Simon. Find us an inexpensive campground.”
“Will do.”
“Alektryon?” I asked.
“Alek,” he said.
“Alek, will you ride with us?” I asked the question in Greek, but pointed at the vehicles so he would understand. The van would certainly be more spacious for him, but I wanted him to come along so I could get him to talk to me while I drove. If I could hear him speaking for a while, I was certain I would catch on.
He pointed at me and said a few words while gesturing to the woods. I was still guessing more than understanding. “You need to stop along the way? To check on our spy? Or, oh, you probably stashed your spear and shield somewhere.”
I wasn’t sure he understood all that, but he nodded.
We piled into the respective vehicles, and I followed the van out of the campground. The back of my neck itched as we drove past the spot where Alek had gone into the woods, and I admitted I was glad to have him in the car for more than language reasons.
Darkness rode with us as we drove up the road through the trees, only the headlight beams parting the night. There weren’t any streetlights out here, and the other campers must have gone to bed, because there weren’t any lights back there, either. Nonetheless, something caught my eye in the rearview mirror. A tiny pair of glowing green specks. I swallowed. I had seen Jakatra’s and Eleriss’s eyes in the dark and knew they glowed. I also knew neither of them had green eyes.
When I looked back over my shoulder, nothing was there.



Chapter 3
Temi walked out of the nearby bathhouse in flip-flops and a robe with a towel wrapped around her head. A couple of years ago, that might have been a winning picture for some Paparazzi. Apparently, there weren’t any tennis fans in the Manzanita Campground, because nobody gave her a second glance.
I was dining on a late breakfast of Fruity-Os, having slept until ten after arriving so late the night before. Simon was in the van, setting up the satellite, wifi, and solar panels. I hadn’t seen Alek yet, but I hoped he was keeping a low profile, because we hadn’t had a chance to clothes shop for him yet. At least his sword and shield were in the men’s tent, as Simon now called it, so he wasn’t walking around in his full Spartan regalia.
“It’s four dollars for a shower,” Temi announced, joining me at the picnic table. She sounded bemused.
I hadn’t encountered many campgrounds with pay showers, but there had been a few. Not many in that price range though. I hoped four dollars included enough time to shampoo and condition your hair.
“You’re paying for the view.” I extended a hand toward the famous red rocks of Sedona, visible beyond the oaks and junipers that shaded the campground from the equally famous Arizona sun.
I had driven through Sedona a couple of times and done a hike on the north side of town once, but the prices and the number of tourists had always kept me from lingering. Still, the view was impressive, with towering rock formations rising in all directions, the striated cliffs a rich red from all the iron in them. Canyons and nooks hid all over the area, and I’d heard that amateur archaeologists were still finding undiscovered ruins left by the Sinagua, a people who had lived in the area for centuries before disappearing. A part of me hoped that the monsters forgot to show up, and we could simply explore. The Coconino National Forest was super strict about relic hunting, and even things left by settlers tended to be classified as off limits, but with Simon’s metal detector and explorers app, we might find some more recent stuff that was fair game. And I still longed for that awesome historical find that I could write up for one of the archaeology magazines.
“The view from inside the shower cubicle wasn’t that notable,” Temi said. “For me, anyway. There was a lizard on the wall watching me.”
“Don’t tell Simon. He won’t shower for a week. Either that or he’ll make you take out your sword and go in and deal with it.”
My phone blasted the chorus from Metallica’s Enter Sandman, and I rolled my eyes—I needed to put a passcode on there so Simon would quit changing my ring tones. Of course, he would simply find a passcode an inviting challenge.
The phone was sitting on the picnic table, plugged into my portable solar charger. The Phoenix number looked familiar, but I didn’t have it programmed into my contacts.
“Hello?” I answered.
“Delia? Professor Tillium.”
“Oh. Hi.” I set down the cereal bowl and sat up straighter. “Did you find the cavates?” I asked, referring to the underground rooms we had discovered when following Jakatra and Eleriss to the spot where they had located Temi’s sword. Since there hadn’t been anything in them, they hadn’t been the significant find I had hoped to make, but I had emailed the GPS coordinates to one of the ASU professors who maintained a catalogue of Native American ruins across the state. After being waylaid by the last jibtab at the site, I hadn’t been that eager to go back—Zelda wasn’t the ideal vehicle for driving through old washes, either—but I had been wondering if a team might find something of interest in the hole the elves had burned to find the sword.
“We found them,” Tillium said neutrally. He didn’t sound excited. Maybe he wasn’t thrilled that they had wasted a trip simply to look at cavates; their location, underground and beside a river that flooded regularly, was a curiosity I thought someone might have been interested in, but maybe I was wrong. “They were empty.”
“Yes, I said that in my email. I’m guessing the river has flooded a number of times over the years and cleaned everything out. I thought it was strange that they’d been built there in the first place.”
“I see.”
I frowned down at the phone, as if we were having a video chat and I could frown right at him. Was he… implying something? “Professor?”
“Since you graduated from the university’s archaeology program, you are doubtlessly aware of the numerous laws related to the buying and selling of Native American artifacts taken from federal land and national forests. And you must know also that I feel particularly strongly about the looting of the world’s archaeological heritage.”
“Of course I’m aware, sir. We didn’t take anything.” God, he couldn’t know about the sword, could he? Whoever had left that sword down there, it hadn’t been some Yavapai tribesman.
“I have a T.A. keeping an eye on your company—” he said company as if it were the filthiest word in the English language, “—eBay page. If illicit artifacts appear there, you can expect someone to take action.”
I stared at the phone again, heat flushing my cheeks. “Sir, we’re not selling anything illicit. And we didn’t take anything from those caves. Why would I have told you about them in the first place if we had been looting them?”
“There’s little reason to hide their existence when they’re empty.”
“They were always empty!” I gulped air, trying to take a deep breath, trying to calm down. Shouting at a professor wouldn’t get me anywhere. “We’re not selling anything illicit,” I repeated.
“Good. See that you don’t.” The phone beeped as the connection was cut.
My cheeks were hotter than suns now. I felt like hitting someone.
Temi, standing a few feet away with her towel still wrapped around her head, was the only one around. Picking a fight with someone fresh off a week of special combat training with elves wouldn’t be a good idea.
“Problem?” she asked, her dark eyes wary. She probably didn’t know if she should leave me alone or pretend she hadn’t overheard everything.
I jammed the phone back onto the charger. “Just be glad you got to have a career before you screwed up your life.”
Pain flashed through her eyes. She gave me a curt nod and strode to the van with her shower kit. I dropped my face into my hands. That had been as tactful as an avalanche. It wasn’t her fault that she had overheard the call, but I couldn’t go after her; I was too embarrassed. Did Tillium really have some nineteen-year-old teacher’s assistant keeping tabs on me? As if I was some criminal? “Like I’d sell artifacts on eBay. I’m not an idiot.”
“That’s right,” Simon’s voice came from behind me. “Everyone knows black market artifacts go on Craigslist, not eBay.”
He had hopped out of the van, his Dirt Viper metal detector in hand, and he winked at me.
I glowered at him. He had business and computer science degrees from the same university. I wasn’t sure how I had grown so notorious, but I doubted anyone back at school cared what he was up to. Or if they were checking up, they probably approved, since he was off being entrepreneurial. Although maybe there was a T.A. following his monster-hunting blog and laughing himself to bed every night.
Simon’s grin said he wasn’t daunted by my glower. Nothing new there. He patted the Dirt Viper. “She’s all charged up and ready for action. Want to put her to use today?”
“Depends. Do you want to go hunting for abandoned goodies or signs of monsters?”
“Absolutely.” He grinned wider.
I grunted. Yes, why not multitask?
“Actually, I thought I’d send the Dirt Viper with you so I could stay here and work on…” Simon paused to eye the campsites on either side of us. The one to the right was empty, but an old brown camper van similar to Zelda occupied the one to the left. I had seen a teenage girl and a stringy woman with long gray hair there earlier. Simon lowered his voice to finish with, “Certain defensive and offensive items.”
“You’re going to do that here? In the van? Shouldn’t you have a lab?”
“I should, but nobody’s offered me one.”
“Maybe you could go up and visit Autumn in Flagstaff.”
Simon propped a foot on the picnic table bench. “Do you think she’d let me use her lab?”
Hm, she had never been impressed by Simon’s wit.
“Maybe if I asked…” Or bribed, more likely. Autumn could be bought for burgers and sweet potato fries.
“A lab would be nice,” Simon said, “but I’d hate to leave a hotbed of monster activity prematurely.”
“A kid got pronged in the neck two days ago. I’m not sure that qualifies Sedona as a hotbed of monster activity.”
“Not yet. But now that a certain sword is in the area…”
I grimaced, still hoping that we would have a while before another monster showed up and that we could make some money first. “Did you find out where that kid was found? We should go check out the area for signs the police might have missed, but we need something more specific than Oak Creek Canyon. That covers a lot of miles.”
“Yup, it was west of Slide Rock State Park on one of the trails in the Secret Mountain Wilderness.” Simon wriggled his eyebrows, as if the name was perfect for monster craziness. Maybe it was. He pulled his phone out of his pocket. “I have the name of the trail and everything that was on the police report. And I just happen to have identified some possible treasure troves in the area as well. Might as well kill two birds with one stone, right?”
“Was that police report made publicly available?”
“Of course not.”
“I can’t believe I’m the one that the professors are keeping tabs on.”
“What do you mean?”
I sighed. “Nothing.”
A twig snapped on the other side of the picnic table. Expecting Alek’s return, I didn’t do more than glance in that direction at first. But when I spotted a pale face peering out at us from behind the leaves of a bush, my stomach sank. Those twin braids of red hair and hazel eyes definitely did not belong to Alek. Damn, how long had the girl been there? We’d been talking about… far too much and far too openly.
“Uhm, hi.” The girl stood up, giving us a sheepish grin. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop.”
“She didn’t mean to be caught eavesdropping,” Simon murmured, and I wondered if his inability to talk to cute girls would extend to this one. Maybe not. She looked to be about sixteen, wore glasses, and was on the chubby side. I wasn’t sure she would fall into his cute-girl category, not when he was busy pining over Temi.
“I saw your metal detector, and I was curious,” the girl said. “Is that a Dirt Viper 3000?”
Simon blinked. “Actually it’s the 2700, but it’s just as powerful as the 3000. The upgrades in the more expensive model are mostly aesthetic.”
Nope, he not only wasn’t going to have trouble talking to her, but he was going to talk geeky to her.
“Really?” she asked. “Can I take a look?”
I tapped my wrist, not that I was wearing a watch, and gave Simon a significant look. We weren’t exactly on a schedule, but we should make the most of our time here, since this campground cost almost as much as a hotel back in Prescott. No need to stay extra days. Besides, we didn’t need to encourage a snoop.
But Simon was strolling over, his baby cradled in his arms, and he didn’t notice my gesture.
“I’m Naomi,” the girl said. “Are you looking for gold?”
“Nah, this isn’t a big gold area,” Simon said. “We’re hunting for relics from the past.”
“Oh, are there any left? I’m here with my grandma, and we’re checking out the vortexes.”
“Vortexes?” came a murmur from behind me. Temi had traded her towel and flip-flops for track pants and running shoes. She didn’t seem to have hiking boots or clothes more appropriate for scampering over boulders and up mountainsides. I wondered what she would say when she saw us dig out the climbing gear later. In such a popular tourist area, anything left that was worth finding wouldn’t be in an easily accessible spot.
“You grew up in the adjoining state, and you haven’t heard of Sedona’s famous vortexes?” I asked.
“It didn’t come up in Greek school.”
We shared edged smiles at the memories of learning to conjugate Greek verbs and how to be good Orthodox Christians.
“There are supposed to be at least five vortexes,” our new neighbor announced. “Maybe more. They’re special places on Earth where the life force of the planet is really strong. They say you can see evidence of funnels of energy coming up out of the ground. The vortexes can cause vibrations in the body if you’re aligned the right way, and some people have seen strange lights and heard weird sounds while they’re standing in a power spot.” Naomi shrugged, giving that sheepish smile again. “That’s what my grandma’s book says anyway. I did think the junipers growing at one of the spots seemed kind of swirly and twisted.”
I expected a dismissive snort from Temi, or something that would otherwise signal that she found these notions silly, but her face was merely… thoughtful.
“Bell Rock supposedly has a crystal in it that will eventually reveal a spaceship,” I added, trying to get more of a reaction from her.
Simon was the one to smirk. “Did you take a class on this stuff in school, Del?” he asked, his eyes crinkled.
“No, I read a book. Quit smirking at me. It’s not just the new age—” I glanced at Naomi and stopped myself from saying nuts, not sure how much she believed and how much was Grammy’s influence. “It’s not a new thing. The Sinagua considered this area a place of power and spiritual importance. Come to think of it, if you stand in one of the vortex areas, you’re supposed to be able to access interdimensional portals.” I cocked an eyebrow at Simon, daring him to mock that, given Temi’s recent experience.
He snorted, but softly.
“Yes, if your body vibrates correctly,” Naomi said. “Grandma’s just hoping to access the healing power of the vortexes. Can I try your Dirt Viper?” She pointed to it, apparently more interested in metal detecting than in healing vortexes.
Simon clutched his baby to his chest, an uncertain look on his face. He usually got the same expression when I asked to use it.
Naomi gazed at him with big hopeful eyes, and he relented. “All right, but we’re leaving soon, and I’ll need it back.”
“Sure thing.” Naomi took a few steps toward the woods with her prize, then shrieked.
I grabbed my chest, expecting a monster to leap out of the trees at her. But it was Alek, strolling out of the brush by the stream, wearing his crimson tunic and cloak and carrying his spear, along with two dead rabbits. He paused, giving the girl—and the metal detector she had lifted as if it were a weapon—a curious look.
“It’s all right.” I jogged up and stood between them. “This is our friend. His clothes were stolen on Halloween, and he hasn’t had a chance to get new ones yet.” That sounded… pathetic. I should have kept my mouth shut about the clothes.
The look of disbelief Naomi gave me agreed. Oh, sure, she could believe in vortexes and spaceships, but not a guy in a cape.
“Naomi?” came a call from the next campsite over.
The gray-haired grandmother appeared, her eyes icy as she regarded our group and her granddaughter, the Dirt Viper still lifted in a pose of self-defense. “Come over here,” she said. “Now.”
“But—”
“Now.”
Naomi’s shoulders drooped, and she clasped a hand over her mouth, doubtlessly realizing her scream had ruined her chance to go scavenging for lost coins. She returned the metal detector to Simon and slinked around the bushes to join her grandmother. The older woman skewered Simon with her eyes and glowered at me, as well—as if I had done something. The look she gave Alek was harder to read as she glanced from his face to the rabbits and back again. She gripped Naomi’s shoulder, pulling her toward their van without turning her back on us. As she rounded the corner, she slipped a cellphone out of her pocket.
“Is hunting illegal in Sedona?” Simon whispered. He had seen her pulling out the phone too.
I doubted snaring rabbits was illegal; I was less certain about stalking around a campground with a spear. “It might be a good idea for all of us to go relic hunting. Just in case the police stop by later.” I hoped the grandmother was calling her psychic to get a read on the day’s vortex activity, rather than someone who might give us trouble, but I didn’t want to bet on it. “Especially given all of the dubious chemicals you’ve got in Temi’s trunk,” I added in a mutter. If I had put two and two together and come up with napalm, someone else might too.
Alek held up the rabbits and said something that sounded like, “I must prepare breakfast.”
“Put them in the fridge.” I pointed through the open van door to the brown appliance. “We have a portable propane grill we can fire up for lunch.”
Simon curled his lip. “Dead rabbits in the fridge? Touching my Mountain Dew? Gross.”
I slapped his chest. “How could you grow up on a reservation and not eat anything that didn’t come out of a box or a can?”
He sniffed. “I’ve had rabbit before. But Grandpa put them in the smokehouse, not in the fridge.”
“Well, the VW people forgot to include a smokehouse in the base model camper. You’ll have to take that up with them.” I raised my voice. “Temi, Alek, let’s go for a ride, eh? We’ll take the van, so you better lock everything up in the Jag.” Especially the trunk.
“If we all go scrounging in the wilds today, who’s going to work on assembling those chemicals into a monster-slaying state?” Simon asked.
“You can work on them tonight instead of playing RealmSaga until three in the morning.” I wasn’t thrilled about the idea of him mixing toxic chemicals at any hour of the day, especially in the van where I slept, but maybe I could talk him into going up and visiting Autumn’s lab tonight. It was Friday, so her colleagues should be off for the weekend.
“Fine,” Simon said, “but don’t look at me if we get attacked by a monster today. While it’s clawing out your innards, you’ll be thinking, gosh, if only we’d had a flamethrower.”
“Somehow I doubt that’ll be my first thought if my innards are in danger.” I looked at the brown van next door and spotted the grandmother peering out the window at us while she spoke on the phone. Alas, I had a feeling she wasn’t chatting with her psychic.



Chapter 4
I slid down the rope, holding it with my left and braking with my right as my body dangled thirty feet from the top of the cliff. The rock face had sloped inward ten feet ago, so there was nothing to grab onto except the rope. Below me, clumps of prickly pear cactus, catclaw acacia, and crucifixion thorn spread across a ledge. Whatever I landed in was going to poke the hell out of me, so I was glad for jeans and hiking boots.
Temi, who was sliding down a rope next to mine, wearing clothes more suited for the gym, might wish she had participated in Alek’s Goodwill shopping trip. Then again, finding sizes suitable for her six-foot-tall frame must be difficult. If nothing else, she could clear the way with her sword; it hung across her back in its scabbard as she descended. When it had first been foisted on her, she hadn’t been that interested in it, but something had changed during her week away. She rarely let it out of her sight now, and she had made me promise to keep an eye on the bag holding it while she had taken her shower that morning.
I swung as the ground drew closer and managed to land between two of the thorny shrubs. Mostly. I had brought my bullwhip, wearing it in a loop on my belt, and it snagged a couple of times. I disentangled it and walked toward the wall of the cliff to get out of the way for Temi.
Thanks to the ledge overhead, perennial shadow covered the dusty red stone in the concave opening in the side of the cliff. We had spotted the hollow—and something that looked like an old campsite—from atop the opposite side of the narrow canyon, then made our way over to a spot where we could descend.
I made myself wait for Temi before running over to what looked like a pot and a collapsed cooking tripod, though the rust on the iron already had me excited. It took a long time for things to rust in the desert.
Temi paused about ten feet from the top of a thorn bush, eyed the ground, then rocked back and forth. She found some momentum, then leaped, landing in a crouch next to me. A wide grin split her face as she stood straight.
I hadn’t seen a grin like that from her since we had been kids. “Knee feeling good?”
“Like new.”
“That’s amazing.” I pointed to the old campsite and headed in that direction as I talked. “How did they fix it?”
“A guy who didn’t speak English stuck some little patches on either side of my knee. While I was sitting on a blanket in the middle of the forest. It was… weird.”
“I’ll bet.” I bit my lip to keep from lamenting once again how disappointed I had been—still was—not to have been allowed to go along. I focused on the pot instead, wondering if it was a legitimate relic from the late 1800s or some prop from a cowboy movie; they had shot a lot of those out here back in the day. But no, this would be a dangerous location to film anything. From our ledge, it was another thirty-foot drop to the bottom of the canyon. Usually one only found Native American relics in spots like this, since they had stuck around long enough to build ladders and had preferred the high ground for protection from unfriendly visitors.
The old fire pit had scarcely been disturbed, and my belly filled with jitters as I crouched beside the rock. Finding undisturbed sites always made me tingly with excitement and anticipation. This was what I had wanted to do with my degree, not sit in a laboratory, cataloguing rocks and potsherds.
I turned over the old cast iron skillet, checking for a maker’s mark. ERIE 9.
“Ah, nice,” I said. “It’s a Griswold, late 1800s. This is a hundred-dollar skillet. It wasn’t cheap back in the day, either. I wonder if we could find out whose fire pit this was and why they abandoned their kitchen.”
I was talking to myself more than Temi, which was good, because she was over in the shrubs, looking toward the canyon floor instead of listening. Oh well. I backed up and snapped a couple of pictures—I should have done that before disturbing anything. After that, I went back to poking around. There was a coffee pot too. I imagined some old homesteaders on a hunting trip, stopping to spend the night and cooking up some beans and bacon and coffee for breakfast. I’d have to scrounge in the bushes to see if they had left a midden. Yesterday’s garbage was today’s treasure. I’d found one of the original cans of Heinz baked beans in a collapsed root cellar once and sold it for hundreds.
I admitted a self-conscious twinge at these thoughts of monetizing history, especially after Professor Tillium’s condescending call, but damn it, nobody was going to pay me to find things and leave them there. This was the only way I knew to make a living. But was the skillet fair game? Hadn’t I just been thinking about how strict the relic-hunting rules were on this land for anything more than a few decades old? A Griswold purchased for a quarter in an estate sale would be perfectly legal, but one plucked from an old campsite on the side of the cliff might qualify as being historically significant. If I admitted that we had dragged it out of here.
I sighed and walked over to poke in the bushes.
Temi frowned at me. “I thought I saw something moving in the brush down there.” She pointed to the canyon floor. “I know Simon was staying back at the van, but what about Alektryon? Was he heading this way?”
The flutters returned to my belly, this time having nothing to do with discovering pots. “He’s searching the area around the trail mentioned in the police report.” I pointed to the other side of the canyon. We had walked a good mile from the path and even farther from the dusty dirt road where Simon had parked the van.
“So he shouldn’t be down there.” Still frowning, Temi crept closer to the edge.
“It could be an animal.”
“Maybe.”
I thought of the green eyes I had seen the night before, the glowing green eyes. But we had left that person—elf, whatever—in Prescott. Unless he had followed Jakatra and Eleriss’s example and stolen a motorcycle, he would have had a long walk to Sedona. And how would he have tracked us, anyway?
My gaze drifted to Temi’s sword scabbard. Maybe monsters weren’t the only beings who could sense the weapon from a distance.
“It could be a hiker,” I added hopefully. “Or even another relic hunter. It’s not as if millions of people don’t come here each year for various reasons.”
Temi arched her brows. “Are we close to a vortex?”
“No, I don’t think so. Look, you can stand guard there if you want. I’ll look around a little more, and we’ll go back and see if the boys have discovered anything.”
“All right.”
I had felt guilty about sending Alek off to do the tracking work, but he had volunteered when I had explained what we were doing—the tablet-assisted conversation had taken the entire ride out here, and I still wasn’t sure if his offer to help was some extension of his bodyguard proposition or if he understood the threat and simply wanted to assist humanity in general. If I were in his shoes—sandals—mourning the loss of a wife and a child I had never known, I couldn’t imagine caring about the rest of the world, especially a world that wasn’t mine and hadn’t been for a long time. Maybe he was a better person than I was. I eyed the campsite I was scavenging. Yeah, that wouldn’t take much.
I grumbled as I returned to checking the bushes, telling myself I would have been perfectly content with my “scavenging” if I hadn’t answered my phone that morning. It was fun, damn it, and if not me, someone else would find the relics sooner or later and remove them to sell or add to their personal collection.
My boot crunched on fine rock, then slipped. I flailed, visions of skidding down the slight slope and going over the edge flashing into my mind. I caught myself on a bush, the pokey leaves digging into my palm, but kicked something free at the same time. The item clattered into the open, then rolled under a big shrub.
“You okay?” Temi asked quietly.
“Yeah.” I righted myself and dropped to my knees in search of whatever that had been. Some canister?
“Well, quit making so much noise then.”
“What are you? Uber scout, now?” I resisted the urge to pat randomly under the bush; it wasn’t the season for rattlesnakes, but you never knew. Instead, I squinted into the gloom. Ah, there was my prize.
“No, but I thought I heard something.”
“Down in the canyon?”
“No.”
I pulled out the big canister and popped up, looking at Temi before examining my find. “On the ledge with us?” My voice had grown quiet now too.
“Up above.”
“Well, we know it’s not an elf then. They’re quieter than foxes when they’re skulking around.”
Temi gazed toward the ceiling of the ledge. “That is true.”
“Hah.” I held up the century-old trash. “An Uncle Sam’s Coffee tin. That’s a rare one. Nice.”
Temi smiled, though her heart didn’t seem to be in it. She was taking her lookout job seriously. Again, I wondered what she had experienced over the last week.
“Whoever was up here was well provisioned,” I said. “Maybe one of the homesteaders from Oak Creek out hunting for a day or two. Maybe even looking for ruins. It’s funny to think about, but there were archaeologists, professional and amateur, back then too. Fewer rules about looting.” My mouth twisted. More than once, I had wondered what it would have been like to live in the eighteenth or nineteenth century. Aside from the threat of dysentery and cholera, it had been a golden age for exploration. So many things that had yet to be discovered.
“Are those things going to end up on eBay?” Temi asked.
“Maybe. Under a new account.” I grimaced, knowing my online actions were being watched now. I finished searching the area, tucked our finds into my pack, and walked farther along the ledge. There was a bend I wanted to take a look behind. The ledge grew narrower over there, so there probably wasn’t anything else to see—except a drop-off—but I hated to leave a crack or crevice unexplored.
When I rounded the bend, my mouth dropped open. The ledge did end and was narrow, but a wooden ladder leaned against the wall, leading toward a narrow crevice in the rock. The uneven width of the boards and overall crookedness promised it hadn’t been built in a factory—it probably hadn’t even been built in someone’s shop. The boards were split branches rather than planed wood. I jogged forward, almost slipping off the ledge again in my eagerness to check it out.
Rusty metal nails fastened the rungs to the rails, so it wasn’t any Native American leftover, but I hadn’t expected that. More likely, the same people who had set up the camp had built it. To check out that hole up there. The ladder was over fifteen feet tall, and from the bottom, I couldn’t tell whether a little niche waited up there or something deeper. I leaned against one of the rungs, wondering if the ladder would support a climber after all this time.
It didn’t break, but the wood did creak ominously.
“Temi.” I leaned around the bend. “Come check this out.”
She hadn’t left her spot at the edge of the ledge, observing the canyon floor, and she glanced that way again, hesitating, before coming to join me. I wouldn’t keep her long. I wanted her to hold the ladder for me, maybe catch me if I fell…
“You’re not going up there, are you?” were the first words out of her mouth.
“Don’t you want to know what’s up there?”
“I didn’t even know ‘up there’ existed ten seconds ago. My curiosity is somewhat muted.”
I felt a twinge of disappointment that the kid who had explored the desert with me, poking around abandoned homesteads and climbing into caves, had lost her adventurous spirit. Or maybe “grown up” was the term. Well I wasn’t ready to be a grownup, so there.
“My curiosity is humming. I want to know what these people were looking for.” I shrugged out of my pack and leaned it against the wall beside the ladder. Maybe it would help support it. As it was, the natural contours of the rock hugged the frame somewhat, so I didn’t think it would slide to the side. It was more a matter of whether it would break under my weight. I would come back down if it wobbled or creaked too much—we had to climb back out of here, so the last thing I wanted to do was fall and break my arm.
“Even if whatever they were looking for is the reason they left their perfectly good pots behind?” Temi asked.
I had started up the ladder, but I paused. “Whatever made them leave, it happened over a hundred years ago.” I would be more confident in feeling we weren’t in danger if Temi didn’t keep mentioning things she had seen and heard.
“I just think it’s odd that they didn’t take the minute it would have taken to pack up,” she said.
“If they were scavenging on someone else’s land, someone might have spotted them, forcing them to leave in a hurry.” I continued up, the rungs creaking and bowing under my weight. The frame shivered. Maybe this wasn’t that good of an idea after all, but I couldn’t just leave without knowing what was up there.
“Are we scavenging on someone else’s land?” Temi asked dryly.
“No, we’re scavenging in a national forest.”
“Which is allowed, right? I’m still a little sketchy on the business details.”
“Prospecting with a metal detector is allowed.” Prospecting for minerals and jewelry and trinkets without historical significance, anyway. For prehistoric and historic artifacts, that required a special permit, which we didn’t have, since they were granted for scientific research purposes only. But I had a big long list of what fell under the category of “archaeological and historic remains” that were supposed to be reported rather than collected, and mass-produced skillets and coffee tins weren’t on it. All right, maybe my list didn’t come from this particularly county, so I wasn’t 100 percent positive.
I returned to climbing. I didn’t feel like having this conversation while halfway up a century-old ladder that could break at any moment.
Fortunately, Temi didn’t quiz me further. She was facing toward the canyon again, an intent expression on her face, her ear cocked. Maybe a quiz wouldn’t have been so bad. Even though I hadn’t heard anything yet, she was creeping me out, like a dog that kept looking into the woods and whining. Maybe the sword gave her enhanced senses. Or was that some comic book sword I was thinking of?
I pulled myself up the final rungs to the hole, determined to investigate quickly, so we could get out of here. It was time to check on Simon and Alek, anyway.
One of the rungs broke off under my boots, and I gasped, grabbing at the rock lip of the opening. Fortunately, I’d had my feet on two separate boards, so the sudden loss of footing didn’t throw me too much, but I did crawl off the ladder and fully onto that lip. No need to strain the ladder.
Deep shadows waited inside the hole, and I blinked and peered inside, willing my eyes to adjust to the gloom. Up here, under the ceiling of our hollow, the sun’s influence was weak. I wouldn’t crawl farther in until I could see what I was dealing with. Thoughts of rattlesnakes came to mind again, even if I couldn’t imagine one climbing up the side of a cliff to find this cubby.
“Temi? There’s a flashlight in that outside pocket in my pack. Can you toss it up?”
She pulled her gaze away from the canyon. “Yes.”
While she hunted for it, I inched inside. My eyes were adjusting, and some darker spots on the wall next to the entrance demanded my attention. The floor seemed relatively flat and empty as well, save for a handful of rocks. No snakes, but no cool finds, either. Maybe those people had cleared everything out, leaving their own supplies, not because someone had scared them into running but because they’d had more valuable loot to cart down the side of the cliff.
A buzzing sound drifted to my ears. Nothing that emanated from the cave. It seemed to be coming from outside. Someone flying overhead, doing a private tour, maybe? It almost sounded like an R/C plane. I was more interested in what was on the wall. It was hard to make out, but I was fairly certain I was looking at pictographs. Authentic ones? Or something bored kids had scrawled to fool the tourists? Given our remote location, I was inclined to think the former, but I needed more light to be certain.
I was about to check on Temi when soft clacks sounded outside. It reminded me of hail. But there hadn’t been a cloud in the sky when we had hiked out here.
I leaned out and almost smacked into Temi. She had scaled the ladder, and the alarmed expression on her face told me to get back. A crack sounded, and she grunted, almost falling into the cave. I grabbed her arms, not certain if a rung had broken or the entire ladder had snapped.
She scrambled inside, grunting when the sword scabbard caught on the narrow entrance. She twisted, pulling the entire thing off her back, and slid in sideways. Before I could ask what she had seen, she had the blade out. Its silvery glow filled the little space, bathing the walls with its illumination.
“That wasn’t what I had in mind when I asked for a flashlight.” I kept my voice low, not knowing what had sent her racing up here. Fleeing up here?
“Something’s flying around up there.” Temi crouched, facing the entrance.
“I heard it. Thought someone might be flying a model plane.”
“A model plane that shoots at people?”
“Er, what?”
“I was leaning out, trying to see what was making the noise, but the cliff and the overhang were blocking my view. Then a shadow fell across the bushes, and I thought I’d get a look, but these little pellets or BBs—something—started striking the ground nearby. I didn’t know what they were, but I didn’t want to get hit.”
“No, I wouldn’t either.”
We crouched in silence, listening and staring out at the red rock wall on the opposite side of the canyon. From inside the cave, we couldn’t see much, but that buzzing was audible. It rose and fell, the source constantly moving. It lingered in the area, but nothing came into view. Was it waiting for us to come out where we would be easy targets? And what the hell was it, anyway? The next jibtab? What kind of monster flung BBs?
The buzz grew louder; it sounded like whatever was making it was hovering right above our cave.
“It definitely knows we’re here.” I glanced at Temi’s sword. Maybe we should have left it back at the campsite, locked in the trunk with the benzene. No, then whatever was drawn to it might show up there. I wouldn’t want the only girl to ever show an interest in Simon’s equipment to be mauled by a monster.
The buzz changed pitch.
“It’s moving,” Temi whispered.
A shadow fell across the shrubs on the ledge. A big shadow.
I leaned forward, hoping for a glimpse.
“Look out.” Temi gripped my arm and pulled me to the side of the cave entrance.
“But I want to—”
A weird sucking sound came from the ledge. A clatter arose outside, something striking the stone walls. A lot of somethings. One made its way through the cave entrance and tinked off the back wall. I ducked into a corner with Temi, burying my face in my arm. The thought of the kid who had died in the hospital jumped into my mind. That had been from a puncture wound, not BBs though, right? Except we hadn’t gotten a good look at what was being flung at us yet. Maybe they did puncture.
Another round of ammunition fired, clattering against the stone wall outside. At least two more projectiles breached the cave. One ricocheted and bounced off the floor nearby. I curled into a tighter ball in some vain hope that if the ammunition hit me, it wouldn’t do much damage if it struck an arm or leg.
“This is when a door-sized boulder would have been nice to find,” Temi said.
She sounded calmer than I felt. I peeked an eye over my arm. She was crouching in the corner with me, but she faced the exit, her sword at the ready. In case the monster got tired of shooting at us and decided to charge us? Was it small enough to fit in? I couldn’t guess, but from that drone, it sounded big.
“Sorry, I didn’t think to look for such a feature before climbing in here,” I said, finding some reassurance in the way Temi was facing the threat. Maybe I should be facing it, too, though I questioned whether my whip or multitool could do anything. Maybe I should have given Simon more support in his flamethrower-creation aspirations. “I won’t make that mistake next time I’m shopping for caves.”
Temi gave me a quick smile. We hunkered in silence for several moments, but the creature didn’t fire again. I supposed thinking of it as a monster or a creature was premature—at this point, it sounded more mechanical in nature than animal-like—but I couldn’t imagine this being anything except the next jibtab.
“Jakatra didn’t show me how to fight flying creatures.” Temi almost sounded apologetic. Did she think I was disappointed because she wasn’t charging out there and doing some ninja moves on the monster? Please, how was someone with a sword even supposed to reach something in the air? We needed… I snorted, wondering how much range Simon’s flamethrower would have.
She looked at me, her dark eyes hurt.
I waved away my snort. “That wasn’t—I mean, I’m sure there was only so much you could learn in a week. We’ll have to figure out a way to bring it down to the ground so we can get at it. Maybe Simon will have some ideas.”
“In the meantime, I guess we duck and hide.” Her lips thinned. Not pleased at the idea, was she?
“Simon’s RealmSaga character can deflect arrows with his sword,” I said, trying to lighten her mood. “Maybe you can practice that later.”
This time she snorted. I didn’t know if I had succeeded in lightening anything though.
The pitch of the buzz changed. The creature was flying around again. Looking for another way into our cave? There wasn’t one. Thanks to the glow of Temi’s sword, the entire space was visible now, an oblong room with rounded red walls, the edges worn away long ago by wind or water. It spanned about eight feet at its widest spot, and it was narrower in most places. In the center, I could stand up, but Temi would have to duck her head. The space itself was empty, save for a few potsherds in a back corner. I had a feeling I had been looting the campsite of the guys who had looted this cave long ago. At least the wall decor remained.
I considered the pictographs that had caught my eye earlier.
“Are they legitimate?” Temi must have noticed me looking at them.
“Given the remoteness of this cave, I’d guess so. There actually are a lot of real paintings and carvings on the rocks around here. See that angular, crooked snake? That’s representative of the Sinagua style, as well as this monochromatic look, glazed into the rock by fire.” I pointed to the markings closest to the door. “That’s one you don’t see often. A shaman at his fire, wearing his regalia and maybe having a confab with some spirits. Or maybe the rest of these paintings represent some vision he had. It’d be awesome to be able to date these. The Sinagua lived in this area from around 500 to 1400 Common Era, and they developed quite an extensive culture with a trade network that saw seashells brought from the Gulf of California and Macaws from Mexico. Lots of agriculture, thanks to the springs in the area, and they built extensive villages and cliff dwellings. Have you seen Montezuma’s Castle?”
Temi shook her head. She had an eye toward the canyon again. I didn’t know if she wanted a history lesson, but it wasn’t as if we had something better to do at the moment. I checked my cell phone, thinking to warn Simon of the buzzing creature, but there wasn’t any reception; we would have to get back up on top of the cliffs.
“We’ll stop to take a look on the way back to Phoenix,” I said. “It’s not far off the freeway. Cliff dwellings that are still in good shape. You can’t go anywhere near them, of course, since it’s a national monument. But anyway, the Sinagua had this good-sized civilization all through the Verde Valley, and then all of the sudden, they left. It’s one of the archaeological mysteries of the area. Why did they leave and where did they go? Some people say drought conditions, others say enemies, and I remember reading an article by one archaeologist who had figured out that they’d been burying a lot of babies, so something wonky was going on.”
Since a couple of minutes had passed without any more ammunition being flung through the entrance, I stood up and moved around Temi so I could see the pictographs on the back half of the wall.
“Whoa.”
She tensed, shifting toward the exit again. “What?”
“Not that, that.” I pointed to the wall; unlike the monochromatic pictographs near the entrance, these retained yellow and ochre colors as well as a hint of blue, though most of it had faded. The colors were a rarity, but the subject matter was even more so. An image of a Sedona-esque rock formation with humps and flat areas had been carved into the stone, and a smaller version of the shaman stood on the top of the mesa, his arms stretched toward the sky. A black circle had been painted above him, with swirling colors inside of it. A weird shiver ran through me. “Is that supposed to be a portal?” No, that was crazy. That only came to mind because we had been talking about vortexes that morning. As far as I knew, portals were unprecedented in Sinagua art. Maybe it was something else. A really big clan shield. Still, it made me wonder if one of the people who had started the stories of otherworldly aspects around Sedona had seen these pictographs or others like them. If so, they hadn’t reported the finds, because there was nothing like this in the archeological record, not that I’d ever heard of.
“What’s coming out of the circle?” Temi asked.
I shrugged. She was right; there were black wavy lines coming out of the circle and heading to the ground beside the rock formation. Snakes? Streams of water? I couldn’t tell. A number of dwellings had been carved on the ground beside the rock formation. A Kokopelli fertility deity the same size as the shaman hunkered at the bottom of the mesa. He was much bigger than the dwellings, but that wasn’t surprising. Cave paintings tended toward symbolism rather than perceptual accuracy. Now what was that Kokopelli doing there, bent over his long flute? Helping the shaman? Or calling forth the lines from the portal? Usually, the Kokopelli’s flute was held up to his lips, but this one was holding it out, more like a staff. Wait, was that a Kokopelli?
The aerial attacker forgotten, I crept closer, squinting at the faded artwork. “That almost looks like a sword, or maybe a musket. But if this is Sinagua, they shouldn’t have seen a musket yet. I’ll have to double-check, but I’d thought they were gone before the Spaniards showed up. Of course, there weren’t many swords around back then, either.” My gaze drifted to Temi’s blade, and the shiver ran through me again, raising gooseflesh on my arms. “Too much of a coincidence,” I told my goosebumps. I was seeing things that weren’t there, letting my own recent experiences color my analysis of the artwork.
Still… I had never figured out how the glowing sword had gotten in those rocks under the cavates, or when it had been placed there. Jakatra and Eleriss hadn’t thought to tell us—maybe they didn’t know, either—but I supposed it was possible it had made an appearance in the area before it had been buried. But even if there was some pictorial history of that sword, what were the odds that we would find the markings on our first day walking around out here? Too incredible to believe, at least if random chance was the only factor.
“Though you did pick the route, didn’t you?” I mused.
“What?” Temi’s brow furrowed. She must be wondering what the heck I was muttering about.
“When we got out of the van, Simon’s app gave us three possible directions. I waved toward them and said which canyon shall we check out while the boys work. You remember that?”
“Of course. It was less than two hours ago.”
“You pointed this way.”
“Just randomly,” Temi said.
“Are you sure?” I nodded toward the sword. So far, all I knew was that it cut things and made a handy nightlight, but if I could accept that it was a magical or technologically advanced sword, then I could accept that it might have others powers as well.
Temi frowned at me. “If you’re suggesting the sword talks to me or something crazy like that, it doesn’t.”
“No, I wasn’t suggesting that. I doubt it knows English.” I grinned.
Temi’s frown didn’t fade.
“I just thought it might have… I don’t know. Not sentience. Presumably. But maybe it would be drawn to certain things. I don’t know. Maybe this is all nothing. Besides interesting.” I dug out my phone. “I’m going to take some pictures.”
“I don’t hear the buzzing anymore.” Temi waved toward the canyon.
“Are you suggesting it’s time for lunch?” I snapped a few pictures. I could put these on the business website; they weren’t crazy or gory like Simon’s pictures. Of course, someone might ask what type of lighting had accounted for the unusual silver glow in the background…
“I don’t know,” Temi said. “It could be lying in wait for us too. Hoping that if it can’t get to us in here, we’ll come out. We’d be easy targets walking across the top of the cliffs.”
“Yeah.” There were spots where we would have to walk across a lot of bare rock before being able to climb back down into the canyon where we had left Simon and Alek. “Let’s wait a few more minutes. We can go back down and look around that campsite more.” Admittedly, hunting for coffee tins seemed less exciting now that I had found something of more historical significance. I would probably be accused of faking the pictures if I sent them off to someone in the field though. I sighed. I would have to report the GPS coordinates again, to someone other than Professor Tillium, that was for sure.
“Or we can figure out what that thing was shooting at us.” Temi lowered her sword, her gaze searching the floor. “I know some came in here, but I don’t see anything, do you?”
“Oh, duh, right.” I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of that myself. Granted, Sinagua artwork excited me more than monster ammunition, but we had to know. “They must blend in.” I dropped to my hands and knees, lowering my face to the uneven rock for a better look.
“Unless they’re invisible.” Temi shone the sword around, the light pushing back shadows, probing the nooks of the rock.
I had been sweeping my hands across the rock, but her words made me pause. I didn’t want to accidentally stab myself, especially if this ammunition was poisonous somehow. Surely that kid hadn’t died simply from a tiny puncture wound. I shifted to searching with my eyes only. Invisibility was a stretch, but they might be camouflaged, designed to blend in like the lizards in the area.
“Here,” Temi said, crouching over an area I had already checked.
A slender reddish brown thorn the length of my pinkie finger lay on the ground, its tip turned after striking the rock wall. Now that she had pointed it out, I had no trouble seeing it. “Weird. I swear I looked there.”
“I thought I had too. In fact, I was looking right in this area, and it just seemed to appear out of nowhere.” She reached down.
“Don’t touch it.”
Her hand froze.
“This might be what killed that kid.”
“Ah.” She withdrew her hand. “In other words, we found exactly what we came out here looking for?”
“I came out here looking for coffee tins; Simon and Alek are looking for the creature.” I winced, hoping that the fact that it was no longer here didn’t mean that it had gone over to attack them.
“Well, you found that too.”
“I guess that’s true. Why can’t I feel like this has been a good day?” Because we were hiding in a cave and afraid to leave.
“You’re a pessimistic person by nature?”
“Must be.” I delved into one of my vest pockets and withdrew a pair of tweezers and a sandwich baggie.
“You carry tweezers in your pockets?” Temi asked as I plucked up the thorn and deposited it in the bag.
“That’s not weird. Lots of women carry tweezers.” I decided not to show her the toothbrush I carried around for cleaning off artifacts and dusting dirt out of crevices.
“For grooming their eyebrows, not collecting specimens off cave floors.”
“What are you saying? That my eyebrows don’t look properly manicured?” I double-bagged the thorn and wished I had a glass vial, something it wouldn’t accidentally poke through. Maybe thorn was the wrong word. It reminded me more of a bee stinger. A very large bee stinger. But there wasn’t anything in the natural world that could launch a stinger fifty feet, not that I had ever heard of. Not that we were dealing with the natural world here.
“They’re fine.” Temi crouched at the lip of the cave. “I wish I could sense the jibtab. It doesn’t seem fair that they can sense me, and I can’t sense them.”
“Monsters rarely play fair, I hear. We could go back out on the ledge and look around a little more. If we hear the buzz again, we ought to have time to climb back up here.”
“As long as the rest of the ladder doesn’t break.”
“There is that.”
Despite her concern, Temi faced inward and climbed down the ladder. She had never been one for inaction. By the time I also climbed down, she had walked around the bend out of sight. I grabbed my backpack, which clanked with its new contents, and tucked the thorn into an outer pocket. I wanted more than a layer of clothing and a thin plastic baggie between that projectile and me.
When I rounded the bend, Temi was standing at the other end of the ledge, frowning back at me.
“What?” I asked, not seeing anything.
But then it dawned on me. I should have seen something. The ropes we had rappelled down. They were gone.



Chapter 5
I leaned back, testing the whip with my weight. The tree branch I had wrapped creaked ominously.
“Better try another one,” Temi said. “I’m heavier than you.”
As if it was so easy to unfasten a whip that was wound three times around a limb. We were standing at the end of the ledge, trying to find a way over to a tall straight pine tree that grew up higher than us. Its tip reached higher than the top of the cliff. Temi had volunteered the notion that it might be easier to climb up the branch-laden trunk than trying to scale the vertical rocks. I wasn’t that certain.
I shook my wrist, trying to work the whip loose. It took several tries before it unraveled, falling slack.
“Or we could try climbing down.” Temi pointed at the ridges in the vertical wall. “There might be enough handholds.”
“You’ve been hanging out with those elves too long. Besides I’d rather go up than down. Climbing up is easier, and I’m not sure there’s a way out of that canyon, regardless.” I tapped the GPS unit fastened to my vest. I had already checked for potential alternate routes, and at the least, we would have a long way to walk to get back to the others.
“There would be more cover down there if our attacker comes back. And there might be somewhere else where we can climb up.”
A couple of weeks ago, Temi would have gone along with what I suggested, since this was more my milieu than hers. It was hard to believe her training could have changed her that much in a week, but she was definitely thinking more of tactical issues now.
“There might be, there might not.” I cracked the whip again, aiming for a lower and thicker branch, one just above us. “Let’s see if we can get to the tree, and we can decide from there. I would like to take a peek up there to see if I could spot the thorn thrower. Not to mention whoever took our stuff. If the ropes were still up there, and had simply been wound up and put out of sight, I wanted to get them back too. We weren’t rich enough that I could afford to go shopping for climbing gear every week.
“All right.”
The whip had caught, and this time the branch remained strong and solid when I tugged against it. “You want to go first?” I asked. “Now that you’re all trained and fixed up?” I waved to her knee.
“I will if you want.”
I hadn’t expected her to volunteer, but she tucked her sword into the scabbard on her back and held out her hand. Shrugging, I dropped the whip handle into it.
She tested the anchor herself before creeping to the edge. “I’ve been told momentum is best in these situations,” she said, giving me a weird look.
“What kind of momentum?”
I thought she would sit on the edge and wiggle over, getting as close as possible before swinging toward the tree, but she surprised me by jumping off. She swung down and out, the whip pulling her toward the trunk. Pine needles swatted her, but she avoided the branches and landed with both feet on the tree, her knees bending to absorb the impact.
“Never mind,” I said. “I see.”
Temi climbed to the top, not gracefully exactly—I had been the more likely one to scramble around in trees and caves when we had been kids—but efficiently. It probably wouldn’t take much practice before she was making me look like a klutz out there. I wasn’t envious. Really.
When she reached the branch, she loosened the whip, rolled it up, and tossed it in my direction. I had visions of it hitting the ledge below me or getting caught on something, but she had an accurate throw. It almost landed in my hands.
As soon as she climbed up out of the way, I repeated the whip snap. This time it missed the branch, only knocking a few needles free. It took a couple more tries to hook my target again. I tested it and was tempted to act out my earlier notion of sitting on the ledge, sliding off, and letting gravity take me to the tree, but some bravado or unwillingness to be shown up gripped me. I jumped off the ledge as Temi had done, swinging toward the trunk.
Rock and clumps of green needles blurred past. A branch scraped through my hair, and I ducked. Thanks to the distraction, I wasn’t ready when the trunk came up. I got one foot on it, but the other missed, and I almost ended up straddling the thing. That would have hurt. As it was, taking the impact on one leg jarred me all the way up my spine to my teeth. I held back a groan, hoping Temi hadn’t seen the awkward landing from her perch. There were a few needle-filled branches between us.
“I’m going to wrap this whip around the neck of whoever took our ropes,” I growled, bringing the other foot to the trunk and shaking the jarred leg before starting up.
“What if it was Simon?”
“It wasn’t.” We had called up a couple of times, hoping for an answer, but only the wind whistling through the canyon had responded. “He’ll make fun of your climbing skills, but he wouldn’t mess with your head like this.”
“My skills?” The branches shivered, dropping needles as Temi climbed higher.
“Well, no, he would think your skills were lovely. But he’d mock mine.” I reached my whip, unfastened it, and looped it on my belt again.
The branches thinned as we climbed higher, and I started to second-guess my decision to go up. Wind batted at us, and the whole trunk swayed back and forth. The rock wall seemed farther away than it had from below too. We would have to creep out on one of those narrow branches to have a shot at jumping and reaching the top of the cliff.
“I’m going to try to get over,” Temi said. “I don’t see anything up here though.”
“No monster? No ropes?”
“Neither.”
“Damn. What kind of person steals another person’s climbing gear?”
It was a rhetorical question, so I didn’t expect an answer. But after a pause, Temi said, “An elf person, perhaps.”
“You know something I don’t?” I hadn’t seen any evidence that someone was following us, not since we left Prescott, but that didn’t mean much.
“On my last night of training, someone tried to kill me. Jakatra too. They sent animals after us, then started a forest fire.”
“Any idea why?”
Temi hesitated again before saying, “Humans aren’t welcome there.”
“You think this person—elf—is trying to finish what he started?”
“The impression I got from Jakatra… none of them was ever that straightforward with me, but he said to research the sword. That makes me think someone else might want it. Or want for me not to have it.”
“Ah.”
I prodded at a dry clump of sap on the side of the trunk, wondering why someone who had tried to kill her would simply be messing with us now. Why not shoot or do something more damaging? The elves had technology or magic that we didn’t have, so a human-slaying weapon shouldn’t be out of the picture. Maybe the jibtab had run the person off, and grabbing the ropes had been all he could manage. After all, the last monster hadn’t had any problem with attacking Jakatra and Eleriss. It seemed to want everybody dead equally.
“Here goes,” Temi said.
Before I could warn her to be careful, the trunk swayed violently. I had been holding it and a branch, and I gasped, turning that hold into a bear hug. My knees came around it too. Dry needles rained upon my shoulders, and a pinecone clunked me on the head.
“Thanks,” I muttered, before thinking to look for Temi.
Through the needles and branches, I glimpsed her back. She had made it and was crouching on the edge of the cliff, looking in all directions.
“Anything up there?” I called softly, needing a moment before I was ready to unwrap my limbs from their death grip on the tree.
“Nothing.”
I couldn’t tell if she was relieved or not. I was.
“It’s safe,” she added, looking down at me.
Meaning I was supposed to find a way to duplicate her feat of leaping prowess. Reminding myself that going up had been my idea, I started climbing again. I made the mistake of glancing down at one point, the hard, cactus-covered rocks and dirt nearly seventy feet below me, and I had to take a moment to catch my breath—and courage.
“Almost there,” I called, lest Temi think I was dawdling. A thin branch snapped as soon as I hung my weight on it. I caught myself on the trunk again, but decided to stop there. There was no way I would be able to jump off these branches if they were breaking under a portion of my weight. “Which branch did you crawl out on?”
“I didn’t. I went up a little higher than the cliff and jumped from the trunk.”
That sounded very logical… and very difficult to do. I grimaced but crawled higher, seeing few alternatives. At least the cliff was closer than the ledge had been. I wished I could use my whip for extra security, but I didn’t see any handy nodules sticking up out of the cliff, nor were there any trees or shrubs growing out of the rock.
“Okay, I’m coming.” Maybe if I said it, that would make it true. I took a moment to pat myself down and tuck in anything that might catch on a branch—having that whip be the instrument that sent me plummeting to my death would not be poetic at all.
Temi faced me, an arm extended, and gave me an encouraging nod. I cut a branch away so it wouldn’t impede me, then shifted my weight the best I could, trying to get both feet on the trunk. It reminded me of being on the side of the wall in a swimming pool and pushing off.
“As easy as a flip-turn,” I muttered. One, two… three.
I pushed off with my legs with all of my strength. My “wall” moved, knocked backward with my shove, and it threw off my jump. Terror filled me, as I realized I wasn’t going to get nearly the distance I had imagined. I flailed in the air, as if that could somehow propel me farther.
Something clasped my arm an instant before I landed, almost tumbling forward, thanks to my awkward momentum. Temi kept me upright, giving me a wry smile.
“You looked like you were trying to jump over a skyscraper.”
I glanced at the edge of the cliff, four or five feet away and felt sheepish. “I wanted to make sure it wasn’t close.”
“Understandable.”
After patting myself down and making sure I hadn’t lost anything—not that I would go back down to retrieve my tweezers or toothbrush if they turned up missing—I jogged over to the spot where we had originally descended. Unfortunately, the ropes weren’t twined up and hidden in a crevice anywhere. The anchors we had hammered into cracks remained, but that was it. There wasn’t enough dirt on the rock to hold footprints, if anyone had walked out there to start with. Maybe the jibtab had taken our ropes before it attacked. Scary to think of a monster with that kind of intelligence, but the last one hadn’t been stupid. It had been luck more than smarts that had allowed us to best it in the end.
“We should go.” The buzz hadn’t returned, but Temi’s eyes were skyward.
“Good idea.”
We jogged away from the canyon at a much faster pace than we had used that morning. I pulled out my phone to check the reception, though I would wait until we reached the trees to call Simon.
Temi pointed in that direction. Leaves moved, and my breath caught. Had we been right before? Was the creature lying in wait for us?
But the figure that burst out of the trees was running, not flying. Simon waved, his phone in his hand. I threw a thankful look heavenward. He wasn’t wearing the look of utter terror of a man who had just been shot at by deadly thorns.
A moment later, Alek jogged out of the trees farther down. We had found jeans, a couple of T-shirts, and a sweater for him, the jeans on the tight side—something Simon had pointed out while rolling his eyes—but it was hard to be picky when one had a twenty-dollar clothing budget. Simon had magnanimously paid for a package of underwear. Alek had tied his hair back, and he might have passed for a normal twenty-first century human, but he did still have his sword scabbard, complete with sword. I guess I couldn’t find that all that odd when I was running around with a whip.
“Where have you been?” Simon asked.
“Let’s get into the trees.” Temi pointed toward the forest and glanced toward the sky behind us. “Just in case.”
Alek gave her a sharp look. Had they encountered the creature too?
“We climbed down and found some stuff,” I said as we ran for the cover of the forest, my pot-filled pack clanking with each step. “But someone or something took our ropes while we were down in a cave.”
“Took or cut?” Simon asked.
“Took. There was some buzzing creature that attacked us too. Did you hear or see it? We didn’t get a look at it.”
“I didn’t,” Simon said. “But I was in the van working. Mr. Sexypants heard something though. He was the one agitating that we go look for you, and since you weren’t answering your phone…” He glowered at me.
“We didn’t have any reception in the cave. And I assume you’re referring to the hot underwear you picked out for him and not anything else.” Was he really feeling jealous of Alek right now? What, was he afraid he had competition for the woman he’d never had a chance with anyway? I hadn’t caught Temi ogling Alek, but I hadn’t been watching, either. The last I had seen, she had been giving her dreamy looks to Jakatra, though that had been before his hat had come off and the ears had come out. Not that any of this mattered now…
Alek touched his ear, pointed to the sky, and did a fair impression of the buzzing sound.
“You heard it,” I said.
He nodded.
“Did you see it?” I switched to Greek; Simon hadn’t brought his pack, so he probably didn’t have the tablet, though he was carrying something that looked suspiciously like a homemade grenade. Well, I had been wondering how we could strike at something in the air. When Alek didn’t answer, I touched my eye and pointed to the sky. So fun to be reduced to Charades to communicate.
Alek hesitated, then shook his head. Maybe he, like us, had seen the shadow but hadn’t glimpsed the rest of it. He held up a hand, something squeezed between his fingers. One of the thorns.
“Oh, you shouldn’t be touching it.” I grimaced. Whatever poison was on the tips, it was slow-acting. According to the news report, nobody knew exactly when the kid had received his puncture wound and how long he had been lying out there unconscious before being found, but it had taken another twelve hours for him to die after he had been delivered to the hospital. “One didn’t hit you, did it?” I looked into his eyes, willing him to understand me, and feeling more concern than I would have expected over the question. For him to have survived so much and to have been frozen for two thousand odd years only to die within his first couple of weeks in this new world… That was even less poetic than the idea of my whip getting me killed.
Alek shook his head. I fished the baggie containing the other thorn from my pack, then withdrew my tweezers and approached him.
He pointed at the tip and said, “Careful,” in English.
I dropped my tweezers and gawked at him.
Frowning, Alek looked at Simon.
“Nah, you got it right,” Simon told him. “She’s just a klutz.”
“Don’t tell him things like that.” I scowled, realizing Alek and Simon must have already had a discussion about the thorn, with the word careful coming up a number of times.
“He’s observant; he would have figured it out.”
“Ha ha.” I retrieved the tweezers, plucked the thorn from his grip, and deposited it into the baggie with the first one. “Looks like we’re going to need the use of Autumn’s lab, after all.”
“I already texted her about it.” Simon waved his phone.
“I didn’t know you had her number.”
“Funny, she said the same thing.” He held the phone up so I could read the display.
Can we use ur lab tonight? Got pokey thing with mystery poison on it.
Who the hell is this?
Simon. We had moment together in Preskitt. Smooches.
Did Delia give you my number? Tell her she’s so dead.
Is that a yes?
Where are you? I don’t want your scruffy fingers on my eq. I’ll come there.
Manziti Campground. Sedona.
Be there after work.
“Manziti?” How was that even close to Manzanita? Now Autumn would be driving around Sedona, looking for campgrounds that didn’t exist. “Do me a favor, Simon, and don’t teach Alek how to write.”
“Actually that was what the voice recognition came up with. We were already scrambling up mountainsides when I texted her.”
“Don’t teach him how to speak then, either.”
“Sorry, bro,” Simon told Alek, “careful is all you’re getting.”
I rubbed my face. “Let’s get back to the van, all right? I think we’re going to have to come up with a strategy to fight this thing before we actually face it. So long as it obliges and doesn’t jump us on the way back.”
Alek set the pace at a jog and nobody objected. We hadn’t gone shoe shopping for him yet, so he still had his Spartan sandals. They didn’t slow him down at all. With Simon running after him, his own dirty white socks and faux Birkenstocks throwing up dust as he ran, they made unlikely line leaders.
Someone’s phone bleeped. I checked mine, and I had a text on there, though it was from an hour ago, Autumn’s promise of, You’re so dead.
Simon slowed down, staring down at his own phone. “My laptop sent me a message. Activity on the police scanner I left set up.”
“Nothing to do with miscreants in the Manzanita Campground, I hope,” I said, emphasizing the word in case he ever needed to spell it, or pronounce it, again.
“No… They found two more people, a couple of guys who rented an ATV. Unconscious on the Munds Wagon Trail.”
“Oh.” My humor evaporated.
“One had a knife out, looked like he’d been in a fight. Some bruises. Nothing to explain why they’re unconscious though. They’ve been taken to the hospital.”
“How much you want to bet they find some puncture wounds on them later?” I asked.
“I wouldn’t take that bet,” Temi murmured.
“Should we go out there?” Simon asked.
He, Temi, and Alek looked at me. Oh, was I in charge again? Wonderful. “I don’t think we can help anyone at this point by going out there. Unless we cut up Temi’s sword into arrows, I don’t see how we can fight something that can fly circles around us. And I lost my bow in that cave-in anyway.”
“I have a prototype weapon that can be thrown.” Simon smiled.
“Which may or may not do anything to harm the jibtab.” Temi also sounded more in favor of coming up with a solid plan before going out and looking for trouble again. We should get Autumn’s analysis of the thorns first too. If some poison coated the tip, there might be an antidote.
“The only question is whether there might be more clues there that we’d miss out on if we don’t go,” I said.
“We would probably get more clues from the bodies,” Simon said, “assuming these guys don’t make it, either. I’ll try to get the hospital report later.”
“Munds Wagon Trail. Let’s see how long that one is and if it’s on the way back.” I pulled up the web browser on my phone, hoping there would be enough reception for it. We were a ways out of town and not on top of that cliff anymore.
Alek’s head jerked up, and he peered into the woods. Uh oh. Now what? I didn’t hear any buzzing, but we never had figured out who was responsible for the missing ropes. The jibtab or some green-eyed elf who wished us ill? He held up a hand, then walked into the trees.
“Again?” Simon asked, then told Temi and me, “He does this a lot. Next time I go hiking with him, I’m going to bring the cooler.”
“Huh,” I voiced, musing over the web search.
“Huh, you found something interesting about that trail or huh, you found a good restaurant for us to visit for lunch?” Simon patted his stomach.
“Only you could read a police report about dead people, then ask about lunch,” I muttered.
“They’re not dead yet. They might survive. Either way, we have to eat.”
“The Cow Pies?” Temi asked, reading over my shoulder.
“That’s what caught my eye too.”
“Because of the silly name?” Simon asked.
“No, because they’re supposed to be a vortex spot,” I said.
Simon snorted. “You’re not hoping Naomi’s grammy is out on the trail and gets pronged, too, are you?”
“No. I’m just wondering if there’s a connection. That first guy was found over by Cathedral Rock, isn’t that what your newspaper article said, Simon?”
“Yup.”
“That’s a vortex spot too.”
“A supposed vortex spot, right?” Simon asked. “We’re not believing in the new age nonsense now, are we?”
“I don’t know,” I said slowly, thinking of the circle in the cave painting, the one my mind wanted to label as a portal. “We’re believing in magical swords and interdimensional travel.”
Simon raised a finger. “Technically we haven’t established what kind of portal Temi went through. It could simply be a wormhole to another planet in our galaxy. In our dimension.”
“Simply, as if that wouldn’t be kind of a special thing.”
Temi wore a bemused expression as we discussed this back and forth. Yeah, it was a weird conversation. What would Alek make of us when he learned to understand our words? Speaking of Alek, where had he gone?
“You said Alek ran off to look in the woods a couple of times on your way to find us?” I asked.
“Yeah, sometimes he was hunting for tracks, since you two neglected to take an established trail.”
As if established trails were where the archeological goodies waited.
“But a couple of times…” Simon shrugged. “He seemed agitated. Like last night in camp.”
“Looks like you might be right,” I told Temi. “An unfriendly elf might be keeping an eye on us.”
“And stealing our ropes?”
“Maybe so.”
Alek returned, looking like he wanted to say something, but he grunted in irritation and simply pointed back toward the main trail and the parking lot. Not being able to communicate had to be getting old. I would work more with him tonight while Simon was building his weapons.
By the time we returned to the parking lot, I had refined my thought of language tutoring, wondering if I could find some app to download that would further help him. I was sure there wasn’t an Ancient Greek to English program out there, but maybe something with pictures that was designed to teach children who had no base from which to translate could work.
Simon groaned. “What happened to Zelda’s tire?”
The van was slumped to one side, the front driver-side tire blown. Or punctured? I couldn’t tell from here, but imagined it riddled with thorns. The van didn’t appear otherwise damaged though—no broken windows or gouged paint, at least not more gouged than usual. Simon jogged ahead to take a look.
“Zelda?” Alek asked.
“Van,” I said, not knowing how to explain that Simon had named his vehicle after a video game character and that this was an odd thing, or at least not a common thing.
“Zelda Van?”
“Close enough.” I trotted up to join Simon. “Thorns?”
In the summer, this parking lot would be packed, but ours was the only vehicle left in it this afternoon, so there were no witnesses who might have seen something.
“No.” Simon pointed to a big gash. “A knife or sword or something else with a blade.”
Alek nodded, as if he knew exactly what had happened. Or as if he had expected more trouble, anyway.
“It’s just one tire, right?” I asked. “We have a spare.”
“Yeah, but it’ll take a while to change, and then we’ll have to buy a regular-sized tire.”
He sighed, probably thinking of the cost. Monster hunting wasn’t turning out to be a profitable occupation. “Guess we’re not meant to explore the Cow Pies today.”



Chapter 6
We sat in the West Side Deli, Alek and I at one table, and Simon and Temi sitting at the table behind us. We had replaced the tire and were waiting for Autumn to meet us. Even though Simon had been the one texting her, somehow I owed her a sandwich with maple pepper bacon. My idea to save money by buying bread and meat at the grocery store to make our own sandwiches had been vetoed. Just as well, as we would have ended up back at the campground then, and, in case the grandma-next-door had called the police, that might not be a good idea, at least until after dark, which was still a good hour away.
Alek, sitting across from me with the tablet, prodded at the language program I had found for him, muttering words out loud in response to the prompts. I was watching and helping whenever he gave me a perplexed look, but I had my own laptop out with numerous tabs open as I alternated between researching local pictographs, hunting for a record of Temi’s sword on Earth, and poking around in the genealogical databases for Alek. Simon had his Mac open, hunting for more information on the people who had been punctured. The police report didn’t have medical details, and he hadn’t figured out how to get ahold of the hospital records. After eating half of her sandwich, Temi had propped her legs up on the seat in the booth, put her back to the wall, and hadn’t opened her eyes since. Still catching up on lost sleep, it seemed.
“Pig,” Alek announced, drawing my attention.
“What?” I had been vaguely aware that the program was running through barnyard animals, but my first thought was that he was judging me on how quickly I had wolfed down my sandwich.
He pointed at a piece of bacon poking out from between his slices of bread, smiled slightly, and said “Pig” again.
“Oh, figured it out, did you?” I hadn’t seen him smile much, so his small victory made me return the gesture.
“He’s not lamenting the lack of rabbit on the menu is he?” Simon asked, his back to me.
“No, I think he’s pleased with himself for figuring out what bacon is. That’s a gastronomical invention that came well after his time. Either that, or he’s just happy because bacon exists now.”
“Who isn’t?”
“Alek,” I said, pulling the tablet across the table and opening the drawing program. “What is your history with the elves?” I wrote the words as I asked them, switching back to Ancient Greek and inserting my best guess for the spelling of the word Eleriss had shared for his people’s name.
His gaze stayed on my face, as if he already knew what I wanted to ask, as if he had been expecting the question. Maybe he had. It wasn’t the first time I’d tried to get the information from him. I wanted to speak his language as badly as I wanted him to learn ours, and I was willing to discuss anything with him, but he always brought the conversation back to his homeland, his comrades, and his wife, somehow managing to avoid my inquiries about his time with the elves. Hearing about Ancient Sparta was interesting, but I wanted to know what had happened to him in the time between when he had been plucked out of his world and when he had been inserted into that prison chamber. Having more knowledge about the elves could only help, especially if one was following us and making trouble. I also hadn’t forgotten that Eleriss had expected Alek to know his language. If Alek did know it, and had simply been uncooperative back in that cave, it could prove useful. Like if we caught up with Green Eyes and had a chance to question him.
Alek said a single word and wrote it under my question. “Slave.”
“They took you from your homeland and made you a slave? Why?”
His leaned back in his seat, his earlier smile long gone. “I stood out. I was a good fighter. I won the wrestling at the Olympics.”
“So they took great warriors and athletes? To what ends? What did they want you for?” I could hear Simon muttering to himself about unintelligible hospital terminology filled out by doctors with unintelligible handwriting. Thanks to having to write everything at the same time as we spoke the words, the conversation with Alek wasn’t progressing quickly. Autumn would arrive any moment. Maybe I should save these questions for another time, but I wanted to know.
“They had many uses for the slaves,” Alek said. “Whatever their owners wished. I saw many others taken as well. Often warriors. Like those in the cave.”
I glanced back at Temi, wondering if she was truly sleeping or if she was following any of this. Probably not. He was answering in a mix of Ancient Greek and throwing in some of the modern Greek words he had picked up from me, but Temi’s command of the language was rusty; I didn’t think she had spoken any since we were kids in school together. I would ask her later if she had seen any sign of human slavery when she had been there. But she had said the elves objected to her presence on their world, so it couldn’t be common. Perhaps slavery had been trendy for a time before falling out of favor?
“What did they make you do?” I asked, still wondering how he had come to be considered a criminal by the elves.
He stared at the words on the tablet for longer than usual, as if he didn’t understand them. No, as if he didn’t want to answer them. Then he looked toward the blackboards on the wall that contained the sandwich menus. Somehow I doubted he was looking for instances of pig.
“You don’t have to tell me,” I said, drawing his gaze back to the tablet. “I just want to learn as much about them as possible, about why one or more of them might be hurting our people with the jibtab.”
He scratched his jaw. “You think the Dhekarzha are responsible for the monsters in your world?”
“Our world,” I corrected, even though I understood why he wouldn’t feel connected to it. Still, I wanted him to know he would have a place here, once this all ended, once we figured things out. “Who else would it be if not them? They’re the ones who gave us the word for the creatures.”
“Jibtab is a word of theirs, yes. It means unnatural creation. I heard it used when I was among them. It isn’t specific to the creatures you have faced.” He shrugged. “It is like us saying monster.”
“You do speak their language, don’t you?” I asked in English, forgetting to translate and write the words in my pleasure at this epiphany. I was probably confusing him by switching back and forth all the time. He merely gazed blandly back at me. He never looked confused; maybe it was some kind of stoic warrior poker face, but I always had the impression he understood more than I expected him to. Maybe he had been spying on hikers during the two weeks he had been missing, listening to them talk and trying to understand some of it. “Never mind,” I said, and wrote something else on the tablet. “The jibtab, the ones here, can only be harmed by their sword, so…” I paused, realizing I didn’t know if the sword had come from the elves’ world or had first been wielded by their people. What if there were other players out there? I sank down in the seat. “My brain hurts.”
“I do not know who has created the jibtab,” Alek said, “but the Dhekarzha have the resources to send armies of monsters if they wish to destroy us. Or…” He rubbed the back of his neck. “They have other technology that is greater than…” He looked out the window toward the cars in the lot of the shopping center. “Yes, greater than this still, I believe. I don’t think they would need to resort to making monsters that kill a couple of people at a time.”
I sank even lower in the seat. It made sense, but all it did was leave me with even more questions than before. “Maybe some small faction of elves is behind it? Like the way Jakatra and Eleriss came to help us for their own reasons, maybe a couple of others are messing with us for their own reasons and don’t have the support of their people.”
After Alek read the translation, he spread his hand. He didn’t know for sure. How could he? He had been asleep for centuries.
The door opened, and a cool evening breeze wafted in ahead of Autumn. She was dressed all in black, including her earrings and barbell eyebrow rings this time. Her hair was still blue, pulled back in a ponytail with a black holder. She looked like someone who should be carrying an axe and some chains, but that was a microscope case in her hand. Did she plan to check out the thorns in here?
I lifted a hand, beckoning her over. Not that we were hard to find in the little shop. A few people had come in to get sandwiches to go, but it was between lunch and dinner, and we were the only ones seated at the moment.
“Nice outfit,” Simon said as Autumn approached. “Did you know you’re supposed to wear white in the desert?”
“I know you’re not mocking me, butthead.” She prodded a hole in the shoulder seam of his gray KISS T-shirt. It was even more “vintage” than the clothing we had found for Alek. “Who’s got my sandwich?” she asked.
I pushed a bag and a soda cup toward the end of the table.
The fellow working the register, a scrawny guy with a goatee that nearly reached the collar of his tie-dyed T-shirt, had watched Autumn come in with interest. His face fell when she filled her cup with Diet Coke, then slid into the seat next to me without placing an order. I wasn’t sure if it was because he had hoped to make a sale or he thought she was his type of girl.
“When did you get a tough?” Autumn jerked her chin toward Alek as she slid her case onto the table and opened it with carefulness that bordered on reverence. “I didn’t think your business was doing so well that you could hire help. Or, you know, pay your credit card bills.”
“I don’t have credit cards, just student loans. That’s Alek. He’s… Greek.”
Alek’s brows rose, but he didn’t attempt to say anything to Autumn.
“That tells me a lot, doesn’t it?” Autumn removed the pieces of the portable microscope for assembly.
The sandwich guy had been ignoring us earlier, texting or playing games on his phone when nobody needed an order, but either Autumn or the microscope had snagged his interest; he was watching us now. We would have to be careful what we said. I couldn’t switch to Greek with Autumn. She had been obsessed with Native American archaeology from the beginning, and I didn’t think she had studied any European languages in school. She might speak a smattering of Hopi, but that wouldn’t help here.
“I hear someone has a pokey thing with a mysterious poison on it for me.” Autumn waved a slide and looked back at Simon.
“Del’s got the pokey things,” he said.
“That’s an alarming development in your relationship.”
I snorted and dug out the baggie with the two thorns in it.
Simon scowled. “My pokey thing isn’t poisonous. Just… magnificent.”
“Don’t make me puke, dumbass.” Autumn accepted my baggie with a frown, pulled on gloves, and held up a thorn. “I guess I don’t need a slide. This thing is huge.”
“Also an adjective applicable here,” Simon said.
Autumn glowered at him.
I bonked him on the shoulder with my fist. “How’s your research going? Got any news on the most recently hospitalized guys?” I frowned over his shoulder at his laptop, not missing the fact that nothing police or hospital related was on the screen. Instead, he had found recipes and instructions for explosives. I lowered my voice to mutter, “How is it that Homeland Security hasn’t shown up at your van door?”
“I know how to cover my tracks.” He winked at me and turned back to his dubious research.
Autumn had slid one of the thorns under the slide clasps and was taking a look.
I drummed my fingers and fidgeted in my seat. I thought about asking Alek a few more questions, but he had returned to the language program on the tablet. It was an intuitive device, but it impressed me how easily he navigated it. I had to remind myself that he had doubtlessly seen more sophisticated equipment during his time with the elves. During his time as a slave, I corrected. Even though I had told him he didn’t need to tell me anything, my curiosity knew no bounds, and I wanted to learn more. In time, I told myself.
“Mind if I cut one open?” Autumn asked.
“Be my guest. There are more out there in the rocks. Just be careful. These are apparently what have been killing people around here.”
“Really? Huh.” Autumn took out tweezers and a scalpel. She struggled to slice open the sturdy thorn, but after a moment, she slid a cross section back under the microscope. “Your poison is probably venom. There’s a canal here, so it isn’t something that’s been applied to the tip. I’d need to see the whole creature, or at least the venom sac to be sure, but it looks like something that’s made internally and secreted through this lancet.”
“So we’re looking at a big bee stinger?”
“Big is an understatement. I’d hate to see the bee that dropped this.” Autumn waved at the thorn.
“That’s not what I expected. This wasn’t jabbed at us by something’s butt; it was shot, along with countless others, across dozens of meters. We thought they were BBs at first, the way they were clattering off the rocks.”
“That sounds unlikely,” Autumn said, “but I suppose I can find the pictures on Simon’s blog later.”
“Oh, are you a follower?” Simon spun around, smiling. “Can that microscope take pictures? We haven’t spotted the new monster yet, but I’d love some pictures of the stinger for the site.”
“I bet you would,” she said without volunteering to help him.
“Simon,” I said slowly, still cogitating on the stinger revelation, trying to match what she was saying to what we had experienced. Was it possible that the flying creature had dozens or hundreds of venom sacs and stingers that it was constantly regrowing and replacing? I reminded myself that whatever these jibtab were, they weren’t, as Alek had said, natural creations. I couldn’t limit myself to thinking in terms of what made sense in the normal world. “Do you have anything at all on the hospital reports? Can you find out if people had a histamine reaction, the way you would from a bee sting? From what the news said, it sounded like everyone took a while to die, so it’s not like they were suffering from anaphylactic shock.”
“Just because I’m using a bee stinger as an analogy doesn’t mean we’re looking at a venom that’s anything like what a bee puts out,” Autumn said.
“I know. I’m just… trying to get a better idea of what we’re dealing with, based on the symptoms the affected people showed before dying. Like are we dealing with a neurotoxin, a hemotoxin, a cytotoxin, or what? I’m surprised there hasn’t been more information and speculation in the news. Unless someone’s deliberately keeping things quiet.”
“I don’t know, but with better tools, I can probably get a sample of the substance and run it through the lab to see if there are matches.” Autumn’s lips quirked in something between annoyance and amusement. “Or is this going to be like the language thing where there just isn’t a match?”
Simon smirked at us over the back of his seat. “Odds maker says… worse odds of finding a match than of getting a royal fizzbin.”
“A what?” Autumn gave him a flat look.
I swatted at Simon. “Ignore him. Until he gets us our hospital reports.”
“That’s not public information,” Autumn said.
“Yeah, well, he doesn’t think he’s the public. He thinks he’s special. But look, we could have brought the thorns up to your lab for you. I’m surprised you didn’t want to look at them there to start with.”
Autumn didn’t answer right away. She removed the thorn carefully and dropped both halves back into the plastic baggie. “Delia, you already know you’re persona non grata in the archaeology field, right?”
Oh, yes. I knew. “Yeah.”
“My boss found out I was running that last blood sample for you, and some of the guys at the university… well, it got complicated. I don’t know all the details. I do know that our new blood type that we discovered has disappeared, and I couldn’t get anyone down there to talk about it. I was specifically told not to let you in the lab if you came by. In fact, I’ve been told not to have anything to do with you if I know what’s good for my career.”
I swallowed, not utterly surprised but stung nonetheless. My first instinct was to pretend I didn’t care, that it didn’t matter. But pretending was all it would be. “You decided to defy your boss because you value our friendship so much?”
“Nah, I just don’t like people telling me what to do.” She smiled, then pointed a finger at my face. “Don’t think I’m going to let you into my lab to jeopardize my career, but nobody’s going to tell me who I can hang out with in my off time.”
Simon lifted a finger. “Can I show up at your lab? I’m persona grata, right? Who could resist my charm? Also, I don’t think those archaeology stiffs know who I am. I ask because I could use a lab for some projects right now.”
“Please, I’d invite an abominable snowman into my lab before I let you in to goober things up.” Autumn closed the lid on her case and slid the baggie into her jacket pocket. “I’ll take a look and get you more information on the substance. A list of symptoms would be useful in narrowing things down.”
“We’ll get it.” I hoped we wouldn’t have to sneak into the hospital to look for ourselves. It wasn’t that far to Phoenix, but destroying the monster should be our priority, and the monster was here. Still, knowing what the poison—the venom—was might mean that someone could come up with an antidote or a vaccine. If in fighting it, one of us was struck with a stinger, I would sure want there to be a cure. “If the substance is identified, how long do you think it would take to come up with an antidote?”
“I think the word you want is antivenom, and you’re outside of my realm of expertise, but I know that with rattlesnakes, they capture one, milk out some of the venom, dilute it, and inject it into an animal. The subject animal produces antibodies against the active molecule in the venom, and then those antibodies can be harvested from the blood and given to others as treatment.” Autumn opened her sandwich bag. “No chips?”
“Sorry, you traumatized us with talk of milking snakes,” Simon said. “Ew.”
“Sissy.”
“I’m not milking that thing, Delia, so don’t ask,” Temi said, one eye open and swiveled in our direction.
“Don’t worry,” I said, “I wasn’t going to suggest it. But maybe if we can collect enough of those thorns… Autumn, would they need to be fresh, do you think?” I didn’t particularly want to go back to that ledge and get stuck again while scraping up stingers, but I didn’t want to go hunting for the creature’s lair yet, either.
“Probably. I can have Brody take a look, see if he can come up with something. He’s the biologist upstairs, and he’s got a bunch of mice he’s always giving cancer and diabetes to. A poke of this stuff might be an improvement for them.” Autumn chomped down into her sandwich.
“Uh, right. That’s not part of the archaeology department, I’m assuming?”
“No, some biotech pharmaceutical outfit that rented the space. Brody’s a good guy though. He won’t care that I’m doing the research for a friend who’s been ostracized.” She took another bite. “Oh, I love that bacon.”
I glanced at Alek, wondering if he would make a pig comment, but he was gazing toward the front windows. Before I could ask what held his interest, a distant roar reached my ears. Motorcycles?
“Expecting anyone?” I asked Temi, though I didn’t know why. It wasn’t as if she had Jakatra’s cell phone number.
She shook her head.
The roar grew louder as a pack of motorcycle riders in denim and leather rode into the parking lot. They charged up and down the aisles a couple of times, making a lot of noise. They eventually pulled into a few spaces and stopped their bikes. Judging by the number of shaggy beards, beefy shoulders, and potbellies in the crowd, they weren’t elves. High school football players that had gone to seed, maybe.
“Think they have anything to do with us?” Temi asked.
I wondered the same thing, though I couldn’t imagine what. There were a dozen shops and a grocery store in the complex. The big guys probably just wanted to get lattes before getting back on the road.
“Nah.” Simon smirked. “They’re probably here for the vortexes.”
“Oh yes,” I said. “I can’t tell you how often I see guys in black leather sitting cross-legged and getting Zen in a mystical power spot.”
Autumn crumpled up her empty sandwich bag. “If that’s all I’m getting in the way of goodies, I better get back home. I’ll let you know what else I find out. Mind if your tough walks me out to my car, in case those big boys aren’t here to get Zen?”
“Does she mean Temi or Sexypants?” Simon whispered.
“Anyone over six feet can apply.” Autumn slid out of the seat and tucked her case under her arm.
“We’ll all go.” I closed my laptop and slid out after her. “We need to plan our next step in privacy.”
“And where will we find that?” Simon asked. “There are teenage girls skulking in the bushes outside of our campsite.”
“I’m more worried about the grandmother.”
As we headed for the door, the sandwich clerk jogged out from behind the counter with a bag of chips in his hand. He held them out to Autumn. “Here you go. On the house. I thought you might still be hungry.” He gave her a shy smile, made somewhat alarming by the amount of scruffy hair surrounding his lips. His eyebrows were equally scruffy. Maybe Temi would approve if I offered him my tweezers.
“Uh, thanks,” Autumn said.
“My number is on there in case you’d like me to bring you a sandwich some time.”
She looked at the back of the bag, ignoring the big numbers inked on with a felt pen and reciting the Frito-Lay one instead. “Got it, thanks.”
She walked out before he could correct her. Simon gave him a brotherhood-of-men-out-of-their-league arm thump on the way by. Or maybe he was just glad the clerk had offered the chips so we wouldn’t feel bad about not buying them.
The guys outside had climbed off their motorcycles, but they hadn’t gone into any of the stores. I didn’t like the way they looked at us as we walked outside, but I took comfort in the fact that we did indeed have two “toughs” now. Even if Temi’s sword was locked in the van, along with my bullwhip and Alek’s weapons, she had probably learned a few things about using her fists to knock uglies on their butts. No need to test that though. We headed straight for the van without showing any interest in the men.
Unfortunately, they showed interest in us. More than that. They sauntered toward us, thumbs hooked in the loops of their jeans. Alek was shadowing me, and he met my eyes, giving me a significant look, one I had no problem reading. We were going to have trouble. I couldn’t imagine why. All right, Simon and Autumn looked like they could have wandered out of a gaming store with fresh twenty-sided dice purchases, but the rest of our group didn’t have the makings of bully bait.
Simon hustled ahead to unlock the van door.
“That’s them,” one of the men said.
With those words, the floodgates opened: the whole crew of eight men ran in our direction. They weren’t the fittest sprinters, but they didn’t have far to go.
Alek sprang away from us, putting himself into the lead man’s route. Simon had the van door open, and I ran that way first, wanting my whip. It wouldn’t help in close quarters, but I might be able to stand back and pull a couple of them off their feet.
Temi glanced at the van, but then joined Alek. I wasn’t sure how I felt about the decision. Whipping a glowing sword out in the mini mall parking lot would probably attract attention we didn’t want, but it might scare those thugs away too. I wasn’t sure where she had left it, though, so I merely lunged inside and grabbed my whip. Thumps sounded as Simon rooted around for something, or maybe a place to hide under a seat.
The first smacks of flesh came from outside. Instead of jumping into the fray, which was already a confusing commingling of bodies, I stepped toward the front of the van, hoping to use it for cover as I attacked. From there, I had a better look at the layout and could pick my targets. Temi and Alek were standing back to back, defending but also trying to protect Autumn, who had her back to a streetlight post. Weird, it seemed like the thugs were trying to get to her.
Nobody was paying attention to me. Good. I shook out my arm, trying to loosen tense muscles, and chose a target, a man in the back who had his hand in his jacket. He pulled out a knife.
I thought about targeting his wrist, but went for a bigger target. With a sidearm flick, I wrapped the whip around his ankles and yanked back with both hands. If the brute had set his substantial weight, I might have done nothing more than throw my back out, but he was surprised and caught off balance. He tumbled down, landing hard on the pavement, and he cried out. I hoped he had cut himself with the knife.
I’d wrapped the whip well, unfortunately, and had to dart close to loosen it. The knife was on the ground next to the guy, and I kicked it away. He snarled and lunged for me. My next kick took him in the face. We were too outnumbered to worry about fair play.
Someone noticed me and lunged in my direction. His fallen buddy was in the way, and he almost tripped, giving me time to leap back and put some distance between us. I ran through a combination of underarm and sidearm flicks to keep him back, smacking his cheeks and knocking a bandana off his head. He roared with pain or anger; I couldn’t tell which, but he looked like he wanted to kill me. My heart was in my throat. Even though I had taught myself fighting combinations on purpose, I had never attacked a person with the whip before. I came close to hitting myself in the head more than once, because my hands were shaking.
But after a few more cuts, the man didn’t want anything more to do with me. He backed up, nearly bumping into Alek, who slammed a palm into the side of his head. Not exactly a typical wrestling move, but he was dealing with two other people, so all he wanted was to get the man out of the way.
Even though it wasn’t as if I was going to seriously harm someone with a whip, the cracks were making the bikers nervous; they kept glancing over their shoulders at me. I wrapped the whip around the calf of a man trying to get past Temi to grab Autumn. When he went down, I realized someone had already gotten to Autumn. Two somebodies. Where had they come from? They weren’t part of the original eight.
Cursing, I freed my whip and ran around the others, trying to help her. One man had her arm, and her microscope case crashed to the ground. The second man grabbed her around the waist, trying to throw her over his shoulder to run away. I couldn’t imagine why they were targeting her, but I snapped my whip again. I couldn’t aim for the one who was hoisting Autumn, not without risking hitting Temi, but the supple leather curled around the other man’s neck. Normally, I would have used a light touch for targeting exposed flesh, but my nerves were jangling, and the wrap must have dug in harder than I intended, because he released Autumn’s arm instantly, screaming and grabbing at the thong.
I shook my wrist, trying to disengage the weapon. Still scrabbling at it, the man stumbled and fell onto his back. The guy kidnapping Autumn only ran three steps before crying out, his scream so loud that everyone in Sedona must have heard it. He hurled her to the ground and sprinted for his bike. Two others were running in that direction as well. I snapped the whip at anyone who dawdled, finding the cattleman crack appropriate, though I was still scared someone was going to pull out a gun and turn this into something fists and whips couldn’t handle.
But the biker thugs were done. They staggered or ran away, and the motorcycles roared to life.
“Get in the van,” I ordered, thinking they might try to knock us over, but they drove straight for the exit. “Autumn, are you all right?” I called, running to her side. She had been hurled to the ground hard.
Autumn groaned, sat up, and spat something out of her mouth. A tooth? Damn, I hoped not. Some reward that would be for coming out to help us.
“Gross,” she said. “I have blood in my mouth.”
“Did you lose a tooth?”
“No, I bit that idiot.”
I stared at the thing she had spit out under the parking lot light. It wasn’t a tooth, but a piece of flesh. My lips curled back in repulsion. “Is that a piece of his ear?”
“It was all I could latch onto. Where did that dumbass think he was taking me?”
“You bit his ear off?” Simon asked from the door of the van. He was standing there, holding something that looked vaguely like one of those garden torches used for burning weeds. I didn’t think he’d had a chance to fire it up. Which was probably good, because the sandwich clerk was standing on the stoop outside of the shop and staring at us. Several shoppers with grocery carts had paused on the other side of the parking lot too.
“Not… all of it.” Autumn looked as disgusted as I, her face pale, her hands shaking.
Alek came over, taking her arm and helping her to her feet. Temi picked up the dented microscope case. I hoped the drop hadn’t broken anything inside.
Alek watched me roll up the whip, pointed, and said, “Good.”
“Thanks,” I said, though it was a silly tool for a fight. I had done little more than harry distracted men. “I usually don’t target anything more dangerous than plastic bottles.”
“Why were they picking on you?” Temi asked Autumn.
“Hell if I know. Maybe they thought my suitcase has a million dollars in unmarked bills in it.”
Good, she had recovered her humor. She would be all right. Knowing her, she was probably more disturbed at the idea that someone’s ear had been in her mouth rather than that someone had attacked her.
“Could they know about the samples?” Simon glanced around; a couple of people were walking in our direction. “And should we take this opportunity to exit stage left?”
“The samples.” Autumn patted her jacket pockets, then stuck her hand into them.
My stomach sank as the expression on her face darkened.
“The bag is gone,” she said.
“Maybe it fell out in the fight.” I eyed the parking lot around us, not seeing anything except broken glass and a couple of discarded food wrappers.
“Or maybe that’s what they wanted all along,” Simon said. “And once they got it…” He waved to the parking lot exit.
“Well, we needed a fresh sample, anyway, right?” I asked, trying not to feel bleak, trying not to feel like the whole world was against us. It was hard.



Chapter 7
“Turn off the headlights,” I whispered from the passenger seat as we left the highway and drove into the campground. Temi and Alek sat at the table behind us, the darkness shadowing their features. I had offered Autumn my bed, not wanting to send her off alone after the attack, but she had sneered at the idea of slumming in Zelda and had headed home. Flagstaff was less than an hour away, but I was still worried. With random attacks coming out of nowhere, I was reluctant to split up our group, even if Autumn wasn’t technically a member and had reasons to avoid us.
“You want me to blow another tire?” Simon asked.
“I want to see if anyone’s lurking at our campsite before we commit ourselves to rolling in. Given the day we’ve had, I don’t think I’m being paranoid.”
“Just tire-unfriendly?”
“The speed limit is five miles an hour. If you can blow a tire at that speed, you shouldn’t be driving.”
“Zelda was going zero miles an hour when she lost her last tire.” Simon didn’t take slights to the van kindly.
He continued to grumble under his breath, but he flicked off the lights as he rolled along the curving roads of the campground. Even with the autumn chill in the air, half of the spots were occupied for the weekend, and the lights from RVs and campfires guided us toward the rear of the facility without mishaps. A few people glanced in our direction as we drove by, but it was only 6:30 and dusk lingered in the air, so they should assume we had forgotten to turn on our lights. It was dark enough to camouflage us, I hoped, so it should be hard for observers to tell if we were in a little motorhome or a 1980s Volkswagon van that might have been painstakingly described to the police…
All right, maybe I was being paranoid.
We rounded the last bend, and Temi’s Jag came into view, highlighted by a powerful lamp on the picnic table in our neighbor’s site. And by the headlights of a police car. I groaned.
Simon turned off the main strip early, veering through an empty drive-through site.
I sank low in the seat, but not so low that I couldn’t see through the window. The officer was standing next to the grandmother, taking a few notes as she pointed toward the brush, the brush Alek had walked out of with his rabbits. The woman pointed at the Jag too. She couldn’t know about the chemicals in the trunk, could she? We had locked it, so even if she was a snoop, she couldn’t have poked her nose inside. Of course, she might have wondered if the car was stolen, since none of us appeared all that affluent at the moment.
The police officer looked in our direction. Simon turned back onto the main strip and headed toward the exit.
“They’re going to know it was us.” I peeked in the side mirror. The officer and the grandmother were watching us go. I thought I glimpsed the pigtailed teen peer out from the window of her van too. “That was suspicious.”
“It was your idea.”
“It was a suspicious idea.”
“Are you sure we shouldn’t speak to them?” Temi asked. “We haven’t committed any crimes. In fact, we’ve been the victims of several crimes today.”
“Rabbit,” Alek said out of nowhere. Apparently he had mastered the barnyard animal section of the language program.
“I don’t think that’s a crime. I’m more worried about explaining all of the weapons and potential weapons we’re carrying around.”
“Monster hunting, of course,” Simon said. “I’ll point them to my website. I uploaded some pictures of the thorns today with links to the new stories of the dead tourists.”
“Of course you did.” I couldn’t imagine Simon’s blog endearing the authorities to us. The Prescott Police Department hadn’t been impressed.
Alek grunted. Belatedly, it occurred to me that his rabbit comment wasn’t “out of nowhere,” after all. He must be following the gist of the conversation. I would praise his progress later, but we had bigger issues demanding my attention. Like the fact that the officer was walking to his car. He leaned in to grab his radio handset.
I groaned again. “Is your license plate lamp on when the headlights are off?”
“I doubt it’s lit up when the lights are on,” Simon said. “Zelda’s safety requirements aren’t all up to date. You’re lucky the seatbelts work.”
It probably didn’t matter. It was a distinctive van, and Sedona was a small town with exactly two main roads that actually went somewhere. If a message went out to the police to watch for Zelda, it wouldn’t be long before someone spotted her.
“Where to?” Simon asked when we reached the highway.
Another campground? No, the police would probably think to check them. And we had to come back for the Jag sooner or later anyway.
“Munds Wagon Trail?” Temi asked.
I glanced back at her. “At night? You’ve got to be kidding.”
“Actually, all of the unconscious punctured people have been found during the day.” Simon looked in the rearview mirror and turned onto the highway.
I didn’t stop him; if the officer decided to hop in his car, it wouldn’t take long for him to catch us. We had to get closer to town where there were at least some side streets we could turn down.
“Just because they were found during the day doesn’t mean they weren’t attacked much earlier,” I said.
“Oh sure. Those people were out there hiking at night. Besides, it attacked you during the day. This jibtab isn’t like the first one that preferred caves and night.”
All right, maybe he had a good point about the unlikelihood that those hikers and ATV-renters had taken to the trail in the dark, but… “Just because the creature has attacked everyone during the day so far doesn’t mean it won’t come out at night. It’s magical. I doubt it needs sleep.”
“Are we going with magical?” Simon asked. “I thought you were arguing for technologically advanced.”
“I don’t know.” I didn’t care, either. I was too busy staring in the side mirror, watching for lights on the highway behind us. Avoiding walking into a cop’s path was one thing, but I wasn’t going to advocate leading a high-speed chase through Sedona. Not that Zelda could outdrive a patrol car, anyway. Our road trips usually involved getting passed a lot by semi trucks going up hills. “You were the one who pointed out that Temi is carrying around a magical sword.”
“True, but we haven’t really examined the sword all that closely yet. That’d be another thing we could do if Autumn let us—me—into her lab. Slip it under the microscope.”
“You’re not cutting a cross-section out of my sword,” Temi said dryly. Interesting that she considered it hers now. She must have bonded with it during her training week.
“No, I’m sure we could find a way to examine it without slicing off a piece for a slide.” Simon turned off the highway into a residential neighborhood. “At the least, we could tell if it had some special coating that accounts for the glow.”
“Is this the way to the trail?” I asked.
Simon winked at me. “I may have looked it up earlier. It’s off Schnebly Road.”
“How far is it to the Cow Pies?”
“About three and a half miles.”
I slumped down in my seat. “You want to take a midnight, seven-mile hike through monster-infested hills?”
“Nah, there’s a dirt road that goes alongside the trail. It looks like we can drive most of the way to the rocks.”
“Even so, we’re going to have a heck of a time finding those thorns in the dark. We barely saw them when they were on the cave floor under our noses.”
“Look, we can just crash at the trailhead tonight and go out in the morning if you want. There are a hundred trails out of the subdivisions around town. The cops won’t think to check this one for us. If they’re even looking. If all Grannie gave them was rabbit poaching, I’m sure they have higher priorities. That’s probably why it took all day for a patrol car to come out to the campground.”
“All right. Yeah, you’re right.” I wasn’t sure why I was so twitchy about the idea of encountering the police right now. Maybe because the other authority figures in my life had turned against me, I couldn’t imagine a chat with the men in blue coming out well. “You’re displaying uncommon common sense tonight, Simon.”
“Was that a compliment?”
“Maybe?”
“I just wanted to make sure. I haven’t had many from you, so I wasn’t sure what one would sound like.”
Temi snorted. I glanced back, surprised our silly banter had amused her.
“It reminded me of my experience with Jakatra,” she said.
“Oh?” I prompted, still wanting to hear more about how her training had gone.
But she didn’t offer anything more than a nod.
The seat rocked and jumped as we found the end of the pavement—and a locked gate blocking the road ahead.
I shot Simon a dirty look. “We can drive most of the way to the rocks, you say?”
“Uh, that was the theory. This road is supposed to go all the way to I-17. I wouldn’t have expected it to be locked.” He was eyeing the posts, probably trying to decide if the van could slip around them. It looked tight. Not to mention that the potholes and broken chunks of pavement beyond the gate didn’t look very van-friendly.
“Any mention about needing a Jeep to access the road?” I asked.
“It might have been suggested. Oh well. We can walk up it anyway. It’ll probably be easier than the trail in the dark.”
“I don’t know. The trail probably has fewer potholes.”
Simon turned into the parking lot to the left of the gate. The headlights played over dirt, prickly pear, and a few stubby trees. Several trails led off in different directions, but he picked a spot in front of the one that looked to parallel the road. Zelda was the only vehicle in the lot. In the distance, the rock formations rose, black in the night, silhouetted against a starry sky. Usually I would admire the magnificence of all those points of light, but I watched them warily now, searching for signs of monsters flying toward us.
“Is that a bathroom?” Temi pointed to a dark shack at the end of the parking lot.
“If by bathroom, you mean outhouse,” I said, “then my guess is yes.”
“Think I have to pay to use it?”
“You pay to park,” Simon said brightly, pointing to an automatic ticket dispensing station. “Bathroom use is included.”
Temi’s eyebrows twitched. “Are we going to pay?”
“Uh, I wasn’t planning on it,” Simon said. “I can’t imagine a ranger checking after dark.”
“First rabbit poaching and now parking violations. We’re definitely on a collision course with the cops.”
Temi hopped out to use the facilities, such as they were, and Simon stood up and rubbed his hands together. “Who wants to help me make ammunition for our morning walk?”
“I haven’t mixed a lot of chemicals,” I said. “Do the odds of the van blowing up go up or down if we help you?”
“I was just going to have you hold the light for me.”
“Ah, I guess I can do that.”
The van door rolled open, and Alek hopped out, his spear in hand. He had belted on his sword at some point too.
“Uh, does he not know the wait-for-morning plan?” Simon asked.
“He probably wants to scout around, check for Persians,” I said.
“So long as he doesn’t prong anyone with that spear. That’ll be harder to explain than rabbits. Rabbits that are still in my refrigerator, a refrigerator that isn’t hooked up to electricity anymore.”
I made a face. Maybe we could pull out the grill and cook them for a late dinner.
Temi returned from the outhouse and waved a slip of paper at Simon.
“Red Rock Pass,” he read. “You paid five bucks for this? Really?”
“The facilities must have exceeded her expectations,” I said.
“I’ve used worse.”
“Yeah, I’ve heard the players’ clubhouse at Wimbledon is a slum.”
She gave me a dry look. “You don’t start out at Wimbledon. Some of the futures tourneys are in third-world countries.”
Simon put the pass on the dashboard. “It expires at midnight. You’ll have to get up to buy another one then, if you want us to be entirely legal.”
Temi ignored him and pulled her sword and scabbard out of the van. “I’m going to look around too.”
I frowned. “Just around the parking lot, right? Not up the trail?”
But she had already wandered into the darkness, and she didn’t answer.
“Del?” Simon asked. “Have you noticed that we’re no longer the weirdest people we hang out with?”
I thought of the way Temi had picked a route that led us to those pictographs. Even though she denied it, I continued to wonder about that sword and what else it could do besides glow and cut things.
I fished my flashlight out of my pack. “I’m going to check on her.”
“Who’s going to hold my light?” Simon protested as I jumped out the door.
With the headlights off, it was hard to see much out there. I flicked on my flashlight and found Temi standing by the MUNDS WAGON TR sign. She was gazing up the dusty path, a thoughtful expression on her face. Though she hadn’t taken the sword out of its scabbard, it was in her hand. The faintest hint of silver seeped out around the hilt.
“We’re still waiting until morning,” I said. “Right?”
“You’ll think I’m nuts, but I feel this pull to go up the trail.”
“From the sword?” Maybe it had some divining-rod-like properties.
“I guess. It’s hard to explain.”
“Any chance this pull would like to wait until morning?”
Temi hesitated. “It probably could.”
Probably? Did that mean, yes, no problem, or did that mean that if we woke up in the middle of the night, we would find her gone? Based on the last couple of weeks, I wouldn’t classify Temi as impulsive or reckless, but she had run away from home at fourteen. And the sword added an unpredictable element, as well. Exactly how much of a pull did it have over her? Or was I seeing things that weren’t there?
Alek returned from the brush. “Empty,” he said in English.
I checked the time on my phone. Barely after seven o’clock. If we left right away, we could be back by ten. That didn’t seem so ridiculously late to be out, poking around in the woods… Except that if the monster showed up, it wouldn’t matter what time it was. It could probably navigate in the dark fine, whereas we would never see those thorns until they struck us.
I eyed the road, wondering if it might be worth trying to find a way around the locked gate after all. But Zelda might lose the rest of her tires if we tried to drive over that chewed up mess.
“Any chance you’d consider trading your Jag in for a Jeep, Temi?” I asked.
“A Jeep? You don’t think a monster hunter should have a sleek and sexy car?”
“Jeeps are sexy. Some of them even have doors.” I waved for Alek and Temi to stay at the trailhead, then headed back to the van. “I’ll tell Simon we’re going for a walk.”



Chapter 8
We ultimately decided on walking up the trail instead of following the road. After looking at a map online, I had been afraid we would miss the turnoff for the rock formation if we didn’t. I had started regretting that decision right away. Even with the flashlight, I slipped and tripped constantly on the rugged terrain, and I kept getting clawed at by the bushes and short trees guarding the sides of the trail. The darkness that hemmed us in made me uneasy as well. Someone could have been within two feet on either side of me, and I would not have known it.
Up ahead, Temi’s sword was a far more effective nightlight. If I could keep up with her, I would be happy to bask in its glow, but she and her six feet of height were striding along at a pace I struggled to match. Every now and then, she paused to wait for me—and Simon, who was trudging along behind me while muttering about not having time to complete his weapons, but it always seemed like an afterthought, as if something else was distracting her. Alek jogged in and out of the influence of our lights. He either had excellent night vision or was better at relying on his other senses than the rest of us. Since he had grown up a couple of thousand years before electricity was invented, that was probably a given.
Now and then, an animal scurried away from our approach with a rattling of branches, but quietness reigned on the trail for the most part, with only the soft thud of our footsteps sounding in the night. Even though we hadn’t gone more than a couple of miles, and there had to be houses around here and there, I hadn’t seen any light or sign of human activity since we left the parking area. Sedona had an ordinance against light pollution, so it felt like we were much farther out in the wild than we were.
When Iron Maiden’s Can I Play with Madness? burst from one of the phones, it was as jarring as a horn blaring. I tripped and nearly face-planted in a cactus. My first thought was that Simon had changed my ringtone again, but he had changed his.
He groaned, “Of course there’s reception out here,” then answered with a, “Yeah?”
Since he didn’t get many calls, being far more of an email and text fan, my first thought was that the police had run his license plate and gotten his phone number. But I didn’t think even he would answer the police department with a yeah. Though curious, I kept walking and let him fall behind to give him his privacy. The murmurs of his conversation drifted up the trail. I paused at a bend. He didn’t have a flashlight, so I didn’t want him to get too far behind, but I was also aware of Temi still walking up ahead.
“Temi?” I called softly, reluctant to shout. If something predatory lived out here… I didn’t want to wake it up.
She disappeared over a hill.
“Great.”
Simon didn’t talk for long. He caught up with me, waving for me to continue on.
“Trouble?” I asked when he didn’t volunteer any information about the call.
“No. Not tonight anyway.”
“Ah, future trouble. My favorite kind.”
He grunted but didn’t offer one of his witty comebacks. I resolved not to pry and jogged up the hill after Temi, not slowing down until she came into sight again. A shape stepped out of the shadows in front of me, and my startled toes tried to trip me once again. A hand caught my arm.
“Alek,” he said, though I had guessed by then. I was more worried about something flying out of the shadows than someone stepping out of them. “Empty,” he added, then jogged after Temi, his sandals landing softly, kicking up dust. He veered into the brush again before he reached her.
“It’s like hiking through the Underdark with Drizzt Do’Urden,” Simon said.
“Well, he does have that elf blood.” Remembering my earlier thought about the quality of his night vision, I wondered if maybe people who had the mixed heritage actually did see better in the dark.
“Not as much as Temi though, right? Judging by the way the sword glows more for her than for him.”
“I guess not. Nobody’s explained the rules to me.”
“It’s rude, isn’t it?” Simon asked.
“Very much so.”
After we trotted along in silence for a few more minutes, Simon volunteered, “That was my brother. He wants to come down to visit.” He sounded glum at this news.
I had met Marcus during summer break one year and thought he was a nice guy, but Simon had some little-brother jealousy issues. “Because he wants to escape the perpetual gray gloom of the Olympic Peninsula, or because he wants to check up on you?”
“He likes the gloom,” Simon said. Gloomily. “I guess he found the webpage. Not the company one, but my… entertaining, useful, and fame-creating offshoot.”
“The monster blog.”
“Yeah. Anyway, he showed Mom, and apparently the whole family is worried for my sanity now. You’re lucky your family is doing the eco version of being Amish.”
Even if I knew what he meant, I choked at the notion of my very Greek Orthodox family being associated with the Amish. Yiayia would throw one of her Virgin Mary icons at Simon. “Their lack of Internet and cell phones is handy at times,” I said, even if I had hated it as a kid. “I do get a mouthful if I don’t send my monthly letter home.”
“A monthly letter that doesn’t mention monsters, I assume.”
“No, it usually mentions how devout and regular I am with my prayers and how hard I’m trying to find a suitable Greek husband.”
Simon snorted. “Well, maybe you can take Alek home for a visit, and they’ll actually believe the last thing.”
“Uhhh.” That drawn-out syllable was all I could manage at the images of interrogation that flooded into my head. My parents had been born in the United States, but my grandparents were another story. They would know right away that Alek’s Greek was a little off, assuming I got him to the point where he spoke modern Greek fluently, and they would see through any cover story we came up with as soon as they started asking him about his upbringing.
“What? You’re not scheming on how to make him yours yet? I thought that was what the tight jeans were about.”
“Those were the only pants there that would fit him, and you know it.”
“Sure, sure.”
“Look, he’s…” I lowered my voice on the chance that Alek was skulking nearby and could understand what we were saying. “Like I told you, he was married. He was kidnapped and never saw his wife and unborn baby again. Even if he was with the elves for some time before being locked in that box, I don’t think he’s gotten over her yet.”
“Oh.” Simon kicked at a low branch as he walked past it. “It’s weird, isn’t it? It shouldn’t matter anymore—what our parents think—but it does.”
“I suppose you never stop wanting them to feel proud of you.”
“I aim to get that. I’m just… Well, sometimes it’s hard to explain the steps, you know? You want to just wait until you’ve made your way to the solution to the equation, and then you’ll show them, when you have something that will make them happy. And yes, proud of you.”
“I know.”
“Delia?” came Temi’s call from up the trail, an uncertain tone in her voice that made my stomach sink.
“Yes?” I switched to a jog again to catch up with her.
She was gazing toward the north, toward a ridge of dark bumpy rock silhouetted against the stars. “The sword is pulling me that way.”
Were those the Cow Pies? I had never been up this trail before, and I couldn’t tell in the dark. Maybe they were under the ridge. Actual cow pies were flat, right? And pie-like. Not that the sword necessarily wanted to visit a rock formation. Maybe there were more pictographs out here somewhere, and it wanted to lead us toward them. Or maybe it wanted to lead us to the flying thorn flinger for an epic showdown.
I flicked my flashlight toward Simon as he caught up. He had brought his laptop satchel, and it had been clanking all the way up the trail.
“Got any grenades or flamethrowers in there for me?” I asked, figuring he had his arsenal. I wanted more than my whip if we had to fight a jibtab.
“I’d have more if we hadn’t been in such a hurry to run up the trail.” Nonetheless, Simon opened his satchel and held out two canisters for me. “Greek fire for the Greek lady. The ignition system is primitive, since I’ve practically been limited to stone knives and bearskins for tools, but pull that tab and throw. If that doesn’t work, I have matches too.”
Temi watched our discussion with her eyebrows elevated. “You think the sword is pulling us into a fight?”
“I’m hoping for cave paintings and a chance to gather thorns, but I want to be prepared.” I wished I knew how far up the trail the tourists’ bodies had been found. Without that information, finding samples to replace the ones we had lost would be difficult at best. I decided not to hope that the creature showed up to fling fresh ones at us, even if logically I knew that might be the best way to get venom that Autumn could examine and send to her buddy for the creation of an antivenom.
Alek walked into the sphere of light cast by the sword. He had been farther up the path, and he pointed over his shoulder. “Trail,” he said in Greek. That word must not have come up in the barnyard section of the program. He moved his finger until it pointed off to the north, toward the ridge.
“He must mean that the trail branches,” Simon said. “I saw that when I looked it up. You have to go off a bit to reach the Pies.”
“So the sword does want to go there,” I said.
Temi shrugged. “Apparently.”
We let Alek lead us to the spot where the trail turned off. I carried Simon’s napalm bombs—Greek fire, indeed—dutifully, but found myself hoping for more pictographs. Wouldn’t it be brilliant if the sword was leading us to the answers of its own origins? Origins that some Sinagua shaman had painted for posterity centuries ago? Unlike the sword and the monsters, the pictographs were something I could share with the archaeological community. Maybe a significant enough find would even make a difference in… I hated to think, clearing my name, as if I were some criminal, but other words didn’t come to mind.
“Is it just me or is the sword glowing more brightly?” Simon asked.
“It does seem brighter.” Granted, we were closer to Temi now, but I had turned off my flashlight when I accepted the grenades, and hadn’t noticed the lack.
“If I get a call from whatever agency monitors the light pollution here, I’m making you explain it to them.”
The brush thinned, and sloping rock walls came into view. The sword’s glow wasn’t enough to make out the entire formation, but I had a feeling we had reached our Cow Pies.
Temi halted and looked back at me. “It’s trembling.”
“What is? The sword?”
“Yes.”
“That’s alarming,” Simon said. “I wouldn’t have expected a sword to tremble in fear.”
“Vibrating might be a better word.” Temi flipped the blade so the hilt extended toward me. “Here, feel.”
I approached warily but accepted the sword. As soon as Temi let go, and before I could feel anything, the glow vanished, leaving us in darkness.
“You forgot. I’m not worthy,” I said, trying not to feel inadequate by the sword’s judgment, or its disinterest in me as a wielder, anyway.
“Sorry.” Temi laid her palm on the side of the blade.
The glow returned. A moment later, the faint vibrations pulsed against my hand. It reminded me of the hum of energy one felt when walking under big electrical lines.
“Did it do anything like this when we were looking at those paintings today?” I asked.
“No.”
So much for the hope that it was leading us to another undiscovered Sinagua cave. “This is the first time?”
“Yes.”
I returned the sword to her and looked around for Alek, figuring he was the only one here who might have knowledge of the elven technology. He had disappeared into the brush again.
Simon came over and laid a finger on the side of the sword. “Too bad the granny wanted to call the police instead of hanging out with us. She would be sure we’ve found a vortex. Would have made her whole vacation.”
“Huh.” I propped a hand on my waist, studying the sword anew. “I was thinking of it as a divining rod earlier. What if it really is?”
“Really is what?” Simon asked. “For… vortexes?”
“How can you be skeptical about their existence in light of all of the weirdness that’s happened to us lately?”
“Are you saying you believe in them?”
“Not necessarily, but I’m approaching this with an open mind.” I waved to Temi. “And a vibrating sword.”
“What did the girl say?” Temi asked. “That people who are aligned a certain way can feel vibrations when they’re standing in an energy spot?”
“Something like that.”
“Do you two feel anything?”
“I felt the sword vibrating,” Simon said.
Temi shook her head. “I mean when you’re not touching it.”
“No,” Simon and I said at the same time.
“Why?” I added. “Do you?”
“I… Maybe it’s my imagination, but when I let go of the sword, I still feel like I’m… I don’t know. Humming.”
“Like being under an electrical line?”
“Exactly like that.”
We all looked up at the sky, as if we expected to see the cables from high-powered electrical poles running overhead. The Milky Way stretched across the sky but nothing else.
“So Temi is vibrating, but Delia and I aren’t,” Simon said thoughtfully.
“Maybe I’m crazy,” Temi said.
“Maybe not.” I had a guess as to what Simon was thinking, because I was thinking it too. “Alek? Are you close?”
No more than a few seconds passed before he stepped onto the trail beside me. I searched his face, trying to tell if he too might feel what Temi felt. Unfortunately, he wasn’t that easy to read, other than that constant cloak of melancholy that was a permanent part of his panoply. But he seemed more intrigued than morose now. Finding the night exhilarating? Or uniquely interesting? I hadn’t grabbed the tablet, so I had to grope for the words to communicate the question to him. Ancient Greeks hadn’t spoken about electrical towers in many of their epic poems.
I pointed at his chest. “Do you feel… power? Lightning?” They weren’t the right words, but they were words I knew. If he felt something, he ought to catch on.
He nodded slowly. “You?”
“Not me, not Simon, but Temi, yes.”
Alek considered Temi; actually, he was considering the sword.
“Another perk of elven blood?” Simon asked. “Vibrating in the presence of… vortexes?” He couldn’t manage to say the word without a skeptical eyebrow twitch.
“That’s what I was thinking,” I said. “Feeling the presence of something, anyway.”
“Does that mean all the nuts who come here and think they feel vortexes aren’t nuts, after all? They just have elven ancestors?”
“I don’t know, but I’ll let you run that by Naomi’s grandmother.”
“Do we continue on?” Temi asked.
“Does the sword want you to?”
“I think so.”
“Then by all means.” I waved toward the trail. I didn’t think it went much farther, but maybe we could climb up onto the Cow Pies themselves. The sloping walls appeared friendlier to ascend than those of the canyon from the morning. “I should have looked at one of the vortex maps online,” I said. “If memory serves, there are supposed to be specific spots on or near the formations.”
Simon dug out his phone. “Enh, we’ve wandered into a dead zone. Maybe we can get service from up top.”
“Does your memory say what’s supposed to happen when you’re standing in a vortex?” Temi asked.
“I think you feel peaceful and Zen. Although at least one site talks about portals, remember.” I thought of the pictographs. What rock formation had that been in the drawing? Not the Cow Pies. I would have to look at the supposed vortex spots later and see if I could find a match.
“Portal to where?” Temi asked, turning to follow the trail along the base of the rock.
“I have no idea.”
“The elf world?” Simon asked. “For the record, I don’t believe that a portal is going to open, but it would be the coolest thing ever if I was wrong.”
“Would it?” Temi asked softly.
I looked at her sharply.
“I was thinking of the painting,” she explained. “Didn’t it seem like that guy on the rock was trying to close the portal or fight whatever was coming out of it?”
“Hm, maybe? You think the sword would lead us to something dangerous? You’re its wielder. Isn’t it supposed to keep you safe?”
“Jakatra didn’t mention that it would feel any fondness for me,” Temi said dryly. “I also don’t think it’s a spirit or a being or whatever you’re thinking. More like a tool with some… features.” She turned to face the rock. “It looks like we can climb up over there.”
“Are we sure we want to?” I asked.
We had come out to look for venom samples, not find vortexes or portals. Also, Temi’s lack of confidence in the notion that the sword had good intentions made me pause, reminding me we still knew nothing about it.
Alek knelt near the base of the rock, touching wheel tracks in the dust. Had he seen a bicycle yet? I didn’t know.
“The people the police found today weren’t on bikes, were they?” Simon asked. “They rented an ATV, so we might actually be more likely to find them up on the road. Maybe it wasn’t closed yet at that point.”
No, I had a feeling the police had ordered the road closed after finding the bodies.
“Morning.” Alek pointed at the tracks.
I groped for a way to explain that we wanted to find the attack site of the people who had been riding in a vehicle, rather than on a bicycle. Before I found the words, Alek made a couple of gestures, then walked into the brush again.
“Forget Drizzt,” I grumbled, “we’re traveling in the Outback with Crocodile Dundee.”
“Those movies were great,” Simon said, his grin returning for the first time since his brother had called.
“They were cheesy.”
“I liked them.”
“You like everything from the ’80s.” I had never quite gotten his obsession, since we hadn’t even been born yet then.
“Not… everything. The Care Bears should never have been spawned.”
“But Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles were fine?”
“Even better than Crocodile Dundee.”
Temi always wore a serene look when she watched us talk about geeky things, but I was fairly sure that was covering up bemusement.
Brush shuddered, and twigs snapped. I whirled, my hand dropping to my knife. Yes, Alek had gone in that direction, but making such noise was so unlike him that I was certain a javelina was charging us. Until he pushed a bicycle into sight with twigs and leaves sticking out of the spokes.
“It appears that Alektryon doesn’t think we should have to go back to the parking lot on foot,” Simon said.
“No, it appears that someone else was attacked out here and didn’t make it back to the trailhead.” I gazed up the sloped wall. “Are jibtab drawn by vortexes too?”
Alek pointed at the bike, then toward the top of the formation, frowning slightly. I had a feeling we weren’t drawing the conclusion he wanted us to draw.
“I’m going up.” Temi had been carrying the scabbard and sword, but she strapped it to her back now.
I started to fish in my pocket for my flashlight, but the glow from the sword seeped out through the opening in the scabbard, still providing enough light to see by.
Alek leaned the bike against the rock and started up as well.
“Come on, Care Bear boy,” I told Simon. “We’re next.”
He grumbled something under his breath, but started climbing. Even in the dim lighting, we made it up the slope without too much trouble. The formation was rounded near the top. Like a cow pie, I supposed. As soon as I climbed to my feet, a flash made me jump.
“Who’s taking pictures?” I glowered at Simon, only to realize he hadn’t reached the top yet.
“Not me,” he said.
“It wasn’t a camera,” Temi said, a grim note in her voice.
Another flash lit the night, and I was looking straight at it this time. It came from the center of the formation, some fifty meters away.
“What was that?” I asked.
“I thought you were the one with the answers,” Temi said, looking at me, then at Simon.
Simon pulled himself over the top and stood up. “I only have answers about the ’80s.”
Without warning, Alek jogged away. He didn’t run in the direction of the flashes, but followed the rim of the mesa instead. I wasn’t sure whether to go after him or to check out those flashes.
“Did you hear that?” Temi asked.
No, and why did everybody in this outfit have better hearing than I did?
Temi trotted after Alek, making my decision for me. I chased after them. She pulled out her sword, flooding the mesa with light. Alek had stopped near a crevice. He crouched down, touching something at the same time as he frowned back at us.
“What is it?” I asked, but I could make out something in the crevice now. Clothing. And someone wearing the clothing.
I swallowed, realizing what Alek had been trying to tell us below. Not that he had found a bike, but that he believed its owner nearby. An owner who had been attacked and had already succumbed to the venom? Or one who was still alive?
A faint groan drifted to my ears, answering my question.
A rapid stream of words came out of Alek’s mouth, and he looked at me. I caught “slow heartbeat,” “awareness,” and “healer.”
“We’ll take him to the hospital,” I said, though the idea of carrying someone four miles back to the car was daunting. As was the idea of someone dying in our arms. “If we can get him off these rocks.” Even if the slope hadn’t called for ropes, scrambling down it with an extra two hundred pounds wouldn’t be a simple matter.
Alek nodded curtly and picked up the man, hoisting him over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry.
“Do you want help?” Simon asked, though his expression said he wasn’t sure how he would offer it.
Alek, already jogging back to the spot where we had climbed up, didn’t answer.
“I’ll help him. He’ll need light at least.” Temi glanced toward the center of the formation where those strange flashes were still brightening the rocks, then ran to catch up with Alek.
Figuring more people would only get in the way and that I could catch up with them on the trail, I turned on my flashlight to examine the rocks.
“It might be unrelated,” Simon said, as he crouched next to me, his gaze downward. “He could have tripped and broken something and not been able to get back down. Maybe he got heat exhaustion.”
“In November? It was only in the sixties today.”
As before, the thorns I expected to see were hard to spot. I ran the beam along the rocks on either side of the crevice, my face as close to the ground as I could manage while squatting.
“I don’t see anything,” Simon said.
“Me, either.” I rocked back to sit on my heels—I was being careful not to touch the uneven stone. My feet ought to be protected by the thick soles of my hiking boots, but I doubted jeans would keep one of those thorns from pronging me. The glow of Temi’s sword was moving down the trail. She and Alek must have reached the ground already. Should we give this up?
“The guy might have moved after being hit,” Simon said. “It’s a slow-acting poison. Venom. Whatever it is.”
“Ah, that’s a good point. Unfortunately, that means we could have a large search area.”
Even by day, finding thorns out here on the broad expanse of rock would be a challenge. The wind could have blown them off the mesa by now too.
“Maybe he had some elf blood and was checking out the vortex.” Not expecting to find anything, I headed for the area where those lights had been flashing. With Alek and Temi gone, the phenomena had disappeared. I probed the lumpy red rocks with the flashlight again.
“They don’t have the car keys,” Simon said. “We better not get too far behind, or they won’t be able to take that guy to the hospital.”
“I know. You can run after them if you want.” I crouched near another little crevice, poking my light into the dirt lining the bottom.
“Oh sure, I’m going to leave you here with nothing but two grenades to defend yourself. What kind of hero leaves his sidekick to get eaten by alien monsters?”
“The kind who is actually the sidekick himself.” I smiled, not at my joke, but at the slender brown shaft sticking out from the roots of a tuft of grass. I pulled out my tweezers and another sample baggie.
“Find one?”
I extracted the thorn. It was the same as the others. “Yup.”
It went in the bag, but I kept looking, wanting a few more so Autumn would have a decent sample. I didn’t know if an antivenom would be possible or practical, but we had to get as much information as possible, in case the creature proved difficult to kill and more people fell prey to its attacks in the meantime.
Simon shifted from foot to foot.
“Just need another minute,” I said. “If we can find a couple more, that would be good.”
He huffed, but he bent low and scanned the rocks by the light of his phone display.
I found a second thorn lying flat on the ground and added it to the collection.
“This is right where those lights were, isn’t it?” Simon asked. “I don’t feel anything. No tingling, no vibrating, nothing.”
“I don’t, either. We lack special blood. It’s disappointing, I know.”
“Found one.” Simon reached toward it, paused, and waved me over and pointed, so I could grab it with the tweezers. “Maybe we could get a sample of Temi’s blood,” he said. “Figure out how to extract the elfie parts and insert them into our own bodies. That’s one of the ways to get super powers in comic books.”
“Uh huh, I’m doubting the ‘elfie parts’ are all that apparent, or some hematologist would have discovered them long ago.” I found another thorn and slid it into the baggie. One more, and we would go. “Besides, your body would probably reject Temi’s blood, the same way it would reject a blood transfusion from someone who isn’t a type match.”
“My body reject her? That’s hard to imagine.”
“It’s because your blood isn’t as horny as the rest of you. There’s a fifth one. That’s going to have to be enough.” I sealed the bag and rose, aware that the glow of Temi’s sword had faded from view. They were hustling down the trail. “Come on.”
Simon must have been waiting for that suggestion like a runner poised on the starting line, because he took off, beating me to the edge by a long shot. Knowing the jibtab had been up here, sniping at people earlier in the day must be making him edgy. I wasn’t that excited about it, either.
With the flashlight in my mouth, I scrambled down the slope, pebbles and dirt falling away from my boots and plinking to the bottom ahead of me. Simon waited for me on the ground, though I didn’t know if that was because heroes didn’t leave sidekicks, or because he didn’t have a flashlight.
I dropped onto the dirt. In the second it took me to reach up and remove my flashlight from my mouth, a distant noise drifted to my ears, something that sounded like the propeller of an aircraft.
Simon groaned. “That’s it, isn’t it?”
I grabbed his shoulder and pushed him toward the trail. “Run.”



Chapter 9
Simon and I ran down the trail, leaping rocks and clumps of cactus that we had carefully stepped over and around on the way in. Branches clawed at my jeans and tried to snatch my whip from my waist. I batted them away, ignoring the leaves slapping my face. I tried to think of spots along the route where we could hide, but there hadn’t been any caves. Short trees and brush; that was it. Ducking behind the trunks might provide some cover, but the odds of avoiding something that could fire stingers like a machine gun on steroids didn’t sound good to me.
We skidded around the corner at the turnoff and kept running, our breaths so noisy that I couldn’t hear the drone of the creature over them. I wished that meant it wasn’t there anymore. Neither of us slowed down. Three and a half miles to go, was it? Would we be safe if we reached the van? I hadn’t tried breaking one of the three-inch-long thorns but they seemed too thin to pierce the metal siding of a car. The glass of the windows? I was less certain about that, given the velocity at which the jibtab fired them. Even though Autumn had succeeded in slicing one open, she had struggled. They were far sturdier than wood.
The trail crossed the road, and I paused, thinking it would be faster running back along it, regardless of the potholes.
“There’s the sword.” Simon flung a hand down the road.
The silvery glow was disappearing around a bend. Alek must have had the same idea I did.
“Good,” I panted, abandoning the trail. As much as I would like for Simon’s “Greek fire” to be an effective weapon, I put a lot more stock in that sword at the moment.
The road was less torn up here than it had been back at the gate, and we caught up to the glow quickly. We rounded that bend and found Temi waiting for us, her eyes toward the sky behind us.
“Alek went ahead.” Temi started running as soon as we got close, leading the way down the road, her sword held out in front of her. “He’s running.”
“He’s a beast,” Simon panted.
No kidding. My legs were already heavy. I was gulping air in gasps, and all I carried was a light pack and a few tools. And five thorns.
“He was running before the creature showed up,” Temi said. “He doesn’t think the man has much time. But then we heard—” She waved toward the sky behind us.
Yes, the drone of the creature was audible again, the noise no longer drowned out by our heavy breathing. It had gotten closer. “Did you… see it… at all?” I still hadn’t glimpsed anything more than a shadow. A big shadow.
“No.”
Every time the road ran flat for a stretch, I glanced back, looking for a dark silhouette against the stars. Every time, I saw nothing. But the drone kept growing louder. How close did the jibtab need to be to start firing? I didn’t think it was as close as it had been when we were in the cave, but our hiding spot, hunkering inside the cliff, would have distorted sound.
“Is it… invisible?” Simon panted from behind me.
“Dunno.” I stumbled, my legs like iron weights. I forced them to keep going. We had to be at least halfway back by now. I’d glimpsed the back of Alek’s head a couple of times at the edge of the sword’s glow. The fact that he was carrying another person spurred me on. No way was I going to collapse under nothing but my own body weight.
“The thorns aren’t.” Temi didn’t sound nearly as breathless as Simon and I. For her long legs, this was probably a light jog. I’d hate her for that later; no time for anything except running now. “You have your flashlight, Del?”
“Yeah,” I rasped, my mouth drier than the desert dust.
“Go ahead. I’ll watch our backs. You’d be better off on the trail than the road. It’s too open here.” She waved toward one of the crossings up ahead.
“Temi—”
“It’s almost here. Go!”
I wanted to argue, to forbid her to endanger herself—or sacrifice herself—but it would have taken far too many words. Words I didn’t have the air for. When she stopped, I kept running. What else could I do?
“I saw something,” Simon blurted.
“Where?” Temi barked.
Simon fell to his knees in the shadow of a tree. Cursing, I stopped too. If someone was going to make a stand, we all should. I touched my whip, laughed at the ridiculousness of it being effective, and grabbed at the bulky objects in my vest pockets instead. Time to see if Simon’s canisters did anything.
“There!” Simon pointed. “See? Where the stars are blurry?”
Blurry stars? I was torn between wanting to hide behind the trees for cover and wanting to see what he meant.
“Yes…” Temi said.
“It’s cloaked,” Simon said, revelation in his voice. “Like a Klingon Bird of Prey.”
In another situation, I would have smacked him—like that explanation was going to help Temi—but I was too far away and too busy panting and sweating.
“I see,” Temi said, then cursed. “How am I supposed to hit it way up there?”
“Like this.” A soft snap-hiss sounded, like a soda opening, and Simon hurled one of his canisters into the air. Impressive flames spit out of it as it arced across the sky. As it passed the zenith of its trajectory, it exploded in a flash of white.
By this point, I had spotted the blot of fuzzy stars he had mentioned. The jibtab moved around, matching the night sky when it was still, but blurring the stars when it moved. Simon’s grenade hadn’t come anywhere close to reaching it. It paused for a minute, maybe to watch our ridiculous attack, but the droning started again, veering closer.
I grabbed Simon by the collar. “You’re going to need a grenade launcher, dude. Come on, run.”
Deflated, he let me pull him back into motion.
“Temi, you too,” I ordered, though I didn’t know if she would obey me. “There’s nothing you can do with a sword.”
“It’s firing,” she called. “Hide!”
I raced toward a boulder off the road to the right. “This way.”
Soft thuds sounded, thorns striking into the dirt and trees. Urging my legs to greater speed, I sprinted ten paces, nearly catching my foot on a root, and lunged behind the boulder. I crouched, my back pressed against it, my chest heaving. The rock rose over my head and should protect me… until the creature flew around to the other side. Would I be able to pick out blurry stars and track its path?
Something slammed into my shoulder. Simon. Fortunately, he grabbed me, or I might have tumbled out on the other side of the boulder.
“Where’s Temi?” I wanted to lean out and look, but another barrage of thorns plunked to the ground up and down the road. One clacked off the back of the boulder, and I sank lower.
“She dove behind a tree,” Simon wheezed. The light of the flashlight showed his face as bright as a cherry tomato. Impressive, given his bronze skin. “Grenade launcher. Can’t believe I… didn’t think of that.”
He hadn’t been in the attack earlier, or he might have.
“I’m distracting it,” Temi called, her voice a good twenty meters away and off the road somewhere. “Get back to the van. Get it started. I’ll catch up.”
“Temi—”
“Go,” she shouted. “It’s drawn by the sword. It’s—”
The night was utterly still now, save for the buzzing, the only way to track the jibtab’s presence. It had moved away from us and toward Temi. I smacked a fist against my thigh. Damn it. I should have known better than to come back out into the woods. We should have come up with a better plan first. “Temi?”
Simon peeked around the boulder. “She’s running around between some piles of rocks.”
I didn’t want to leave her, but I didn’t know what else we could do. Maybe if we got the van, we could find a way around the gate and up the road after all. I pointed the flashlight toward the rocks and dirt. As I had noticed earlier, it wasn’t as rough up here. If we could get past that patch of broken asphalt at the beginning…
“All right,” I said, “let’s get the van. We’re going to pull an A-Team if we can.”
“You’re going to come up with a brilliant Hannibal plan?”
“I was thinking more of the way their van was always crashing into buildings to save the day.”
“Crashing? My van?”
I sprinted back to the road and raced in the direction of the parking lot.
Simon pounded after me, his breathing already labored. He would keep up, if only to make sure his van survived the night. “Why did I not think to grab that bike? Stupid, Simon, stupid!”
“I’ve seen you ride… You’re better off running.”
He was too busy panting to respond. I was soon in the same state. I might have caught my breath while we were hunkering behind the boulder, but my legs hadn’t recovered.
I glanced back frequently, relieved every time the silver glow was in a different spot, because it meant Temi was still up and running around, still eluding that thing. But the road curved and dipped, and she disappeared from view. I tried not to feel like a coward for running and leaving her behind, but failed.
The gate came into view in the distance.
“Headlights,” Simon blurted from behind me.
Out of breath, I could only flail a hand in acknowledgment. Either someone else was in the parking lot, or Alek had figured out how to turn on the lights. Simon had the keys, but he might have forgotten to lock the van. Just so long as he hadn’t forgotten to turn the headlights off. My gut clenched at the idea of arriving, only to find the battery dead.
In a last burst of effort, Simon accelerated past me, brushing my arm as he bounded down the last few meters of the road and over the gate. Maybe he was worried he had left the lights on too.
The van door stood open, the biker’s crumpled form lying on the carpet. Yes, there was Alek standing between the two front seats, probably trying to figure out how to start the vehicle. I couldn’t believe he had beaten us here while carrying someone, even with his headstart.
Simon flew through the door, pushed him aside, and flung himself into the driver’s seat. Zelda roared to life, the battery unharmed. I jumped in, careful not to step on the injured man, and pulled the door shut.
“Where to?” Simon barked.
“Through those bushes and onto the road.” I patted Alek on the arm on my way by and dropped into the passenger seat.
Simon gave me an incredulous look.
“They’re not that high. We can do it. Go there, then cut up to the road over there.” Since he looked like he was going to argue, I hardened my voice to add, “We’re getting Temi.”
“Right.” He gripped the steering wheel, knuckles almost white beneath his skin, and threw the van into gear.
He avoided a bush, but a second one clawed us like forks on a metal bowl. With the first rut, I nearly fell out of my seat. The van rolled past the trailhead sign, nearly clipping it. We got stuck in a dip, and the vehicle roared as Simon gunned it. We lurched out, but a branch smacked the windshield so hard I thought the glass would shatter.
By the light of the dash, Simon’s clenched jaw was visible, but he didn’t complain about the damage. He had to be worried about Temi too. We finally lumbered onto the road, only to find the ride just as rough. We could have gotten back to her faster by running… but we couldn’t offer shelter that way.
I gripped the dashboard, leaning forward, as if I would see the glow of her sword sooner if I was closer to the windshield.
“There,” Simon said at the same time as we rolled over a huge rock.
I was hurled into the side door, and it took me a moment to see what he had seen, but the silver glow came into view. It moved out from behind a tree, and then Temi was on the road, sprinting straight toward us.
“Get the door,” I barked, then, realizing Alek might not understand, I jumped out of my seat.
We were still in motion, and I stumbled against Simon’s shoulder and then into Alek’s chest before I managed to reach the side door.
“All of the windows are up, right?” Simon asked. “She’s… that looks like a strafing run.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Go, Temi go.”
I flung the door open as our left tires went up on rock again. Alek’s hand on my shoulder was the only thing keeping me from falling out. “Temi,” I called. “Here.”
A branch slapped at me, cracked on the doorframe, and left a spray of pine needles behind. The van tipped alarmingly, this time back in the other direction. I lost my balance and toppled backward, something hard jabbing my waist. Our kitchen counter. I grabbed it to keep from being thrown to the floor again.
Alek managed to keep his position by the door. When Temi’s face popped into view, scraped and bleeding, he grabbed her arm, pulling her in even as she jumped. She tumbled to the floor, panting, the sword falling from her hand, its glow blinking out.
Something that sounded like hail pounded the roof. The thorns.
I lunged past Temi and Alek to fling the door shut. I collapsed against it, eyes toward the ceiling. The windows were all up, but would it be enough?
The van lurched, and Simon threw it into reverse. A ditch ran along one side of the road, and a slope fell away on the other, so there was no place to turn around.
Glass cracked.
“Shit.” Simon leaned on the accelerator. A crack stretched across the windshield from one side to the other.
“Down,” I barked, fresh fear surging through me. I had been afraid the windows wouldn’t provide enough armor. In the dark, I couldn’t tell if a thorn had broken through, or if the glass had cracked without shattering.
It was hard to stay down with the van bucking over rocks and smashing through branches—I was thrown into the air more than once. I kept glancing at Simon, knowing he couldn’t get down, couldn’t do anything but drive and hope one of those poisoned missiles didn’t break through the glass and strike him. His eyes were round as he alternated between navigating via the rearview mirror and by staring past us and out the back window.
Another round of thorns pummeled the roof of the van.
We halted with a jerk that hurled me against the front of the closest seat. A rear tire had caught against a rock. Simon wrenched the wheel, cursing. We rolled over the hump, but a screech came from underneath as it scraped along the frame. I hoped the muffler didn’t fall off—or the engine.
Glass cracked again, and Simon flinched, ducking instinctively, not that he could duck far while driving.
“Why isn’t there anywhere to turn around?” Simon growled. “What idiot builds a road without pullouts so people can look at the view. Have a picnic. Something!” His words came out in a desperation-filled tumble.
All I could do was sit on the floor, gripping the door and the seat in a vain hope that I wouldn’t be hurled across the van again. “I don’t know, Simon, but we’ll file a complaint with the parks department before leaving town.” My words sounded fast and desperate, too, barely escaping around a bubble of fear wedged in my throat. What were we doing out here? This was nuts.
“It’s getting closer,” Temi whispered, her words barely audible over the grinding of the engine and the drone of the creature. Its buzz had grown audible even over all of the peripheral noise, and I could have guessed it was close even without the warning.
“Where’s the parking lot?” Simon demanded. The ditch had leveled out, and he risked trying to turn, backing toward the uphill side of the road. The van lurched again, the rear bumper slamming into a trunk or rock—something hard. He cursed and threw us into drive.
Another round of hail hammered the roof—how much ammo did this stupid thing have? A tink came from the back of the van, soft compared to some of the outside noises, but ominous because it had come from inside.
I fumbled in my pocket for the flashlight, flicked it on, and shone it at the roof. Dozens of tiny metal stalactites hung down. Those thorns had nearly made it through. And in the back…
I flinched at the hole in the ceiling. At least one thorn had made it through. Alek gave me a grim nod—he was closest to the spot, but he didn’t look to have been hit. He was kneeling over the unconscious man, his sword in hand. I was starting to envy the guy for being knocked out.
Silver light flared as Temi grabbed her sword again. She rose to her feet, like she thought she would jump out again.
“There’s the parking lot,” Simon blurted.
“It’s almost close enough to strike at,” Temi said, her eyes ceiling-ward.
“You’re not going out there.” With my back still to the door, I was blocking the exit. I wasn’t going to move to let her escape, either.
“We should see if there’s anyway to hurt it.” Her voice hardened. “I want to hurt it.”
“Yeah, I’d be okay with that, too, but—” A thought came to mind, and I grabbed at my pocket again, this time going for the canister. Hell, maybe it was close enough to hit this time.
“It’s stopped firing. Maybe it’s out of ammo,” Simon said. “We’re almost to the parking lot. Just need to get around the gate again. Ten more seconds.”
A branch scraped at the side of the van, a long squeal making me flinch.
“Fifteen,” Simon amended, as he spun the wheel to avoid the rest of the tree.
Something slammed into the top of the van so hard that the entire frame shuddered and groaned.
“That wasn’t any tree,” Simon said.
“It’s on top of us,” Temi blurted.
She lunged toward the door, grabbing me and pushing me to the side with surprising strength. By then, I had the canister in hand. Even as she flung the side door open and leaned out, leading with the sword, I knelt in the passenger seat. I rolled down the window—this one hadn’t cracked yet, but I was surprised Simon could see through the spiderweb across the windshield.
The ceiling crinkled, and a high-pitched whine sounded.
“I hit it,” Temi said. “Hit something.”
Hoping it was too distracted to fling thorns, I stuck my arm and head out the window, the canister gripped in my hand.
“It left.” Temi was stabbing at the air above the van but not hitting anything.
I glimpsed movement overhead, stars blurring as something not quite invisible flew across them. It would be out of range in a second. Throwing while hanging out the window wasn’t conducive to good aim, but I thumbed the tab and hurled the canister anyway, hoping to get lucky. It soared away, but I lost track of it against the dark sky. The tires squealed, the van turning so hard I nearly fell out the window.
A flare of orange lit up the sky as Simon’s grenade exploded. The curving outline of something appeared in the flames, but it disappeared a second later. I wasn’t rewarded with a whine of pain, or whatever that had been when Temi struck it.
The bouncing of the van stilled, as we rolled off dirt and onto a paved road.
“Where’s the hospital?” Simon asked.
I pulled myself back inside and rolled up the window before digging for my phone. “I’ll look it up.”
“It’s just the hiker who needs to be checked in, right?” Simon looked at Temi in the rearview mirror. She had closed the door and was leaning against it, her chin drooped, the sword tip resting against the floor.
A new tendril of fear wormed its way into my gut as I realized she might have been hit out there. If the venom was as slow-acting as we thought, she could have continued to fight.
“I don’t think it hit me,” she said.
“You don’t think?” I asked.
She lifted her face. It was damp with sweat—and blood. “I got stabbed with branches and cactus and scraped against rocks while I was running around out there. It got hard to differentiate after a while.”
I slumped down in my seat. “What an utter failure of a night.”
“The good news is that we have a lot of thorn samples now,” Simon said, waving toward the ceiling as we blazed down the residential road toward the highway.
Somehow I couldn’t find the news heartening.



Chapter 10
The lights of the small emergency room lobby were blinding after our hours in the dark. I must have looked bad, because when I walked through the door first, the woman at the desk rushed toward me. When Simon walked in behind me, she paused, probably wondering if we both needed help.
I shook my head. “My friend and I found a biker out on the Cow Pies trail. He’s unconscious and in our van.” I pointed toward the parking lot. We had left Alek out there frowning in confusion. He could have easily carried the man inside, and I felt guilty about delaying any treatment, even for a minute, but this was probably our only chance to snoop around the hospital. If the other victims had been moved out of the ER—or to a hospital in Phoenix—it would be for naught, but if they were still here…
The woman picked up a phone. “I’ll get a gurney.”
“Is there a bathroom?” Simon asked, crossing his legs like he was a three-year-old doing the pee-pee dance. Where he found the energy for theatrics, I couldn’t guess. I wanted to crumple in a corner and sleep for two days. Maybe I would even accept a nice IV of electrolytes if someone offered.
The receptionist waved him toward a door, and he walked in that direction. I gave him a quick nod, shifting my position so I hid his retreat from the desk. He waited for two male nurses with a rolling gurney to go by, then slipped down the hallway toward the treatment rooms. I wouldn’t have thought my heart could find the energy to respond to a surge of adrenaline, but it beat faster, and sweat broke out across my palms. Getting caught poking through an emergency room couldn’t have quite the same repercussions as being chased by a deadly monster, but orchestrating this ruse made me nervous, nonetheless.
“Do I have to fill out anything?” Not that I knew anything about the biker that I could put on a form… I was asking to buy time.
“Yes.” The receptionist pulled out a clipboard. “Your name and information, please. And put where and when you found him down here, please.”
I wrote slowly. The gurney came back inside, and I coughed as the men rolled it toward the hallway. I had no idea if Simon would find the blood sample we were looking for. If we’d had syringes in the van, we could have taken one from the biker, but it wasn’t as if either of us had any experience doing that. I had thought about cutting the tip of the guy’s finger and at least getting a dab on a bandage, but I hadn’t been sure that would be enough to do any good in a lab. Autumn would probably need to run a plethora of tests.
“You found him an hour ago?” The receptionist had been typing some of my scribbles into the computer as I wrote them, and she frowned at the dark windows beyond the door and then at me. Yes, it had been dark for a couple of hours now.
I nodded, trying not to look guilty. She wouldn’t start to doubt the veracity of my story, would she? And what would happen if she did? “Yeah, it was weird. My boyfriend and I were out… enjoying the quiet of the night together—” I avoided the woman’s eyes and assumed a sheepish expression, “—when we heard a groan come from the rocks. We had a heck of a time carrying the guy out.” I waved to my torn, dirty clothing, hoping that would lend verisimilitude to the story. My face had to be smeared with grime and sweat-streaked as well.
“You shouldn’t be out on the trails at night,” the receptionist said, going back to her typing.
Or during the day.
“There are… coyotes,” she said.
Coyotes, sure.
“That’s not what got him,” I pointed out, wondering if I might get some information from the woman. Maybe she had been working when some of the other unconscious people had been brought in. Aside from the reports of the deaths, there had been precious little in the papers about them. Nothing had warned tourists to stay out of the wilderness.
“The doctor will assess that,” the receptionist said. This time, she was the one who didn’t meet my eyes.
I rubbed the back of my head to cover a glance down the hallway. Where was Simon? This was a much more abbreviated form than the hospital norm—apparently you weren’t expected to know the medical histories of random strangers you brought in—and I couldn’t make it last much longer.
“Do you think it’s whatever got the ATV tourists today?” I asked. “And the people from the other day?”
Her lips tightened. “The doctor will assess that too.”
“Are the ones from earlier today still here?” I probably shouldn’t irritate her with all of my questions, or do anything to stick in her mind, since the cops might be by later to fill out a report. But if the other victims had been taken down to Phoenix already, there was probably no point in Simon hunting for blood samples.
“That’s confidential.” The receptionist took the paper from me. “That’s your phone number? We’ll call you if we have further questions.”
Or the police would. Maybe I should have put down a fake number. But as Temi would point out, we hadn’t done anything wrong—nothing illegal anyway. We might get ourselves into more trouble if we hindered the law.
“All right,” I said but didn’t leave the desk. Simon hadn’t been caught, had he?
“Is there anything else?” The receptionist looked past my shoulder, toward the restrooms. Uh oh, she had noticed that Simon had been gone a while.
“I don’t suppose you have any aspirin?” I touched the side of my head, where a knot had swollen up, courtesy of that extremely bumpy van ride. We had a first-aid kit with all of that stuff, but whatever bought time… And I actually wouldn’t mind something medicinal. With the adrenaline finally seeping out of my veins, more than my head was hurting. “I whacked myself on branches a couple of times, trying to carry that guy out.”
She squinted suspiciously at me.
“Want to touch it?” I pointed at the bump, trying not to feel like a toddler showing off a bruise to mommy.
“No. Unless you’d like to check yourself in.”
Oh sure, like I could afford an ER visit. I was already dreading the repair bill for the van. What would the mechanic who had replaced the tire think when Simon drove in with a smashed windshield and perforated roof tomorrow?
“Just aspirin would be great,” I said.
I thought the receptionist might shoo me away with a suggestion to visit a drug store, but she sighed and walked through a door behind the desk.
I leaned back, staring down the hallway. She wouldn’t be gone long, so I didn’t dare go exploring. Fortunately, a scruffy and dirty Simon slipped out of a doorway and jogged toward me. He was standing at my side when the receptionist returned with a sample size of something a lot fancier than aspirin.
“Thanks,” I said and hesitated, almost expecting her to charge me for it.
She merely glanced at Simon and waved us toward the door.
“You get it?” I whispered as we headed out.
Simon opened his palm, revealing a vial of blood. “What’d you get? I didn’t mean for you to have to start volunteering for experimental drugs to buy time.”
I snorted. “Some pharmaceutical company’s latest hundred-dollar painkiller, I’m sure.”
“You should probably get your liver tested before taking that.”
I snorted again and stuffed it in my pocket. The aspirin in the first-aid kit was sounding better and better. If there wasn’t a thorn sticking through it.
____________________
 
I yawned as I converted the seats in the back of the van into a bed. We had driven the thorns and the blood sample up to Autumn before returning to the campground, and it was well after midnight. I was tempted to simply curl up in one of the seats. Simon was rummaging around in his tent, and Alek had disappeared into the woods. They were technically supposed to be roommates—girls in the van and boys in the tent—but I didn’t think Alek had used the tent yet. I would have to talk to him about that and see if there was a problem. It was getting cold enough at night that I winced at the idea of him curled up in his cloak under a tree. Maybe he wanted to be close to his rabbit traps.
I glanced at the campsite next door. Like the others, it was dark, its inhabitants asleep.
“Bed’s ready,” I said quietly, hopping outside.
Temi stood by the picnic table, sipping from a tea mug while Simon burned the rabbits on his portable grill. If any hunters in his family had supplemented his childhood canned-spaghetti diet with game, he obviously hadn’t been the one responsible for cooking it.
“Careful or that delectable aroma will wake the other campers,” I said.
“Hush.”
“Is there a reason we’re having a midnight snack?” I was hungry after our crazy adventures, but a peanut butter sandwich would have sufficed.
“I told you; I don’t want rabbits smelling up my Zelda.”
I eyed the scraped, dented, and otherwise trashed van. The windshield and two windows had been smashed, there were perforations in the roof, and branches and needles stuck out of every crack. “Because that’s the van’s main problem right now.”
He turned a baleful eye on me.
Temi was looking skyward. “I don’t feel safe here. We may want to consider moving to a hotel tomorrow.”
“I was going to suggest moving to another state,” I said.
Eleriss had recommended Alaska as a place likely to be jibtab free. I didn’t truly want to run, but after the foolishness with which we had tramped into the wilds tonight, I couldn’t help but feel we were in way over our heads. Temi’s sword might elevate her to superhero status, but the rest of us were little more than geeky sidekicks. All right, Alek wasn’t geeky, but he had no way to hurt the monsters. We needed more weapons like the sword. And a few more people like Temi to wield them.
“We just need to come up with a more effective plan,” Temi said sturdily.
“We didn’t have a plan at all,” I said.
“Hence its lack of effectiveness,” Simon said.
“I hit it with one of those grenades, and it didn’t do anything,” I said.
Simon gave me a sharp look. “Are you sure you hit it? How could you tell?”
“I saw…” I groped in the air with my hands, words of description eluding me. “Part of its outline, I guess you’d say. For a minute. It was there in the flame. Or it wasn’t there in the flame, if that makes sense.”
“Like with the stars.” Simon nodded. “The flames couldn’t go through its body, but its cloaking device couldn’t compensate entirely for its new surroundings, so you saw something.”
“Cloaking device?” Temi asked mildly.
“Camouflage,” I said. “For all intents and purposes, invisibility.”
“So how do we fight something invisible that we can’t reach?”
Alek jogged out of the brush. “Dhekarzha coming.”
I cursed. Not our green-eyed spy again. I couldn’t handle more trouble tonight. Temi sprinted for the van to grab the sword. Alek was already armed. I still had my whip, but I couldn’t imagine catching someone with Jakatra’s speed with it.
“Any chance he just wants our rabbit?” Simon mumbled.
“If you’re referring to that blackened lump of meat, no. There’s no chance anyone wants that.”
Before we could argue more about it, two black-clad figures strode out of the trees. I glimpsed glowing eyes before they came into the influence of our camp light, but they weren’t glowing green. One set was violet, and one set green-blue.
“Temi,” I called softly. “I think your buddies are here.”
She had already seen them. She hopped out of the van and stood at my side. “They’re my buddies now?”
“They took you off to their homeland, not me.”
“Are you actually bitter about that? That was a week of hell.”
“I’m not bitter; I’m just…”
“Resentful?” Simon suggested.
I scowled at him.
Jakatra and Eleriss hadn’t changed since I had seen them last. They were wearing black wool caps and black leather again, suitable for motorcycle riding, even if we hadn’t heard their bikes roar into the campground. Maybe they didn’t want to be noticed here. Join the party.
Eleriss’s expression was graver than typical—the other times I had seen him, he had always appeared somewhere between cheerful and bemused when he looked at us and our world. Jakatra’s angular features were aloof and cold, as usual, but he surprised me by giving Temi a nod. It was still an aloof nod, but he hadn’t done anything except scowl the other times I had seen him. Later, I would tease Temi about how obvious it was they had bonded during their week, but I was too curious about their appearance to make jokes now.
“Greetings,” Eleriss said.
“Nice of you to make it.” Simon waved at the van, as if he thought the elves should have shown up a few hours earlier to help.
That might have been nice, but I didn’t know if either of them possessed a weapon that could harm the jibtab, either. When they had faced the monster in Prescott, Eleriss had carried a fairly mundane serrated blade while Jakatra had been wielding Temi’s sword.
Eleriss tilted his head, not grasping Simon’s sarcasm. “We have come to warn you.”
“A warning,” Simon said. “Oh good, because that’s what we really need here is a warning.”
I stepped over and put my hand on his forearm. Given the night we’d had and Zelda’s damage, I could understand him being upset, but driving off our only otherworldly allies wouldn’t be a good idea. Maybe they could help.
“What kind of warning?” Temi asked, her tone calm.
“We believe another of our people has entered your world.”
“No kidding,” Simon grumbled.
“We’ve seen him,” I said. “Or his eyes at least. Green ones. Alek might have seen more.” After I spoke, I wondered if I should have left his name out. Alek had given the elves a frosty reception when they had taken him from that stasis chamber. He hadn’t been ready to trust them, and he hadn’t wanted anything to do with them.
But they had preternatural senses; they must have noticed him in the woods before they arrived, and he was standing in the shadows at the front of the van now. They couldn’t have missed him there, even if a mere human might have.
Eleriss looked toward Alek and spoke a couple of words in his own language. Alek stared stonily back, listening but not responding, then he met my eyes. Wondering if he should communicate with them or keep pretending he didn’t know their language? Why would he look to me for that answer?
“Any idea what Green Eyes wants?” I asked.
This time, Eleriss conferred softly with Jakatra. Alek leaned forward when they weren’t looking, listening intently. Maybe that was why he was playing dumb. So they would speak openly in front of him. Good man.
“I thought Jakatra might know who this person is, based on your description,” Eleriss said, “but he says it isn’t enough for an identification. As to what he or she wants…”
“The sword,” Jakatra said bluntly.
“Why?” I asked.
“Unknown.”
“That is why we advised Artemis to ask you to research it,” Eleriss said. “To find more of its origins and its capabilities.”
“Yeah, she told us.” I waved at Temi. “We’ve been kind of busy since she came back.” It had scarcely been more than a day. I didn’t know how long research took in their world, but archaeologists got grants that lasted for years. “You wouldn’t want to offer any research tips, would you? No idea why this person wants it?”
Jakatra looked off into the woods, not noticing the glance Eleriss gave him. Or maybe deliberately ignoring it. Did he know something Eleriss didn’t?
“All I can tell you,” Eleriss said, “is that if these jibtab were in our homeland, we would have the power to kill them with many of our existing tools. Your sword would have little value for one of my people. It would be considered an antique, but nothing more. There were once many weapons like it. Jakatra has something similar in his collection.”
Simon perked up. “Really? Any chance he’d like to bring it over so we can borrow it?”
I nudged him with an elbow, in part because the elves had already told us once they couldn’t help in that way, and in part because he needed to flip over that rabbit or turn off the grill.
“That is forbidden,” Eleriss said. “Even if we wished to break the rules—”
“Further break the rules,” Jakatra said in his icy tone.
“Yes,” Eleriss said, implacable as usual. “Even if we wished to further disobey the mandates of our government, we could not do so without someone noticing. There is an organization that monitors the portals, and whenever certain technologies travel through one to another place, someone in the organization is alerted.”
I wasn’t sure whether to be amused or horrified to think that there was an elven version of TSA out there. I imagined some guy standing next to one of their portals, demanding that their coffee and toothpaste be tossed into the garbage can due to the security threat.
“I have already been called before the organization to discuss the purpose of my visits here, because the meselkua is detected whenever we travel,” Eleriss said.
“The what?” Simon asked.
“Portal opener,” Temi said dryly. “I’ve seen it.” She held her hand out and pressed her thumb as if she were operating a garage door opener. Well, that would be a fun tool to acquire, but I doubted these two were going to accidentally leave one here. Nor did I have the gumption to entertain pickpocketing.
“Yes,” Eleriss said. “In the past, I have had special permission to travel here for scientific purposes, but the frequency of my recent trips has been noted.”
“Yet here we are again,” Jakatra murmured.
Simon’s nose scrunched up. “Scientific purposes?”
I probably wore a similar expression. All those stories of cow mutilations and humans being experimented on by aliens jumped into my head.
“Observation and tallying only,” Eleriss said. “As your people do when they travel into the wilderness to observe apes. For most of my people, this world is not considered significant. They are unaware of chocolate.”
“Apes?” I mouthed at the same time as Temi mouthed, “Chocolate?”
Jakatra’s expression always bordered on disgusted, but he shot Eleriss a long-suffering look at the food mention. I had yet to figure out what their relationship was exactly, but at that moment, older brother and younger brother seemed to fit.
“My pointing is this,” Eleriss said, though he paused to look at Jakatra. “Pointing? Point. Yes, point. It is this: it is unlikely that this person from our world wants the sword for himself or herself. This person likely wants to make sure you do not have it.”
Jakatra gave a curt nod. No argument there.
“Because he doesn’t want us to succeed at stopping the jibtab?” I asked.
Eleriss hesitated before saying, “Possibly. But…” He made a hand gesture that didn’t match up to anything we had. “If your apes in the wild acquired a… particularly pointy stick to help them in combat against other simians, would your observers do anything about it? Or even care?”
“I can’t tell you how flattering it is that you keep comparing us to apes,” I said.
Temi snorted softly. “Now you get an idea of how my week went.”
“Oh, I had that idea before you ever left.”
Eleriss tilted his head. “You are seeing my point, yes?”
“Yes, yes, your people are way too sophisticated and powerful to care what we measly humans are doing on our world. So it’s weird that someone is here trying to steal our particularly pointy stick.” Had I been nudging Simon so he wouldn’t offend the elves? Hm, maybe I should keep the sarcasm out of my voice then.
“We are not powerful, simply different,” Eleriss said. “And in recent centuries, we have adopted more isolationist policies. We rarely interfere with other cultures.”
I decided not to comment on the fact that he had denied power but not sophistication.
“Since it is partially because of my actions that one of our people is following you,” Eleriss said, “we have come to search for him or her. To confront the person and—this is my desire—to prevent him or her from hindering you while you deal with the jibtab.”
I wasn’t feeling all that grateful to them—maybe I was just tired and cranky—but I made myself say, “Thank you.”
“About the new jibtab,” Temi said, meeting Jakatra’s eyes. “It flies.”
“Yes,” Jakatra said.
“We didn’t practice on any flying animals.”
“There is much we lacked the time to practice on.”
Temi kept looking at him expectantly, as if he was sure to dispense some useful advice. I hadn’t heard any from him yet, so I couldn’t quite imagine the scenario.
“You wish to train more now?” Jakatra asked.
Temi hesitated. She hadn’t recovered yet from the last training, had she? Not to mention tonight’s terrors. But her eyes narrowed at the… was that challenge in Jakatra’s eyes? I wasn’t sure. He was even harder to read than Alek.
“Do they know its after midnight?” Simon muttered to me.
“No idea,” I said.
“I’ll take more training,” Temi said after she and Jakatra had stared at each other for a moment. Both of them were wearing those challenging expressions now. Huh.
Jakatra pointed toward the woods and walked into the trees. Apparently that passed for an invitation in his world.
Temi clenched her jaw and strode after him. Alek, still standing in the shadows, met my eyes again. I gave him a nod, not quite sure what he was asking, but wanting him to know I hadn’t forgotten him. He waited a moment, then slipped into the brush after them. Oops, I hadn’t meant to send him to spy. But maybe he wanted to observe the training. Or maybe he wanted to watch out for Temi. That protector mentality was definitely part of his personality. Also, he couldn’t have followed the whole conversation so might not know what the elves were up to here. Or maybe he knew what they had said but didn’t trust them to be telling the truth.
Eleriss gazed thoughtfully into the woods, even after his buddy was out of sight, then his arms rippled in what was probably the equivalent of a shrug. “I will begin to search for the person from my world.”
“Wait,” Simon said before Eleriss could disappear into the trees as well. “You said your people have tools that could deal with the jibtab. We have powerful weapons on Earth too. I need to know if anything could work. The rest of us need a way to fight these monsters, and I’m trying to figure out what that might be.”
I glanced toward the bushes, hoping there wasn’t anyone with pigtails listening. Eleriss would probably know if there were. But I did see that the window in the van over there was cracked open. This would be a crazy conversation to have to explain.
“Apparently my homemade grenades aren’t all that effective, but there must be something,” Simon went on. “We have nuclear weapons. Humans are good at destruction.”
“Yes,” Eleriss said. Sadly? “We have observed this.”
“We don’t need any judgment here,” Simon said. “Just to know if there’s anything else that could hurt the monsters. Higher quality grenades? Lasers? Rockets?”
I pictured him tramping up the trail with a rocket launcher balanced over his shoulder. That would be fun to explain to a park ranger.
“Our tools that are capable of harming the jibtab, they are simply different,” Eleriss said. “In the way the jibtab is different.” He nodded to us. “I must go. Our time here may be limited.”
“But—” I had a dozen more questions. I wanted to know about the slavery that Alek had spoken of—why had it happened and was it still happening? I wanted to know if he could bring any other humans to his world, such as one who would love to experience another culture and learn another language and find out how the elves’ visits to Earth might have affected humanity through the centuries. I wanted to know—
“Do you have any tips for fighting this jibtab?” Simon asked before I could come up with my own parting question. His was admittedly more pertinent. Just because Jakatra and Temi were doing some training didn’t mean she would come back with the answer. Besides, Simon must long to help as much as I did, if not more.
“I am not the warrior Jakatra is,” Eleriss said, “but you must nullify its strength in such a way that allows you to use your own strength.”
He clasped his hands behind his back and strolled into the woods, in a different direction than the others had gone.
“Is it just me,” Simon said, “or are his answers too vague to be helpful?”
I sighed and sat on the picnic table. Simon had turned off the grill, but the warmth of metal lingered, noticeable beside the cool night air that had descended on the camp.
“Its strength is flying, obviously,” I said.
“And machine-gun thorns.” Simon perched on the table on the other side of the grill.
“But the flying is what keeps us from hurting it. Temi got a whack at it when it came in close. That seemed to hurt it.”
“Yeah, I wondered if it ran out of ammo there at the end. I still have no idea how big it is, but it can’t have a totally unlimited source, unless it’s magical rather than simply… inexplicable. I don’t know about you, but I keep getting the impression that we’re dealing with science rather than fantasy.”
“It’s true that they never use a garage door opener to make a portal in RealmSaga.”
Simon grunted. “I don’t know. The gnome tinkerers make some crazy gadgets. Anyway, let’s hypothesize that it’s possible to make this creature run out of stingers. It may be off regenerating them somewhere right now. If we could deplete its supply in a fight and then… pin it in a corner or something, so it couldn’t fly away…”
“Oh.” I straightened up, the memories of our first encounter coming to mind. “What if we could get it into a cave? Maybe even trap it in there with us somehow?” Maybe that was why the creature hadn’t charged in to our cave that morning. I had assumed it was too big to fly through the entrance, but it could also know it would be in trouble if it couldn’t fly out of reach of Temi’s sword.
“I was thinking more like trapping it in a garage full of soldiers with rocket launchers,” Simon said, “but I guess a cave with Temi and her sword could work.”
I laughed shortly. “It hasn’t shown a lot of interest in popping into town to torment people, at least not yet.”
“No, it’s like the other one. It’s going out of its way not to be seen by large numbers of people. I don’t know why. Imagine how much damage those thorns could do if it flew down to Phoenix and mowed down people in the streets. Or on a golf course.”
“Maybe whoever is controlling it, whoever’s making these monsters, isn’t ready to go public.”
“Great.” Simon poked at his blackened grill prize and pulled off a leg. No chance of that sucker being undercooked. “So these are just the initial, experimental monsters?”
“I don’t know. You would think that if someone wanted to kill a lot of people, there would be more effective ways. It’s almost like these are… a message.” I held up my hand, declining an offering of the other leg. I liked my rabbit seasoned and on the less charred side. “You’re right, though. I always have more questions after those two freaks show up than I had before they came. They would make horrible professors.”
“In the meantime, I guess we look at some maps and try to find a cave, eh?”
“Yes, though I don’t want to go back up against that thing without either a lot of armor or that antivenom. Or both.” I doubted it was realistic to expect Autumn and her friend to come up with something like that in a day or two, but I at least wanted hear the results of her tests. More knowledge could only help us.
“I vote for both.”



Chapter 11
The town library wasn’t big, but it had plenty of books on Sedona and its history, so it seemed the natural place to do research. It also had a nice sturdy roof that shouldn’t be in danger of thorn perforation. The windows were more questionable, so I had chosen a table in the middle. Temi and her monster-attracting sword weren’t with me, so I hoped such measures would prove unnecessary. I also hoped she wouldn’t be harassed by trouble, either. She had been gone with Jakatra for most of the night and was now passed out in the tent, with Alek standing guard. Actually, Alek had been teaching himself to use the propane grill when I had left. This morning’s breakfast was fish from Oak Creek. I could tell I was going to have to pony up the money for a hunting and fishing license for him. At least the nosy neighbors had taken their van off somewhere early, so nobody had called the police.
I checked the time, hoping I had a couple more hours before Simon came to pick me up. After dropping me off, he had gone to get repair estimates for the van. It would have been amusing to hear him explain the damage, especially those stalactites in the ceiling, to the mechanics, but I hoped my time was being better used here. No less than ten books were stacked around me, as well as my laptop and a library computer with access to all the scanned records of the old Sedona newspapers and area journals. Too bad “scanned” didn’t mean searchable.
I had a copy of the first book I had found that mentioned the vortexes, which had been written back in the ’70s and had started a lot of the mystical tourism. Most of the information had since been reproduced on the Internet, but I was trying to find the references the author had used. The book focused on the new age spirituality element; I wanted archaeological evidence that linked the vortex spots to the Sinagua. I was keeping an eye out for references to swords in pictographs too.
“Maybe Temi and I will take a trip back out to the Cow Pies and see what happens when that sword goes into the center of those flashing lights.” I couldn’t begrudge that biker his presence at the formation, but what would have happened if we hadn’t found him for another five minutes? I hated to jump ahead of the evidence, but between the cave painting, Temi’s admission that she had traveled through a portal, and Eleriss’s implication that there was something special about the sword, I had this niggling hunch that it could open some doors.
“Isn’t talking to yourself a sign of insanity?” Simon asked, sliding into a seat on the other side of the table. He looked for a spot to set down his satchel, didn’t find one, and settled for resting it on the floor.
“Not any more so than midnight chats with elves around a campfire.”
“Are we classifying my portable grill as a campfire?”
“You certainly charred the heck out of that rabbit with it just as effectively as you could over a real fire.”
He gave me a cheerful smile.
“You look pleased,” I said. “Does that mean the repair estimate was lower than you expected?”
“No, it’s sixteen hundred dollars.”
I swore and rocked back in my chair. “Simon, I don’t think we afford to be monster hunters.”
“It is proving to be expensive. And it’s decimating poor Zelda.”
“Why don’t you look as daunted as I feel?”
“Because I have a plan.” Simon winked.
“Which is…?”
“Crowd funding.”
“Uhm, what?”
Simon tugged his laptop out of his satchel. “I’ve started a crowd-funding campaign to finance our repair needs.”
“Aren’t those sites for getting people to pitch in to help indie artists to make a record or produce a film?”
“Some of them. This one is going to help us pay for our monster-hunting expenses.” He lifted the lid to the laptop, the browser already up and open to a webpage with one sorry-looking blue VW Vanagon front and center on it, cracked windshield and all.
“And… why would people who don’t know us pay for this?” I asked.
“Because they do know us.” Simon winked again. “Me, anyway. Through my blog.”
“The monster-hunting blog?”
“Naturally.”
“It’s only three weeks old. How many people can possibly be reading it?”
“We have nine hundred followers.”
“And how many of those followers actually believe we’re hunting monsters?”
“Judging by the comments? At least seven.”
“Impressive,” I said.
“They don’t have to believe to want to chip in. They’ll be excited to do it even if they think it’s all an elaborate farce. But seriously, who would do such a thing to such a magnificent van as part of a joke?”
“People will do a lot of things for money…” I gave him a pointed look, one that slid past him unnoticed. “Don’t these sites require that you give your backers something in exchange for their… donation?” I kept myself from saying the word pity, but barely. The idea of paying that repair bill daunted me, but this sounded like a sketchy way to get the money. I wished Simon would put more of his web expertise into getting more people to our business site. We had more than ten thousand dollars in inventory sitting in our storage unit in Phoenix; we just had to sell it.
“They do get something. If the campaign is successfully funded, everyone who donates will get a signed print of me, holding the sword.”
“Wow, that is a treat.”
“I’d offer a signed picture of Temi holding the sword, but she seems to have an aversion to press coverage.”
“Oh, I see. When you didn’t mention her role in slaying the last monster, it was because you were respecting her privacy. Not because you were trying to make yourself look like a hero.”
Simon nodded. “Exactly. Do you think Temi will help out with my picture? It would be even better for my followers if the sword was glowing. Maybe she could hide out of the frame, behind a bush or tree, and have her finger on the hilt.”
“I’ll let you run that by her. By the way, I noticed you also respected my privacy by not mentioning my role.”
“I knew you weren’t a fan of my blog. I didn’t think you’d want to be identified. After all, you’re trying to redeem yourself to the archaeology world. You wouldn’t want to be seen on some silly monster-hunting site.”
“Yes… you’re all kinds of thoughtful, Simon.”
“I did mention that my colleagues were instrumental in slaying the monster.”
“Uh huh. I read the post. You called us your sidekicks.”
He brightened and pressed a hand to his chest. “You’re following my posts? I’m touched.”
“I bet.”
“Can I count on you as a donor to my campaign?”
“Please, do you honestly think people are going to give you money to fix your van?”
“To aid in the quest for monster footage and subsequent monster slayage,” Simon corrected. “It’s right there in the first paragraph. And in the video I recorded.”
“Slayage? I can’t believe someone actually awarded you those degrees.”
“It’s possible my professors were passing me to ensure they didn’t see me again.”
I gave him a wave of dismissal and went back to perusing the old newspapers on the screen. Simon seemed content to open his laptop and start working on something. I hoped it was something more pertinent to our research than updating that stupid webpage.
For my part, I was reading articles the author of the vortex book had cited. There were a few archaeology magazines, but most came from early editions of the Sedona newspaper, interviews with old-timers, people who had come here to settle long before the tourists had arrived in droves. Most of those interviewees had since passed on, so there was no chance of talking to any of them.
“What is this?” I murmured, opening a newspaper article from the ’30s, one of the few I had come across with photographs. Between the black-and-white nature of the photograph and the degradation that had occurred when the paper had been transferred to microfiche, it was hard to see much of it, but it was clear I was looking at pictographs.
“I don’t know,” Simon said. “You’re not sharing.”
“I’ve seen that circle before,” I whispered as he came around the table to look. “It’s not the same painting though. That’s a different rock formation, and there isn’t a village nearby. But once again, the circle—the portal, maybe—is on top of the formation. And look, there’s that same guy standing in the shadow. Kind of a Kokopelli style, almost like he’s in a position to play music, but doesn’t that look like a sword?”
Simon’s upper lip curled as he squinted at the screen. “I can’t believe you’re getting all of that out of that faded photo. I see the circle, but enh.”
“Maybe it says where it is.” I skimmed the tiny text of the accompanying article. “Yes, here. Some homesteader named John Haines stumbled across the painting in a cave on his own property. Northeast of town, in the Oak Creek Canyon on the way to Flagstaff.
“Back up in the Secret Wilderness?” Simon asked.
“Sounds like it was closer to the main highway. Well, main road. It was probably made of dirt back then.” I grabbed a notepad and scribbled down the farmer’s name. “I’ll see if I can find an address. There couldn’t have been that many people living here back then, and that’s rugged terrain. I don’t think many people were settling this area.”
“You think the address will be the same eighty years later?”
“I think the road name will be the same—or there’ll be a record of it changing. There was a big wildfire up there recently. It could be a lot easier than usual to find a cave right now. I wonder if it’s still on private property or if that’s in the national forest now. Heck, let me…” I pulled up the county GIS site and typed in the guy’s last name. It was always possible a descendant with the same surname still owned the land.
Simon returned to his laptop as the search plodded along.
“Doing anything helpful?” I asked him.
“Am I correct in surmising that you wouldn’t consider the crowd funding helpful, even though it could greatly assist with near-term financial concerns?”
“Correct.”
“Then the answer is no.” He smirked at me. “Although I do plan to do some research on Jacques Vallée’s interdimensional hypothesis. Something Eleriss said last night has me thinking.”
“One of the vague things?”
“Indeed so.”
My search popped up a match, and my breath caught. I told myself not to get excited, that it wasn’t that uncommon of a surname, but my eyes were riveted to the screen, anyway. “Alicia Haines, home address in Florida, is it possible that your Sedona vacation property came from a grandfather?” I was clicking as I spoke, getting the parcel number and looking it up on a map.
“Is it legal for you to stalk people like that?” Simon asked.
“You’re asking me about the legality of something?”
“Yes,” he said, his dark eyes twinkling.
Though I was fairly certain he was messing with me, I waved at the screen and said, “This is all in the public record.” By then, the results had come back. I zoomed out a couple of times, then grinned. “Oak Creek Canyon, hello.”
“How much land is there?”
“Less than a half an acre now, with a cabin just on the other side of the stream from the highway. It backs up to the national forest, and it’s close to the canyon wall. The rest of the land must have been purchased or donated at one time or another. Well, good. Then we don’t have to call Miss Haines to ask for permission to wander around on her property.”
“Would you actually have done that?” Simon asked.
“In the name of amateur archaeology, absolutely.”
“And then gone anyway when she said no?”
“Maybe.” I pulled up the topographical view. “The lots are rugged. It looks like you could slip between people’s properties without anyone noticing.”
“Especially if the owners are in Florida?”
“It could be rented to someone. Maybe we can find a trail that goes behind the properties, though…” I looked at the photograph on the library computer again. “We better take our climbing gear. If that cave were easy to access, I’m sure it would have been photographed often. It definitely would have been listed in the archeological database I checked. There’s nothing about portals for any of the catalogued paintings in the area, unless people have been making some incorrect assumptions about clan shields for a long time.” I plugged the address into my phone. “Think Zelda is up for another expedition?”
“Are we up for another one?”
“Maybe we can get some nice Kevlar vests and helmets from an army surplus store.”
“Vests? Helmets? I want Darth Vader full-body armor, complete with a self-contained breathing apparatus before I go back out there.”
I couldn’t blame him for the sentiment. Today, with daylight streaming in the window and cars and trucks rumbling past on the nearby road, the world seemed normal. But last night… that had been a nightmare. “We’ll talk to Temi and see what she thinks, all right? Maybe Jakatra gave her some tips. And we wanted to fight in a cave, right?” I waved to the article. “This painting is in a cave.”
“Can we roll up to it in a tank?” Simon muttered.
“We can—” My phone bleeped, a text message from Autumn coming through.
I’ve got some results for you. Can you talk?
Strange question, unless she expected me to be in the middle of a police interrogation somewhere. I looked around the library for one of those ubiquitous signs that said to take phone conversations outside, but it wasn’t crowded, and we were surrounded by enough shelves that I didn’t think a conversation would bother anyone. Hadn’t Simon and I already been blathering?
Yes, I texted back, and silenced the ringer. Autumn’s named popped up on the display a moment later.
“Hey,” I said. “I’m hoping you have some great information for me, especially about antivenoms.”
Simon nodded firmly.
“Not exactly,” Autumn said, and my shoulders slumped.
“It’s something weird, isn’t it?” Simon asked.
I waved him to silence so I could listen. “So it mystified us some,” Autumn said. “The blood sample was helpful in figuring things out. We ran it for a number of things including traces of chemicals.”
“Chemicals?” I couldn’t imagine a vaccine for some kind of chemical poisoning.
“The blood sample read off the charts for something that is, or is very similar to, Imidacloprid.”
“Which is?”
“In short, a pesticide. It’s not usually all that toxic to humans—it was specifically developed in the ’90s as a less dangerous alternative to the organophosphorus compounds being used then.”
“It’s not that toxic to humans?” I asked, laying the phone on the table for a moment so I could attempt to type the word she had given into the computer. “So it couldn’t kill somebody?” Maybe this was a coincidence and had nothing to do with the real poison.
“I didn’t say that. In this case, what less toxic means is that it’s probably not a huge deal if you’re eating corn that came from a crop field sprayed with the stuff. Handling it can cause some mild symptoms, such as respiratory distress and a reduced level of consciousness. Having a bunch of it pumped into your veins… If there are any animal studies where that was done, I couldn’t find them. It’s a newer pesticide, so there are fewer reports of clinical consequences overall. But like I said, the blood sample was saturated. You could go out in a freshly sprayed field, lick the corn stalks all day, and not get this much in your blood.”
“And is it what’s coming out of the thorns?”
“You got it, Sherlock. I’m guessing that when they detach—”
“Shoot out,” I interrupted.
“Whatever. I’m guessing that when they stick in a person, the stingers deliver their entire canal full of the pesticide.”
I had the encyclopedia entry on the pesticide up now. “It doesn’t sound like something that occurs in nature.”
“It’s not. There are some plants out there that make natural pesticides to keep things from noshing on them, but this is a man-made chemical through and through.”
“And there’s no possibility of making a vaccine or an antidote?”
“I think the antidote is not to get hit.”
My lips curled. That wasn’t the answer I wanted. “And what if you do get hit? There are people in the hospital here that are going to die if the doctors don’t figure something out.” Not to mention the odds weren’t good of us avoiding being hit if we went out and tried to kill the jibtab.
“Atropine followed by pralidoxime chloride would be the typical treatment for acute poisoning by an organophosphate insecticide. I’m not sure for a neonicotinoid, which is what imidacloprid is. Neonicotinoids work by interfering with the transmission of nerve impulses in insects—and I suppose humans, too—by binding irreversibly to specific nicotinic acetylcholine receptors. That induces neuromuscular paralysis and eventually death.”
I swallowed. “Irreversibly?”
“That’s what the research states. Like I said, there’s not a lot of it out there yet, in regard to cases of humans being poisoned. And Del?”
“Yeah?”
“The hospital lab should have figured out what they’re dealing with by now too. It’s not like I’m some brilliant analyst. If they haven’t found an effective treatment yet, there probably isn’t one.”
I closed my eyes, thinking of how close we had been to taking some of those thorns the night before. “All right. Thank you, Autumn.”
“Stay away from those stingers. I’m expecting another sandwich the next time you call me up.”
“Plan on it.”
“Imidacloprid?” Simon asked after I hung up. He was kibitzing over my shoulder again. “Weird.”
“I was expecting a more intellectual analysis from your big brain,” I said.
“Really weird.”
“Much better.” I scrolled down the entry, though it sounded like Autumn had already done thorough research. I doubted I would be the one to stumble over a cure. Something else caught my eye, though, and I touched the screen. “May be contributing to honey bee colony collapse disorder?”
“Ah, that’s who’s behind this mastermind monster creation. The bees are taking revenge.”
I leaned back in the chair, tapping the table thoughtfully. Was it a coincidence? Or could the fact that we were being attacked by a big flying monster that shot stingers full of this insecticide be… symbolic of something? Dead bees? “You know, Alek isn’t convinced the elves are behind these monsters.”
Simon’s brows rose. “Because the bees are?”
I slapped him on the chest. “Be serious. Listen, the first jibtab was made out of plastic, right? And came out of the ocean. Isn’t that a problem? Plastic bottles dumped in the ocean and killing fish that try to eat them? And now we have something attacking us with a pesticide that might be problematic too. What if this has nothing to do with the elves, and it’s some eco-nut here on our world who’s trying to make a statement?”
“By making monsters that kill people? I thought eco-nuts chained themselves to trees about to be bulldozed.”
I spread my hand. “That was back in the ’70s. People are more jaded now.”
Simon returned to the other side of the table. “Why would the elves be here if they didn’t have something to do with the problem? And how would an eco-nut learn to create nearly indestructible monsters in the first place?”
“Can’t he be a mad-scientist eco-nut? Or is mad engineer the more appropriate term when you’re building creatures?”
“I don’t know, but if he can build living, breathing creatures that guns and Greek fire can’t take down, he ought to be working for military R and D. And should we be assuming it’s a he? Can’t girls be mad engineers?”
“Maybe, but…” I shut my mouth when a gray-haired man in uniform came into view. A police uniform. “Don’t look,” I whispered when Simon started to follow my gaze.
He did anyway. It probably didn’t matter. The librarian was pointing in our direction.
“It was only a matter of time before my fans found me,” Simon said.
“He probably wants to contribute to your crowd-funding campaign.”
“I’ll ask.” Simon’s eyes crinkled. He probably would ask. Even if he was being handcuffed at the time.
The policeman turned out to be a sergeant—I had thought he might be higher ranking, based on the grays—a swarthy-skinned fellow with the name Keetso on his tag. His face went from stern to glowering as he approached us. He tapped a pouch on his utility belt. Was that where the handcuffs were kept? I hadn’t truly expected him to bring any out…
I nudged Simon under the table, trying to tell him to keep his mouth shut about his pleas for donations.
“You the kids with the van?” the sergeant asked. That couldn’t be the official opening line on the books. Maybe he wasn’t sure who we were.
I was in the middle of wondering what would happen if I said no when Simon smiled and said, “Zelda? Yes, did you see how much damage she suffered here in Sedona?”
“Been out in the wilderness, have you?” There wasn’t any sympathy in Keetso’s tone. Nor any surprise. Did he know how the van had received all those perforations? The ER nurse had certainly known more than she had let on. Maybe the town locals had a better idea of what was going on out there than the papers were sharing.
“Yes,” Simon said. “Hiking and enjoying the scenery. Until Zelda was so horrendously vandalized. Would you be interested in contributing to a special fund to help with her repairs? Thus to ensure we have only kind things to say about Sedona when we’ve left your fine town?”
Keetso’s dark eyes narrowed. “Will you be leaving soon?”
“We’re just visiting for a few days,” I said, deciding I shouldn’t leave the talking to Simon.
“I suggest you cut your trip short,” Keetso said. “Head back to New Mexico.”
Simon glanced at me. The van had an Arizona plate. It was Temi’s Jag that sported the yellow of New Mexico. This wasn’t the same police officer that we had seen at the campground, but I wasn’t surprised the department had been chatting internally about us. This wasn’t a big town.
Keetso turned his glower back to Simon. “I will also strongly suggest you don’t update your website with anymore talk of monster sightings.”
Even if Keetso’s tone was as friendly as gravel crunching under tires, the fact that he was making suggestions made me feel better. The police must not have found any reason to suspect us of an actual crime. Unfortunately, the words made Simon feel better, too—perkier and lippier.
“Actually, I was talking about the monster un-sightings,” Simon said. “And how we got shot at by something that wasn’t there. At least that’s what it looked like. You know anything about that, Sergeant?”
“Your website is encouraging more people to go out into the wilderness and get themselves into trouble,” Keetso said. “Idiots with cameras, trying to capture footage of monsters. If you’ve been paying any attention to the news, we’ve been trying to get people to stay home until whoever is responsible for the trouble is discovered, something the professionals will handle.”
“They will?” Simon asked. “When will that be?”
I kicked him under the table.
Glowering more than ever, Keetso said several sentences in a language I knew Simon wouldn’t understand. Navajo? That was my guess, but if police had looked us all up, the guy should have known from Simon’s surname that he wasn’t an Arizona native. Maybe it was just some expression of disappointment that Simon wasn’t supposed to understand.
“Sergeant,” I started, though I wasn’t sure what to say next. I wanted to know if we were going to be charged with something if we stayed in the area and Simon kept updating the site. At the same time, I didn’t want to start the man thinking down those lines.
Keetso pointed at both of us. “Pack up your stuff and leave town. I don’t want to find either of you in that campground when I come by tonight.”
I kicked Simon again, hoping to stop him from voicing that mulish “Or what?” that was in his eyes.
“We understand, Sergeant,” I said.
He glowered at us a little longer before stalking away. I liked the officer in Prescott better. He had given us coffee.
Simon waited for Keetso to exit before leaning forward and saying, “He doesn’t want us in the campground? No problem. We’ll go to a hotel.”
“One of the oh-so-affordable Sedona hotels, or will we be commuting from elsewhere for our monster-hunting work?”
“We’ll totally be able to afford a hotel here.” He spun the laptop toward me. “We already have backers, my friend.”
I squinted at the sidebar. “You’ve got a commitment of fifteen dollars? Congratulations, that’s almost enough for us all to shower at the campground.”
“We could save money by sharing showers.” His face grew wistful. “Do you think Temi would ever share a shower with me?”
“You’d be more likely to talk Alek into it. Nudity and public bathing were common back then. The Greeks weren’t shy.”
“Don’t remind me. I’m still trying to get certain images out of my head.”
“You explain that underwear thing to him yet?”
Simon grimaced. “Not exactly. I thought he’d figured it out on his own when I saw the bag of them open in the tent, but then I caught him polishing his sword with his fresh new cotton briefs.” He pushed his hands through his hair. “What’d that guy say to me, anyway?”
“The policeman? I don’t know. I can translate Navajo rock paintings for you, but you’ll have to go to the rez if you want to find someone who speaks the language.”
“Do a lot of the people there actually speak it?”
“Not many our age, I don’t think. But Navajo is supposed to have more native speakers than any other Native American language north of the border.”
“Huh. I know three Makah words. There isn’t anybody left who grew up speaking it.” For a moment, he looked wistful, but the moment didn’t last long. “So, we’re going to buy some Kevlar vests and check out a cave?”
“If we can find some.” I was more certain than ever that I didn’t want to wander around out there without full-body protection. “Maybe the police would have loaned us some if you hadn’t been so busy being mouthy.”
“Please, that guy wouldn’t have loaned us a match.” Simon opened his laptop. “Oh, another donation.” His phone bleeped. He pulled it out and looked at the display. His enthusiasm for the donation disappeared into a frown.
“Problem?” I asked.
“My brother is flying to Phoenix to see me.”
“Today?”
“I hope not.” Simon turned it off without answering. “My plan is to ignore him and not tell him where I am.”
“Isn’t he following your blog?”
Simon groaned and clunked his head down on the table.
I shook my head and pulled up the Haines address on my phone again. Maybe we would get lucky and the cave wouldn’t be far from the road.



Chapter 12
Zelda didn’t sound that healthy as she chugged up the highway into Oak Creek Canyon. Even if I thought Simon’s money-acquisition plan sounded ludicrous, I hoped he would find a way to get the van repaired sooner rather than later. We had moved out of the campground but opted for leaving Temi’s car in a shopping area instead of taking it, since the convertible’s soft top wouldn’t do much to stop thorns. I didn’t want to test the van against thorns again, either—especially with nothing except a few new layers of duct tape on the roof keeping the weather out in places—but at least we had better protection this time, a mismatched collection of Kevlar helmets and vests Simon had located from some online contact. I hoped anyone who saw us tramping through the woods in camouflage would assume we were a paintball team rather than skulking terrorists.
“This is behind someone’s house?” Temi asked from the back of the van, peering out the window as trees, lodges, and campgrounds slid past. It wasn’t exactly a residential area.
“There are a few streets off the main highway with houses on them.” I waved my phone, and the map lit up. “I think if we drive up to the end of this one, we won’t have to cross people’s yards to get to the canyon wall.” We shouldn’t have to walk far to reach the cave, either. I was well aware that our new gear protected our heads and torsos, but not much else. We all wore long sleeves and pants, but those thorns would cut through fabric with ease. And unlike with bullets, even a grazed forearm might be deadly.
Alek sat near Temi, plucking at his bulky new vest.
“Can’t be any worse than a muscle cuirass,” I said in English, then repeated it in Greek. We had been conversing fairly well, if stiltedly, that afternoon without the tablet. English was still a stretch—beyond barnyard animals—but he was understanding my Greek even better than I was understanding his.
Alek grunted. I didn’t expect more of a response—he rarely spoke unless I asked a direct question—but he added, “The Dhekarzha have protection that weighs nothing.” He gestured to his torso. “You do not see it unless it is struck.”
Invisible armor? I thought of the invisible jibtab and of Simon’s skepticism that the monsters were being created by humans.
“Did you get to wear it when you were with them?” I asked.
Alek’s lips twisted wryly. Or maybe wistfully? “No. It was… preferred that I wore my own clothes and armor.”
“As a spectacle? Some prize that had been won and was being shown off?” I was thinking aloud and probably shouldn’t have been, because Alek’s lips flattened, any humor that had been there disappearing.
“Some prize,” he said—in agreement?—then shifted his gaze toward the window.
“Sorry,” I murmured, though I wasn’t surprised when he didn’t look back at me.
“This the spot, navigator?” Simon asked, the van already turning off the highway and onto a bumpy dirt road.
“I think so.” I didn’t see a sign anywhere, but the GPS promised we were on the right forest service road. We crossed a one-lane bridge that appeared more suitable for foot traffic than vehicle traffic, and climbed steeply. We passed two grassy driveways that hadn’t seen use in a while, and I had a feeling I needn’t have worried about being caught trespassing. The van pitched and groaned, doubtlessly lamenting the day it had been sold to someone who preferred dirt roads to pavement.
“You sure you don’t want to trade in that Jag for a Jeep, Temi?” I asked. “It’s not too late.” After it was perforated with thorns… then it might be too late.
“I’ll think about it,” she said. “Though Simon promises he’ll soon have access to riches to be used on new monster-hunting gear and perhaps even vehicles.”
I snorted. Amazing how a man who had trouble speaking directly to Temi could make sure she heard about all of his genius plans. “At the moment, he hasn’t even earned enough riches for showers at the campground.”
“That’s not true.” Simon grimaced, navigating around a pothole that might have been the landing site for an asteroid. “We’re up to twenty-seven dollars.”
I eyed the GPS unit as we continued to climb, wanting to get us as close to the canyon wall as we could without getting the van stranded. We hadn’t passed a driveway recently.
“We’re there,” Simon announced before I would have.
“Our destination?” Temi leaned forward, peering out the cracked windshield. Nothing but a twisting rocky road lay ahead of us.
“Also known as the point at which Zelda won’t go any farther? Yes.” Simon did a ten-point turn to face us in the other direction and pulled to a stop underneath a tree.
Nothing resembling a trail led away from the road. That wasn’t unexpected. If there were trails, people would know about the cave.
Temi climbed out of the van, her sword in its scabbard across her back. Despite all the reluctance she had shown toward being trained to be a warrior, she made a convincing soldier, standing there in camo clothing, listening for the drone of aerial attackers. With his long hair and spear, Alek didn’t look quite the image of an American soldier, but there was no doubt he was a warrior. I grabbed my whip and knife and joined the team, wondering what I looked like. I probably didn’t want to know.
After locking the van, Simon showed up with…
“Is that a flamethrower?” I asked.
“More or less.” He tapped the bulging pockets in his jacket. “And incendiary devices.”
“Didn’t we decide those weren’t effective on the jibtab?”
“Actually, we decided my throwing arm wasn’t effective, but you never know when weapons might be useful. I see you have your whip.” He arched his eyebrows.
“Not for attacking monsters.”
“Just for looking cool?”
“I’ve yet to see the fashion magazine where the models are strolling down the runway with bullwhips dangling from the belts of their dresses.” Admittedly, I had thought the Indiana Jones movies were cool when I had seen them, and that might have had something to do with me talking Papou into helping me make a whip in the first place. Still, a ten-year-old’s standards of cool couldn’t be trusted. “But they can be useful for climbing trees.”
“And outrunning giant stone balls, yes, I know,” Simon said.
“Are we ready to go?” I pointed into the trees in the direction my map suggested.
Simon and Temi nodded. Alek was gazing back at the van, his brows raised.
“Problem?” I asked him.
He held up a finger, then jogged around the van. An indignant squawk came from a tree on the far side of the road, a feminine squawk.
“Uh?” I leaned around the back of the van as Alek dragged someone out from hiding. It was our pig-tailed neighbor. Naomi.
She struggled, trying to escape Alek’s grip, until she noticed all of us staring at her.
“Where did she come from?” Simon looked up and down the dirt road. There wasn’t another truck, car, bicycle, or pogo stick anywhere in sight, and we were at least ten miles up the highway outside of town. “Her grandmother isn’t around, is she?”
“No,” Naomi mumbled. “It was an accident.”
“How did you get here?” I eyed the back of the van. She hadn’t been inside with us, had she? There wasn’t a lot of free space in there. It was hard to imagine her squeezed into a cabinet or under a seat.
“I climbed on top of the van when you were packing. I wanted to be able to hear you… You were talking about such weird things. I heard those guys last night. I thought… I was just curious. And then you all got in and drove away, and I didn’t know how to get off without someone seeing…” She was doing a good job of avoiding everyone’s eyes as she gave us this story.
I wasn’t sure if I believed her. Temi and Alek were both tall enough that it was hard to imagine them not seeing someone lying on top of the van. And Alek was so observant that it was hard to believe he hadn’t seen, heard, smelled, or otherwise sensed a tagalong. Indeed, he looked a little perplexed by the girl’s appearance.
Simon scowled suspiciously at Naomi, then climbed back into the van. “My Dirt Viper better be in here.”
Naomi scowled back at him. “I’m not a thief.”
“Just a spy?” I asked.
“No, I’m not that, either. I’m just…” She looked at Temi, Alek, and me—Simon was still rooting around behind the seats. “Look, what were those weird guys talking about? I heard about the monster, but they were talking like they’re not… human.”
“It’s a long story.”
Simon hopped out of the van, holding his metal detector. He gave Naomi a squinty-eyed look, then said, “Nobody who was riding in the back noticed that my sleeping bag, clothes, and tent were sitting on the floor instead of in the storage cubby under the seat cushion?”
I propped a fist on my hip. “You say that as if your stuff not being put away is an oddity.” We had packed up everything before leaving, in case that grumpy police sergeant drove through this afternoon, and I hadn’t thought anything of Simon’s junk being all over the floor.
Naomi smiled and shrugged. “I like long stories.”
Alek scratched his head, his expression thoughtful as he gazed at the van. He hadn’t spent much time inside and might not have known about the compartments under the seats. Maybe he had even heard a bump or sneeze or something and been curious about it.
“We’ll take her back when we’re finished here.” I pointed into the woods again. “We better get going. I don’t want to be stuck out here after dark again.”
“Can I come?” Naomi asked brightly. She didn’t appear at all ashamed to have been caught stowing away in some strangers’ van. “I’ll carry your Dirt Viper for you.”
I couldn’t find it within myself to truly be irked with her, because I had certainly done dumb things in the quest to satisfy my curiosity before. The days we had spent tracking Eleriss and Jakatra had to qualify. Still, I didn’t want the grandmother to have a reason to call the police on us again.
“We better not leave her here alone.” Temi’s gaze flicked toward the sky.
“Fine. Let’s go. We have to get close to the canyon wall and then parallel it for about a quarter mile. I suggest a brisk pace.” For oh so many reasons.
“In case we’re not in the mood to test these vests?” Simon asked. He gave Naomi another scowl, but then handed her his metal detector. Huh.
“Yes.” I jogged off the road and into the dry yellow tufts of grass sprouting between the pines.
“I probably should have stayed in town,” Temi said, something she had pointed out earlier, too, believing that the jibtab was drawn to her sword. Something else, I realized, that poked a hole in my theory of human origins for the creatures. “The monster might ignore you altogether if I wasn’t around.”
“Like it ignored those hikers and bikers?”
Temi didn’t have a response for that.
Sweat soon dripped down the back of my neck and dampened my shirt. The sun was out, and the vest was heavier than what I would usually wear here during the day. I didn’t take it off, though. I was too busy glancing from the GPS to the woods, to the sky, and worrying I was leading us into trouble. I scrambled around a patch of boulders from a rockslide. It hadn’t taken long to find the canyon wall; our road probably wouldn’t have continued much farther.
“I think we’re getting close,” I said after about ten minutes of huffing around obstacles and through dry brush. Without a trail, we weren’t covering ground quickly, but thanks to the guidance of the rock wall towering over us, we were sticking to a relatively straight line.
“I like how she keeps thinking we’re at the road or getting close to the right spot,” Simon said.
“Sorry, did you want a more authoritative guide?”
“If you don’t mind, please.”
“I’m just glad we haven’t heard anything buzzing,” Temi said.
“Buzzing?” Naomi asked. She had her smartphone out. She wasn’t recording video, was she? Planning to post her adventure on the web? Who would have thought Simon would find an acolyte at a campground in Sedona?
“Nothing.” I paused, realizing Naomi was bringing up the rear; Alek wasn’t behind us anymore. “How long has Dundee been on walkabout?”
“What?” Temi asked.
I pointed behind her. “Alek?”
“Oh, I didn’t hear him leave. I don’t hear him when he’s here, either, so I didn’t notice…” She grimaced. Displeased that she hadn’t noticed?
“Yeah, he’s got that elf blood, too, remember? I—”
“Delia,” came my name from a few feet behind me.
Startled, I whirled around and found Alek not at the rear of the party, but up ahead.
He gave me a curious look, then said, “I have located a cave.” He pointed in the direction I had been leading us.
“We were probably too slow for him,” Simon muttered.
“I guess.” I made myself smile at Alek and extended a hand. “Show us, please.”
He trotted off, his sandaled feet light as he skirted shrubs and cactus and jumped over boulders.
“How can he possibly find that footwear conducive to desert hiking?” I muttered, doing my best to keep up.
“Nothing wrong with sandals.” Simon slipped on a rock even as he spoke, flailing, then grabbing a tree for balance.
“Yours don’t work quite as well as his.”
“Weird, isn’t it?”
After a few more minutes, Alek stopped at the base of the cliff and looked upward. What he was pointing at might have been a cave, but from this angle, it was hard to tell. It might have been nothing more than a crevice in the rock too. Unfortunately, the trees grew right up to the cliff, so we wouldn’t be able to back up for a better view.
“Who’s climbing up there to check?” Simon asked.
A bleep came from Naomi’s direction. At some point, she had turned on the metal detector, and she wore a grin as she ran it back and forth near the bottom of the cliff. At least she was gainfully occupied.
I eyed the climb. It had to be nearly fifty feet up to the crevice. The red rock happened to be quite sheer at that spot. Reason number two that those cave paintings weren’t in the archaeological database.
“I have rope, a hammer, and anchors,” I said, removing my pack, “in case anyone wants to volunteer to scramble up there and prepare the climb for the rest of us.” I smiled at Temi.
She blinked. “Me?”
“Well, you’re the one who had all that special training.”
“I was only gone a week. I’m not a Navy SEAL.”
“Climbing and rappelling is more of an army thing, isn’t it?” Simon asked.
“I’m sure they can all do it.” I dug into my pack for the hammer and anchors and thought about asking Alek if he was willing to do the task, but he wouldn’t be familiar with modern climbing equipment. I found myself reluctant to ask him to do dangerous things on our behalf, as well. So far, he had been willing to help in every instance, but it made me uncomfortable asking him for favors when this wasn’t his world and these weren’t his problems. Spending a few minutes a day helping him to speak modern languages didn’t seem a payment commensurate with the risks he was taking by traveling with us.
I glanced over at Alek, found him watching me curiously, and blushed for no reason whatsoever. Okay, there was a reason. I was bullshitting. It was less that I didn’t want to ask him for favors and more that I didn’t want him to think I wasn’t capable of doing this sort of thing myself. He had seemed to approve of the fact that I could smack bikers in the backsides with my whip. Asking for help here… I don’t know why asking Simon or Temi was different, but it was.
“This will just take a minute.” I looped the hammer through my belt, the coil of rope across my torso, and pocketed the anchors. Then I took a deep breath and started up the wall. “Three points of contact,” I reminded myself and was relieved when the climb didn’t prove to be as hard as I had feared it would be. A crevice running up the face of the rock provided good handgrips.
Alek’s voice drifted up to me, though he was speaking quietly, and I couldn’t make out the words.
“I think Mr. Sexypants is wondering why you’re scaling Mt. Everest instead of him, Del,” Simon called up.
Alek made a shushing sound and said, “Let her concentrate,” in a language Simon was no more likely to understand than Navajo.
I was in a good spot, with four hand and footholds, so I paused to look down. “Sooner or later, he’s going to understand what your nickname means, and then you’re going to have to explain why you’re using it.”
“That’ll probably be the same day he finally grasps our underwear discussion.”
Temi elbowed Simon. “He’s right. Be quiet and let her concentrate.”
I caught Simon’s chagrined expression before turning back to the cliff. I wondered if Temi knew she was the only one who could chastise Simon and have an effect. The police sergeant sure hadn’t managed it.
A hawk screed somewhere, the noise reminding me that there were predators out here, and I shouldn’t dawdle. I inched higher, only pausing when my crevice dwindled and the handholds grew less enticing. Less than ten feet to the opening. I could do this. I reached up, gripped a slender ledge, and my fingers slipped. I hadn’t shifted my weight yet, and wasn’t in danger of falling, but my heart lurched with alarm, anyway. The pebbles that clattered down fell at least forty feet before hitting the bottom. Sweat slithered down the side of my face, and I paused to wipe one hand at a time on my shirt.
An image popped into my head, and I almost laughed. “Has it occurred to anyone else that Temi’s sword could probably carve out some nice handholds in a cliff?” I called.
The silence that answered me probably meant that they hadn’t thought about it until that moment, either.
“We can try to throw it up to you if you want,” Simon said.
“Next time.” I eyed the wall. The ledge looked more promising over there.
“Alek is coming up,” Simon called.
I gritted my teeth. I didn’t want help, and I was afraid it would be distracting, or that it would cause me to do something stupid, proving I could do this. Wait, I was already doing that. No, that wasn’t fair. I would have made this choice, regardless, for the chance to see the pictographs. “Which means I’m stupid in regard to ancient civilizations, too, not just boys.”
I grabbed the ledge, determined to take my time, and made it a few more feet before something moved in my peripheral vision. Alek was climbing up well to the side, giving me my space so he wouldn’t be a distraction. I gave him a nod and continued toward the dark opening. He reached it first, and I decided not to find that depressing—guys were naturally stronger, and he had those elf fingers, right? I did feel triumphant that I made it a few seconds later, my hand clasping the lower edge of the opening, before he was tempted to call for the rope or offer any assistance.
“Any snakes?” I asked, more because I didn’t want him watching me grunt and scrape my way into the cave than because I was worried about rattlers at fifty feet.
“On the walls only,” he said.
“Paintings?” I pulled myself inside, too excited at this verification that we might have found the right cave to remember to worry about my lack of grace.
Alek stood inside a chamber much larger than the one Temi and I had visited, this one largely emptied out, too, but there were charcoal and pigment-based images all over the flattest of the walls. I dug into a pocket for my flashlight with fingers so eager they were shaking. Or maybe they were shaking because of the climb. Either way, I tripped in my haste to scramble over and check out the pictographs.
Alek caught me before I planted my nose in the rocks.
“Thanks,” I managed, though I scarcely would have noticed if I had fallen. I was already flicking on the light to scan the wall’s offerings.
As before, the ones closer to the cave entrance were typical of the era—black snakes in zigzag patterns, outlines of hands, and stick-figure animals. But in the back, there were more careful, more serious paintings, ones clearly intended to tell a story.
“Four portals this time,” I whispered, touching the wall. “Again with something coming out of them. And over here… It’s not typical for paintings to have a chronological representation or order of events, but it’s almost as if these do, like panels on a comic strip, except backward. Here the portals are like slits or eyes that are closed, not yet opened, and, look, it’s the guy with the sword again. He’s traveling this time. Coming into… I wonder if this represents some canyon in Sedona? Or the Verde Valley as a whole? Am I reading too much into this? Look at all these people. This almost looks like he’s going to get attacked, doesn’t it?” I laid a hand on the cool wall, as if I could absorb the information in the overwhelming cornucopia of images. I couldn’t believe this wasn’t out there in the literature anywhere, that it hadn’t been photographed and catalogued. Was it possible nobody had been here since that landowner? Had he taken the picture I had seen in that old newspaper? Granted, it was a tough climb, and there wasn’t much else of value up here—there was some debris in the back corner, but nothing of significant size remained. Of course, who would have brought piles of pots up here, anyway? This was more likely some shaman’s alcove or an outpost for observing the canyon. “I need to take pictures.”
As I pulled out my phone, I remembered I wasn’t alone and gave Alek an apologetic shrug. I had been blathering in English, so I doubted he had caught much of it. He gave me an enigmatic smile though—maybe he found my babbling amusing—then pointed at the rope and to the entrance.
“Oh, right. The others. I suppose we could invite them up.” I handed him the gear and pantomimed drilling an anchor into the rock to support the rope.
“You two having a make-out session up there, or what?” Simon called up.
“Yes, do you mind not interrupting it?” I called back down, then returned to the wall. The way Alek arched an eyebrow made me wonder once again if he knew more English than he let on. I might have blushed if I weren’t obsessed with the pictographs. I snapped a number of pictures, wishing I had thought to bring my better camera. Then I simply stood back to stare at the paintings, trying to see through the centuries to the message the artist or shaman had been trying to leave behind. “More and more, I’m convinced that’s Temi’s sword,” I said, though Alek was busy working on that anchor, so he wouldn’t have responded even if he did understand some of what I was muttering. “Is this the guy who first brought it here?” I touched the stick figure, the one that looked like he was about to be ambushed by other stick figures. “And he was attacked for some reason? Then is this him again, under the portals? Or is that someone who took the sword and went to the portals? Then this last painting… people walking. Leaving? Fleeing the area? Man, how awesome would it be if this was the key to why the Sinagua left? It couldn’t be tied into the sword somehow, could it?” I chewed on my lip, afraid I was making all kinds of crazy assumptions. Scientists weren’t supposed to do that; they were just supposed to record evidence. But you wouldn’t be human if you didn’t speculate some. You just couldn’t act upon the speculation… or publish things that would later make you look stupid. Not that I had to worry about my reputation getting worse.
“It really looks like the sword opens the portals, doesn’t it?” I asked.
Alek walked over, touched the man holding the sword—all right, it was a stick figure holding a stick—then pointed outside and raised his brows.
“I’m not sure,” I said, switching to Greek. “But yes, I think it might be Temi’s sword. This would have been made around 1350… almost seven hundred years ago. Jakatra and Eleriss retrieved that sword from the cavate more than fifty miles from here, but for all we know, it could have been buried around the same time these paintings were drawn.”
“This is your… love?” Alek waved at the wall.
“Uh, I guess it is. My passion. Finding stuff. Solving mysteries. It’s what I always wanted to do and what I studied in school, but… sometimes what you love doing doesn’t quite match up with the jobs that are available.” I shrugged, doubting he would have a common frame of reference.
“Only one job for a man in Sparta,” he said dryly.
Oh, maybe he understood not being able to do what one dreamed about doing after all. Not just as a slave to the elves, but even earlier, as a man growing up in a rigid society where one’s destiny was predetermined.
“If you could have done anything, what would it have been?” I asked.
Grunts and scrapes came from outside. Temi and Simon climbing up, I assumed. Alek had finished with the rope, and it dangled out the entrance. Neither of them was an expert on pictographs, so there probably wasn’t a reason for them to come up, but maybe they would feel safer in here than down on the forest floor. Just because we hadn’t heard the drone of the jibtab yet didn’t mean it wouldn’t find us eventually.
“I wanted to be… like Odysseus. An explorer. I loved the tales of Cinaethon and Homer. Do you remember them? Your people? Our people?” He shrugged. He might understand that a great deal of time had passed, but understanding that and knowing how to explain it were different things.
“Homer, definitely. Cinaethon sounds familiar. Another poet?”
“Yes. He was long dead in my time but from Sparta.” His chin came up with a hint of pride.
I should have known better, but it was strange to realize that the Spartans, so known for their warrior culture, might have idolized poets and have wanted to go off and have adventures. At times, the history books made it easy to generalize. But people were people, no matter what century, so it shouldn’t have struck me as odd.
“I like exploring too,” I said, then immediately felt foolish. Next I would be asking him what his favorite color was, so I could pretend mine was the same.
“I gathered that,” he said, his tone dry again.
I was tempted to ask if he had been out exploring somewhere when the elves found him, but decided I didn’t want to kill his good humor. I had only known him for a few days. I would have to trust that maybe one day he would be comfortable telling me that story.
Not surprisingly, Temi reached the cave first. Simon had probably stopped halfway up to pop a can of soda and replenish his reserves.
“What do you think?” I pointed to the pictures. “Does that look like your sword?”
“The stick?”
“Yeah.”
“I don’t know, but I am getting something of a… sensation from it.” She touched the pommel, which was sticking up over her shoulder. I wasn’t surprised she hadn’t left it behind for the climb.
“Because it knows it was immortalized in a cave painting seven hundred years ago, or because the jibtab is on its way?”
“I’m not sure,” Temi said. “I’m still waiting for the app that teaches me how to speak its language.”
“You probably need the elves to create that. What did you and Jakatra work on out in the woods last night, anyway?”
“Dodging projectiles,” Temi murmured.
She was standing in front of the painting and gestured for my flashlight, but when I handed it to her, she didn’t take it. Her gaze had locked onto the wall. I shined the light on the pictographs for her.
“See something I don’t?” I asked.
“Just… getting the impression that maybe it’s a good thing that we didn’t get closer to those flashing lights last night.”
“Oh?” I frowned at the image in front of her. “Why?”
“Well, if it opens portals…” She touched the last scene, the one with the people leaving the area. “Don’t you get the impression something bad happened?”
“Yes, but…” I paused. I hadn’t considered the possibility that the “something bad” had been a result of opening the portals, but maybe I should have. Wasn’t the definition of a portal that it went to some place or came from some place? And couldn’t there be other… entities in those other places?
Temi turned toward me, her eyes troubled. Was she thinking of how close we had come to walking over to those flashing lights? And what might have happened if the sword did open portals? And if something had come through that we couldn’t handle?
I faced the pictographs again, trailing my fingers along the figure with the sword, the one I’d thought had been walking into an ambush. “Eleriss admitted that his people were here in the past.”
Temi nodded. “It’s apparently forbidden now, except with rare exceptions, but they told me it had once been like going on a vacation or adventure for them, coming here. The way European explorers went to dark, savage continents back in the day.” Her mouth twisted, and she made air quotes as she said dark, savage. Yeah, I wasn’t going to agree with that description.
“And some of them took slaves while they were here,” I said.
“They didn’t tell me about that.”
I looked at Alek, who had grown silent since Temi’s arrival. He was standing against the back wall, watching and listening. I might have to try and pry his story out of him, after all.
“So was it one of their people who wandered through the Southwest and found some portals to open for kicks?” I asked. “Or was an elf maybe the one ambushed here? And then it was someone else who wandered around and accidentally opened a portal?” I tapped on the figure with the sword. Alas, there weren’t any big triangular ears sticking out of the circle of a head that might have implied someone other than a human.
“I wouldn’t call their people infallible,” Temi said, “and some of them clearly wish humans would disappear from the universe—Jakatra admitted as much—but I’m skeptical that they would accidentally open a portal that let something evil into a world, especially if it harmed more than humans.”
“I don’t know if it did harm more than humans.” I drummed my fingers on the seam of my jeans. “The Sinagua disappeared from the area, yes, but there’s no evidence of a mass extinction or anything like that. Still… I see what you’re saying, and it does seem like the type of thing that could have been done accidentally. By someone curious.” The type of person who climbed dangerous cliffs to look into caves…
“Or someone drawn to the vortexes by the sword,” Temi pointed out. “If a previous owner felt the pull, as I did, and didn’t know to avoid it…”
“Maybe we better focus on the jibtab and do our best to avoid anything tugging at your sword.” I grimaced at the idea of walking away from the vortexes without ever seeing what happened when the sword was plugged into one, but I certainly didn’t want to be responsible for unleashing some horrible evil on mankind.
“I think we need to talk to Eleriss and Jakatra again,” Temi said.
“They’re your buddies. Can you make that happen?”
“They didn’t tell me where they went, just that they were hunting the other elf.”
“Delia?” came a distant call. Simon. It sounded like he was still on the ground.
I rushed to the cave entrance, worried he had heard the monster coming. At first, I didn’t spot him down there, but something moved in the trees, drawing my eye. He and Naomi had wandered away from the cliff wall with the metal detector.
“What is it?” I called.
Neither of them answered.



Chapter 13
“Let’s get back to the van,” I said.
Simon and Naomi had disappeared in the trees, and I wanted to make sure they were okay, but we ought to head out, anyway. The sun had dipped below the canyon wall on the opposite side of the highway. It wouldn’t be that long before night fell.
Despite my words, I took a moment to take a few more pictures of the wall and to check all of the edges and nooks in the cave. I found the remains of a hollowed stone with dark paint smudges and imagined someone in here, centuries earlier, mixing paints to share his story. That was it as far as relics went.
Temi climbed down first, and Alek waited for me at the exit.
“I have been through the portals before,” he said when I joined him, about to crouch for the rope.
I froze. “These portals?” I waved toward the pictographs.
“No, the ones the Dhekarzha create. Those went to places they desired to go, some similar to their world and similar to ours. Some went to foul and dangerous places. I was made to travel to such a place once for a… test.” His jaw tightened and his brown eyes narrowed in anger at some memory. That couldn’t be the word he wanted. “Entertainment,” he amended. “Their entertainment.”
“I’m sorry,” I whispered, wishing it weren’t such a useless thing to say.
Alek looked out at the forest, the carpet of greens and yellows and browns stretching across the ground below us, the creek visible in spots, the water glinting in the afternoon sunlight. “It is in the past and does not matter now. I tell you this for a warning. For us, the portals may not be known until they are entered, and they don’t always have… doors on both sides.” He shook his head, clearly frustrated by the lack of words in Ancient Greek to explain all of this. I doubted English had the appropriate words, either. “Wild ones, natural ones, are even less predictable. You should not open the ones here. And you must not go through.”
“I’m getting that impression. Thank you for the warning.”
“Delia?” Simon called again. “You’re going to want to see this.”
“I’m coming.”
I patted Alek on the arm, then dropped to all fours, grabbed the rope, and slipped out of the cave. Normally, going down scared me more than going up, but the rope made the descent a lot easier. Less than a minute later, my feet dropped onto the dusty earth. I was surprised Alek wasn’t following me yet, but Simon’s excited voice came from the trees, drawing me in that direction.
I hopped over a log, then nearly tripped at the sight of Simon and Naomi, thigh deep in a crater of dirt. Dust caked their hands, faces, and even their hair. The Dirt Viper leaned innocently against a nearby tree, though I was certain it was responsible for however this scene had started.
“What are you doing?” I asked, then, realizing I already knew, added, “And how did you dig all that up so quickly?”
We hadn’t even brought shovels.
“Quickly?” Simon was using his Black Sabbath T-shirt to rub dirt off something. “You were up there forever.”
“We were not.” At least I didn’t think so. I dug out my phone to check the time. Maybe I had been a tad absorbed.
“Yes, you were,” Simon said.
Naomi nodded.
“We thought you and Mr. Sexypants were making Greek babies,” Simon added.
“I didn’t think that,” Naomi said.
“Good, because that would have been awkward with Temi watching. What great artifact did you find there?”
“Oh, just the mother lode.” Simon winked and nodded at Naomi, who had apparently gone from suspicious spy to helpful assistant.
She bent and lifted an old wooden box out of the dirt, the hinges rusted and broken, the lid already open. She pulled out a dusty old mason jar packed full of silver coins.
“Someone’s quarter collection?” I guessed. A cool find, especially if they were old, but I wasn’t sure I would classify someone’s old coin jar as the mother lode.
“We already looked inside,” Simon said. “The most recent one I plucked out is from 1923. Melt value, over three and a half dollars at current silver rates, but a 1923 Standing Liberty Quarter has a numismatic value of more than that. It’s worth at least twenty bucks in poor condition, and most of these coins would rate very good to extremely fine grade. I’m betting the value of the entire jar is more than enough to pay for Zelda’s repairs.”
“And Simon said I get a cut.” Naomi bounced. “I’m the one who brought the Dirt Viper.”
A cut. If she had found the coins, she probably had a claim to the whole stash. Either that, or the Florida relative did, though technically someone in the family had sold this portion of the property to the government at some point, and this was national forest land now. Simon had a definite finders-keepers mentality when it came to prospecting, and I was sure he would balk if I suggested we hand the coins over to the government.
“The coins are only part of the treasure. There are a couple of other doodads you might be interested in, but this is the real surprise.” Simon tossed the item he had been rubbing to me.
Surprised he was throwing around something old and valuable, I lunged to catch the object. As soon as my hands wrapped around the cool, smooth item, a weird shiver went through me. Before I opened my fingers, I had a hunch we were dealing with something strange. Something alien.
And something broken. I stared at three-quarters of a disk about an inch thick, with the side sliced through as if by a blade. The slice revealed insides that reminded me vaguely of silicone putty, but with silver strands—wiring?—knotting and flowing through the medium in a strangely mesmerizing pattern. Interesting, but the outside captivated me more.
“These are the same runes that were on Eleriss and Jakatra’s communication device,” I said, “or whatever that thing was we found in their hotel room.” The elves had never deigned to explain their doodads.
“I thought so,” Simon said.
“Who are Eleriss and Jakatra?” Naomi asked. “Are those the guys who came to your campsite last night?”
I barely heard her. I was staring back and forth from the broken gadget to the wood box. “This came out of that?”
“Yup,” Simon said.
I rubbed the outside of the device, the strange alloy like nothing I had seen before. Like nothing on Earth.
“In case you’re wondering, it was the coins that set off the detector,” Simon said. “I already checked and that doesn’t show up as a metal.”
Leaves crunched behind me, Temi coming over to join us. Alek had also descended and was heading in this direction, a bemused expression on his face as he regarded the new crater in the dry red dirt.
“So, was this left here by some traveling elf in the ’20s? Or is it something Haines maybe found up in that cave at the same time as the pictographs?” I showed Temi the device.
I wasn’t sure if she would recognize the runes, since she hadn’t been up there poking around in that hotel room with Simon and me, but her lips parted in surprise. “The impression Jakatra gave me was that it’s been hundreds of years since their people came here.”
“And did you think he was telling the truth?” I wasn’t sure how far to trust those guys.
“Yes. He’s… blunt. Eleriss, I think, would be evasive if there was a reason for it.”
“Yes, we’ve seen that,” I said dryly.
“But Jakatra, if you ask him what he thinks… be prepared for an answer you might not want to hear.”
I handed her the trinket. “I know you didn’t see much of their world, but is there any chance this reminds you of anything?”
“It’s one of their portal openers, isn’t it?”
I gaped at her. “Are you sure?” I hadn’t expected her to have a clue.
“No, not at all.”
I laughed. “That’s honest.”
“That was my first thought, but it’s possible they have a lot of tools that look similar. Like our remote controls, maybe? But it reminds me of the device I saw Eleriss use to open portals. Not exactly the same, but…”
“Models would presumably change with time,” I said. “And we have no way to tell how much time.”
“Can’t walk it into someone’s lab and have them carbon-date it, eh?” Simon asked.
“Who even knows if there’s carbon in it? If it’s not from Earth…”
“Not from Earth?” Naomi’s eyes gleamed with excitement.
Temi took me aside. “Should we be discussing all of this in front of her?”
“I assumed it would all end up on Simon’s blog sooner or later anyway.”
“Hey now,” Simon said, “I only write about the monsters. I haven’t mentioned our pointy-eared friends.”
“Oh?” I asked, surprised. They were an even more interesting story than the creatures, at least in my opinion.
“People wouldn’t think I was a credible source if I started blogging about aliens.”
“A credible source for… monster information?” I arched my brows.
“Monsters that have been killing people. Nobody can deny that there are weird things going on around here. We—”
My phone rang. I winced and pulled it out, hoping the police hadn’t thought up another reason to chat with us; my cell number was listed as the company number on our business site, so it wasn’t as if they couldn’t find us, whether we had checked out of the campground or not.
But Autumn’s name flashed across the display. Surprised, since she usually favored text messages, I answered promptly. “What is it?”
“Are you in Sedona now?” Autumn blurted.
“A little ways outside of town. Why?” I waved to Simon and mouthed, “News,” already having an inkling from her tone that there was trouble.
“Something’s attacking the tourist area, Uptown Sedona. I’m watching the news right now. There are people down everywhere, and they’re talking about those stingers. Someone’s filming from a van. You better get out of there if you’re anywhere close.”
“We’ll be careful,” I said. “Thanks for the warning.”
“I said get out of there, not be careful,” Autumn growled.
“I know.” I was looking at Temi, who was standing beside me, listening, her face grave. Her hand twitched toward her sword hilt. Getting “out of there” probably wasn’t in the cards. I ended the call and summed it up for the others.
“Guess we know why it hasn’t been out here harassing us,” Simon said.
“Yes, but why?” I waved toward Temi’s scabbard. “If it’s like the other jibtab, it should find her sword more interesting than killing people. And attacking a heavily populated area in broad daylight, that doesn’t jive with its past actions, either.”
“Maybe something happened to push its agenda forward. Or its creator’s agenda.”
Temi shifted from foot to foot as we spoke, and in the first pause in the conversation said, “I need to go, to help if I can.”
“By running through Uptown Sedona with a glowing sword?” Simon grimaced. “The police will…” He faltered when she looked at him, and I groaned—when was he going to learn to talk directly to her? Instead, he turned toward me. “The police will lock her up instead of the monster. And what about the cave? Didn’t we decide she needs to fight it in a cave? All that part of town has is shopping malls.”
“It doesn’t matter.” Temi turned, walking back toward the van. “I’ll have to lead it away if I can.”
“She’s going to get herself killed. Or arrested.” Simon gripped my arm. “Tell her this is a bad idea.”
“I can’t,” I said, walking after her. “This is her job now, remember? What she signed up for.” The price she paid to have her leg healed. And I had promised to help her. We all had.



Chapter 14
Simon made me drive on the way back to Sedona. I wasn’t sure if it was because he wanted to lean out the window and take pictures of the carnage when we arrived, or because he wasn’t sure he would have taken the van in the right direction if he had been at the wheel. Usually, he was the first one in line to go monster hunting, but something about this setup wasn’t jiving for him. It didn’t jive for me, either. It felt like a trap. But why would the jibtab have set a trap for us? We were nothing to it. Aside from one quick poke, Temi hadn’t been able to reach it with her sword. That logic didn’t keep me from shifting uneasily in my seat as we neared town.
The highway, usually busy with drivers off to explore the parks or take the back route to Flagstaff, lay empty. I flicked on the radio and hit scan. If Autumn had seen this on the television news, there must be an announcement somewhere.
The entrance to our campground came up, and I thought about dropping off Naomi, but there was a car in a ditch right after the turn-in, and the lights of a police car, or maybe an ambulance, flashed somewhere behind the trees. I glanced at Temi—she was sitting in the passenger seat, the scabbard resting between her knees. Naomi might be safer with us for the moment.
A burst of static came from the radio, followed by an announcement of, “All residents of Sedona are ordered to remain inside until the gunman can be detained.”
“Gunman?” Simon balked.
“Highways 89A and 179 are closed. If you are approaching Sedona, you are asked to turn around at this time.”
Flashing lights came into view ahead of me, and I tuned out the rest of the report. It looked like we had come up just as a roadblock was being put into effect.
“What do you want to do?” I asked Temi.
“No A-Team crashing through barricades moves,” Simon said. “Zelda has enough wounds.”
“I thought you had a way to pay for those now.”
Simon had lugged the box and coins back to the van, even though he had nearly given himself a heart attack trying to keep up with Temi. “There’s only so much a van can handle.”
I hadn’t been thinking of plowing my way through the parked cars anyway. There wasn’t much of a shoulder, but I pulled over to the side of the road, as a couple dozen other vehicles already had. A few were turning around and heading back the other way, but more people, curious as to what was going on, were getting out to look. The police at the barricade tried to shoo them back, but that worked about as well as it ever did.
“We can follow the creek.” Temi pointed over the guardrail and down the steep slope. “It goes right into town.”
She opened the door and hopped out as soon as the van stopped. I hoped she would wait until we were past the police to pull that sword out. I looked around the van, wishing some tool of ours would jump out at me as something effective to use against the jibtab. I knew I would go along, but I didn’t know how I could do anything more than be in the way.
The side door opened and Alek hopped out. He jogged around the van, his sword in hand, and followed Temi down the slope toward the trees and the creek. Naomi scrambled after him, her phone in one hand and the Dirt Viper in the other. She seemed to have officially adopted that metal detector.
“God, Simon, she’s a mini-you,” I muttered, removing my seatbelt.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said, then followed the others. I doubted his camera was far from his hand. “Hey, where are you going with my Dirt Viper?” he called down the slope.
I stepped over the guardrail, eyed the descent, and wondered if I might need to use my whip to keep myself from tumbling down into the water. It wasn’t exactly a gentle slope. But the others were already slipping and sliding for the bottom. There weren’t many trees in this spot, so I hoped the police were busy with other things and not looking in our direction.
Grass and weeds clawed at my jeans. A chunk of the earth crumbled beneath my feet, and I nearly turned my ankle. Some mighty warrior charging in to help I made.
The roar of motorcycles came from the highway above, and I paused, wondering if Jakatra and Eleriss might be coming to help. But would they? Or were the monsters our problem, now?
Alek was waiting for me at the bottom, where the ground flattened out for a couple of feet before dumping into the creek. Reminded that I had a bodyguard whether I wanted one or not, I gave him a nod and took off after Temi. She was striding through the foliage quickly enough that Simon and Naomi had to run to keep up.
Gunshots fired in the distance, from the direction we were heading. Maybe there was a crazy shooter in the mix. More likely someone was shooting at an invisible blob in the sky. I hadn’t yet heard the drone of its wings—or whatever the creature possessed that made that noise—but there were a lot of dried leaves on the ground down here, and the crunching of our footsteps might be drowning it out.
Above us, the trees and grass changed to houses, then buildings. We were getting close to Uptown.
“It’s gone,” Simon said, waving his phone. “More than three dozen people got pronged and some are already unconscious. The police have everyone locked up in the stores now, while the paramedics come collect the injured people.”
“That’s on the news?” I asked.
“Someone’s social media site.”
I snorted. “A reliable resource then.”
“Hey, stuff gets shared a lot faster that way than it gets broadcast.”
“Does that mean you’ve already updated your blog?”
He shook his head, serious for once. Temi chose a spot to go up, a narrow trail winding through dense brush and up toward a street. We scrambled up the slope after her.
A dark form glided out of the foliage and grabbed her.
I swore, snatching for my whip, even though Simon and Naomi were between Temi and me. She spun, facing her attacker, half pulling the sword from its scabbard. But she stopped at the same time as I recognized that black leather…
“Jakatra,” Temi said, then glanced toward the street, as if it ask why he was delaying her.
“It ran out of ammunition and left the area,” Jakatra said. “But the one who set the trap remains.”
“Trap?” I slipped around Naomi, who was staring at Jakatra, even though his customary wool cap hid his telltale ears.
“Yes, bait. Placed in one of the buildings to attract the jibtab.” Jakatra looked over my shoulder at Naomi, and she stepped back. He did have one of those unfriendly soul-shriveling kinds of gazes. But when Temi spoke, he returned his attention to her without commenting on our tagalong.
“Bait?” she asked. “Like my sword is bait to the monsters?”
“It’s nothing that valuable. More like… you would use, what? A fish to trap a feline?”
“There’s monster food in a basement up there?” Simon asked.
“I have not located the bait yet, but I believe it simulates something that attracts the jibtab.”
“Why does someone want to bring the jibtab here?” I waved toward the backs of the shops.
“I believe she is indifferent to the jibtab… and humans, as well,” Jakatra said. “But she knows you seek to slay it. With that sword.”
“She? The other elf from your world? You’re sure it’s a she now? Because you didn’t seem to know last night.”
“Female, yes. We met face-to-face this morning. Her name is Yesathra.”
“You know her?”
“I know her information now. I looked her up with a… you would call it perhaps a face-recognition program?”
I nodded. “She doesn’t by chance work for that portal-monitoring service, does she?”
Jakatra stared at me. “She does.”
Temi held up her hand. “If we don’t find this bait before the jibtab regenerates its thorns, it will return, is that right?”
“Likely,” Jakatra said.
“Then tell me what the bait looks like, and I’ll go find it and remove it from town so more people won’t be in trouble.”
“I’ll come too.” Simon waved his phone again. “I can probably even get help from those reporting the details of the attack online.”
“It is…” Jakatra looked toward the street—was Eleriss up there somewhere?—then dipped a hand into the pocket of his leather jacket. He fiddled with something, then held out his palm. A small blue cube rested there, a blinking oval on one side and a hole on top. The outline of his hand was visible through the box, so I assumed it was a hologram or the elven equivalent. “It will look like this,” Jakatra said, “but it will also emit a scent you may find pungent.”
“Worse than a dead fish?” Simon asked.
“I do not know how your olfactory system ranks smells.” Jakatra looked toward the street again. It was probably my imagination, but I had the distinct feeling he was wishing Eleriss would show up and be the one to talk to us, as was usually the case.
Temi started up the hill. “I’ll find it.”
“It may be well hidden,” Jakatra said.
“Will it show up with the metal detector?” Naomi hefted the Dirt Viper.
“No,” Simon said. “At least the old portal opener didn’t.”
Jakatra gave him a sharp look. “The what?”
I tried to give Simon a don’t-tell-him signal, but he wasn’t looking at me. I didn’t want the elves taking the only example we had of their technology, even if it might be seven-hundred-year-old technology. Simon held it up for Jakatra’s perusal.
“Odd,” Jakatra said. “That model would be found in a museum.” He reached for it.
Simon slipped it into his pocket again first. “Finders keepers.”
Jakatra regarded him coolly.
“We better go,” Simon ordered, though he seemed to be talking to Naomi rather than me. They scrambled up the scree and dirt, grabbing the branches and tufts of grass where it was too steep to ascend without help.
“Guess he’s found a new research assistant.” I switched to Greek. “Alek, how’s your sense of smell? Shall we go look on our own?”
Alek was busy glowering at Jakatra, and it took him a moment to focus on me and give a curt nod.
I started after Simon, but Jakatra said, “Wait,” and stretched his arm out in front of me. I thought he meant to stop me, nothing more, but Alek brushed past me and caught Jakatra’s arm, pushing it aside before it could impede me.
Glaring at Jakatra again, Alek said something terse and sharp. In a language I didn’t understand. “Don’t touch her,” was my guess. He was standing straight, his chest thrust out, doing his best to loom over Jakatra, which was tough when he stood downslope from the elf, and they were the same height.
Jakatra returned the glare blandly and responded in kind, his words almost as brief. My guess for it was, “I knew you knew our language.”
Alek’s chin came up, but he didn’t speak again. I’m not sure what it said about me that I was more pleased that I now knew for certain Alek might be able to teach me the elven language than that a handsome man was standing up for me, but that was the first thought that flashed into my mind. The second was to wonder what else Jakatra wanted.
“Afraid we’ll leave without you?” I asked him. “No need for concern. You’re welcome to join us.”
“You have been researching the sword.” Jakatra stared into my eyes, but it was probably more about making a show of ignoring Alek than any real interest in what was going on in my mind. “Eleriss has gone to attempt to negotiate with Yesathra, but this is made difficult by not knowing the full value of that which she seeks.”
“Negotiate? I thought you guys were planning to take care of our spy in a more… forceful manner.”
“That would be unwise for us. Akin to you attacking one of your police officers.”
“Ah.” I’d been pleased when Jakatra and Eleriss showed up, saying they would help with our green-eyed spy, but I now wondered how much help they could actually be. I glanced at the back of the shopping area above us. Was Eleriss negotiating with the elven woman now, somewhere outside of town, or was she up there, attempting to make further trouble for us? “Is—”
“The sword,” Jakatra interrupted. “You have learned more about it.”
Yeah, and his brusqueness wasn’t making me want to share with him. But he had told us about the bait and showed us what it looked like. He might not personally be a fan of humans, but he was here.
Before answering, I pulled out my phone and sent a group text to Simon and Temi, telling them to watch out for Green Eyes and meet up at the pet store at the end of the shopping complex if they found any trouble. That and the coffee shop were the only places I remembered from our drive through town.
“We haven’t verified it,” I said as I tapped in the message, “but we think the sword can open portals.”
Jakatra didn’t look surprised, but he wasn’t nodding as if he had known all along, either. “Interesting. I studied it when we had it, and it doesn’t have exterior… controls.” He made a face at the word, so I assumed it wasn’t the best one. “Any manipulation must be done mentally. I would not have expected a weapon from that era to have that sophistication, especially one that was left here.”
“I don’t think Temi is giving it any commands, but it seems to direct her toward things. It really wanted her to visit the Cow Pies.” I waved in the direction of Schnebly Road.
“Cow pies.” Jakatra said it in a flat tone, like he either had no idea what it was or he knew and wasn’t amused. “There?” He pointed through the rocks in what was probably a more pinpoint direction of the formation.
“Yeah.”
“It guides her toward meselkshomaleshialae. Interesting.”
Mes-what? A few more syllables and that would have made a decent German compound word.
“I will speak with Artemis,” Jakatra said. “She should not feel compelled to go where the sword leads. In this case, I would recommend against it. I doubt the portals here can still be opened, but they do not lead anywhere humans or Dhekarzha could go and survive.”
“They can’t still be opened?” I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or disappointed. If evil things could come through them, relief would probably be in order, but how many times did a girl get to see a portal to another world?
Jakatra said another incomprehensible word in his language, considered me, then said, “The movement of the stars over time, this is understood here? There is a word?”
“Stellar drift?” I guessed, though Simon was more of a space nerd and could speak more intelligently on the subject.
“Potential bridges between worlds and dimensions come and go with the eons. These, and a couple of others in your world, were what first drew my people to explore here.”
“Not an undeniable fascination with humanity, eh?”
It had been a joke, but Jakatra’s scathing response stung a little, anyway. “No.”
“Well, now that you know everything I know, I’m going to go help my friends search. It doesn’t sound like we have much time before the monster is back.” When Jakatra didn’t move to stop me again—Alek was watching him through hooded eyes—I started up the slope. But I paused after a mere two steps, an earlier thought jumping back into my head. “How could you be certain the jibtab was out of stingers, anyway?”
Jakatra tilted his head. “I saw the empty holes in the carapace.”
“You can see it?”
“I can see all of the jibtab.”
“We saw the last one, too, but this one is invisible to our eyes,” I said.
Jakatra flicked his fingers, as if to dismiss this as a trivial point. “Then it is slightly farther into the dimension of its origins than the other one was. Our people see a wider… spectrum than yours. That is not the right word. It refers to light, yes? Perhaps there isn’t a word here.”
“Oh, I’m sure some science fiction show or another as covered it.” I wished I had recorded this chat for Simon. He would be dancing and asking a thousand questions. Not that Jakatra looked like he wanted to speak further.
I glanced back at Alek to make sure he wasn’t too engaged in a stare-fest with Jakatra to follow me, then clambered in the direction the others had gone. Simon had answered my text:
Crystal lady won’t let us detect in her store. Doesn’t want the coils to destroy the energy fields around her stuff.
In other words, he hadn’t found anything. Temi hadn’t responded yet. I sent her another message, asking where she was, then hauled myself over a railing and into the parking lot. There were a couple dozen cars in the spots, but we were the only people outside.
“Are you fluent in their language?” I asked Alek as we hiked up yet another hill to the main street. At least this one was paved.
He gave me a wary look, and I could already tell he wouldn’t be excited at the prospect of teaching it. “I spoke it rarely.”
“But heard it a lot?” I guessed.
“Too much.”
We reached the street, and I paused before stepping out onto the sidewalk. Here and there, people stood in front of shop doors, but for the most part, the usually busy area was devoid of pedestrians. The barricade wasn’t visible, thanks to a curve in the road, but there were other police cars and two fire engines parked in the middle of the street, their lights flashing. At the moment, all of the cops appeared to be helping the paramedics who were loading people into ambulances. Given my long conversation with Jakatra, it had to have been well over a half hour since Autumn had first texted us. How many people must have gone down if the EMTs still hadn’t managed to collect them all?
I shook my head, wondering what would happen if we didn’t find this bait box before the jibtab was ready to fight again. There weren’t any caves nearby, and it was probably too big to be lured into the shops.
A couple of thorns abutting the base of a brick building caught my eye. The thorns I had tried so hard to get samples of earlier were now scattered all over the street. And being plucked out of people’s flesh, no doubt. I was tempted to run up to the paramedics and tell them what the “poison” was, but as Autumn had said, the hospital must already know by now.
I spotted the crystal shop Simon had mentioned. If he was searching on this side of the street, we should start with the restaurants and stores on the other side. Would the police notice us if we ran across? And if they did, would they try to stop us, or would they be too busy?
Simon stepped out of the crystal shop, looked both ways, then waved for us to join him. Maybe Temi was already searching the other side of the street. Or maybe he needed help. As Alek and I jogged toward him, I spotted people’s faces pressed to the window of the first store we passed. Men, women, and children were staring out, noticing us, yes, but also watching the paramedics. They must have been ordered to stay inside.
“Find anything?” I asked when we reached Simon. Naomi stood beside him, holding the metal detector and texting someone. Checking in with her grandmother? Or the dozen-odd friends she had back home who might have heard her vacation town was on the news?
“Loose change people have dropped,” Simon said, “though the store workers keep making us give it to them.”
“What are you people supposed to be?” a wiry gray-haired man asked from the threshold of the shop next door. This part of the street had covered sidewalks, and more people were being brave about poking their noses—and bodies—outside. The man eyed my whip and Alek’s sword.
I wanted to ignore the man, but Simon spun toward him with a smile. “We’re monster hunters, of course.” He slipped something out of his pocket and extended it. A business card? When had he gotten business cards? “Here’s our website. We took care of the monster in Prescott. You can follow our hunts online. I’ll try to get some live footage of our next battle.”
“You took care of…” The man looked Simon up and down, then issued a dismissive snort.
It surprised me that his objection was more to the notion of Simon as a monster hunter than to the notion of there being monsters in the first place.
I poked Simon. “You see which way Temi went? She shouldn’t be alone with that sword.”
“I think she went across the street, but I haven’t heard from her, either.”
One of the police officers was frowning at us from the back of the closest ambulance. He waved to a cop in a car. A moment later, a battery-operated megaphone squeaked, making me wince. A cool voice announced, “You are reminded that you need to stay inside until we’re certain the shooter has been apprehended.”
“Shooter,” Simon said. “Right.”
We backed into the doorway of the crystal shop, so we would be less noticeable, but I was planning my move to the opposite side of the street, so I didn’t go inside.
My phone bleeped, and a surge of relief ran through me. Temi.
Behind the BBQ place. The sword is guiding me.
Jakatra said not to necessarily go where it tells you, I texted back. I doubted there was a vortex behind the BBQ shack, but I was less convinced than ever that she should be using the sword as a divining rod. We’re coming to help you.
“You two want to stay here and keep searching?” I asked.
“Sure. Chocolate shop next, Naomi? I’m sure there’s good bait in there.”
Naomi lifted her head, though she didn’t match Simon’s smile. “I can’t get ahold of my grandmother. I tried calling three times.”
“Was she here?” I waved to the shopping area.
“No, back at the campground.”
“She ought to be fine then. That’s a few miles back up the highway.”
Naomi hesitated, but nodded. She and Simon headed for the next shop on their list—or the shop they had chosen to make next on their list—and I walked back out to the curb. Alek took a step down into the street, but I touched his arm to make him pause a second.
I nodded at the closest police car. “Alek, we can’t be caught by those guys, but we can’t fight with them, either, all right?”
“I understand.”
We waited until nobody was looking in our direction, then ran across the street. At least, I thought nobody was looking at us.
“Hey, you two. It’s not safe to be out here yet.” A police officer jumped out of a car, though he was glancing toward the sky as he spoke. He must have been a first-hand witness to the barrage of thorns. If they couldn’t see the jibtab any better than I could, then they wouldn’t know it had left the area. The drone was a telltale sign of its proximity, but they might not have heard it over all the commotion in the streets.
Alek took the lead, running toward an alley between two buildings. I raced after him—and the policeman raced after me. He must have decided to make an example of anyone who ran out from the protection of the buildings. Wonderful.
Alek didn’t run through the alley to the other side. Instead he leaped, caught a rain gutter, and pulled himself up onto the roof. I couldn’t reach that gutter, but I spotted a stovepipe and unhooked my whip. I snapped it, trying to find an angle that would allow me to wrap the pipe. Standing between two buildings didn’t make that easy.
The cop charged around the corner at the front of the alley, skidding on gravel. I was about to give up and run through, but Alek appeared at the edge of the rooftop. He crouched, sticking his arm out like a falconer waiting for his bird to perch. I snapped the whip, using a soft touch to wrap his arm. It caught, and before I’d even started to climb, he was pulling me up.
“Stop, you two,” the policeman growled. “You need to stay inside.”
“We’re trying to help,” I called back, but I didn’t slow down, and I certainly didn’t stop.
Alek handed the end of the whip back to me, and we sprinted across the rooftop. The next several shops were connected, so we crossed several of them before reaching another alley. Of course, I couldn’t tell what any of the shops were from up here. I sniffed the air, trying to smell the direction of the restaurant, but the BBQ party was doubtlessly on hold for the monster attack.
Alek stopped at the edge of the roof and looked back at me.
Where are you now? I texted Temi, feeling useless crouching on a building.
Another ambulance wheeled off, its lights flashing as it headed for the hospital on the other side of town. Yells of “When can we leave?” and “Is it safe to come out yet?” came from the doorways of the shops. I hoped the policeman who had been chasing us was too distracted to follow us. Nobody had climbed up onto our roof.
I squinted at the late afternoon sky, as if I might glimpse the flying assailant that had wreaked carnage on the town. The red rock formations loomed in the distance, the same as always, overlooking the town without sympathy for the plight of the humans below.
Temi didn’t answer her text, so I tried calling.
“We’re not doing any good up here,” I told Alek while I waited for her to answer. “Let’s go down and search some of these shops. Maybe if we go in the back door, the police won’t notice us.”
His eyebrow twitched at the word I was using for police, “Crypteia.” Implying the Sedona authorities were the equivalent of the Spartan secret security force tasked with keeping the helots from uprising probably wasn’t a good idea, but there wasn’t time for a better explanation.
“Where are you, Temi?” I growled at the phone display as my call dropped to voice mail for the third time.
Wherever she was, we weren’t close enough for me to hear a cell phone ringing.
I pointed at the ground, then swung down, using the gutter for support. Alek and I landed, this time on a sidewalk instead of an alley. I was about to head for the door of a clothing store when a massive boom erupted from somewhere nearby.
The ground heaved, pitching me into Alek. He caught me, keeping me upright, but the roar of the explosion was too loud for me to thank him. I gaped around as roof tiles were hurled to the street all around us. We staggered for the side of the building, hiding under the eaves for protection. More than roof tiles came next—broken boards and head-size chunks of cement slammed onto the pavement.
Someone’s curses rose over the noise of falling debris, the police out on the main street. The words “bomb squad” floated back to me.
“Bomb?” I whispered. Or something new from the monster? Or that elf?
Forgetting the police officer who had been chasing us, I ran toward the main street. Before I hit the corner, I was craning my neck left and right, trying to see where the explosion had originated. It didn’t take long to spot the billows of black smoke wafting into the azure sky. A few more steps, and I spotted the building where the bomb had gone off. The remains of the building. It was the T-shirt store a few shops down, a stand-alone structure that was now missing three walls.
The police were converging on it. Someone’s whimpers of pain drifted out of the area. I swallowed. Temi?
Alek reacted first, running past me, straight for the building. I charged after him, wishing I had some way to track Temi by her sword. She still hadn’t responded to my text or voice messages.
“Might be a good reason,” I whispered as I ran.
Alek jumped over the pile of rubble that was all that remained of the front wall, ignoring a blurted, “Hey!” from one of the police officers. “No civilians—it isn’t stable.”
What wasn’t stable? The roof was gone. I couldn’t imagine what was left to fall on us.
“Our friend’s in there,” I said, though I hoped I was wrong. I scrambled after Alek, going over the two-foot-high remains of the front wall as far from the police as I could in case they had the notion of dragging us out. Shattered glass crunched under my feet. Smoke lingered in the rubble, and soot painted what remained of the walls.
“We’ll handle it, ma’am. Benson, go get them.”
Alek seemed to have an idea of where he was going and headed straight for the rubble pile in the back corner. Following him, I climbed over roof debris, the remains of a sales counter, and destroyed racks of T-shirts smashed into the floor, but I halted before I caught up with Alek. An arm was sticking out from one of the piles of cement and beams, the fingers twitching.
“God,” I whispered, more horrified by this than by the thorns raining from the sky. It was a pale-skinned arm, so it didn’t belong to Temi, but I had to stop. “Over here,” I called to the two cops who had been picking their way toward me, anyway.
I crouched, carefully pulling off any pieces of cement that I could lift. I was terrified they would slip from my fingers and do more damage by smashing down onto the person. The cops joined me, and for a ludicrous minute, I thought they were going to drag me away, but they went right to work beside me, clearing the rubble. One called for backup. Sweat soon dribbled down my head, but our work was rewarded as more of the person—a woman in a blood-smeared sweater—came into view. I couldn’t guess at the extent of her injuries, but her eyes were open, and she was sucking in small gasps of air.
Paramedics arrived with a stretcher, and I backed away so they could get to the woman. There wasn’t any sign of Alek. Grimacing, I clambered over and around rubble, aiming for the direction he had last been heading.
“Ma’am, we appreciate your help, but need you to step outside please,” a man said from behind me.
“All right, I’m going.” I pointed toward the back wall, half of which was still standing. The corner hadn’t gone down, but the roof had collapsed. Maybe Alek had gone out back to look in the debris on the outside? Or maybe I was now missing a second friend. Damn it.
“Alek? Where’d you go?”
I scrambled over the largest pile of rubble yet and slipped and skidded down the back side. My whip tried to catch on the jagged pieces of cement. Frustrated, I yanked it free. “Alek?”
I stepped outside and reached for my phone, intending to try to reach Temi again, and maybe to check in with Simon, too, but Alek was waiting in the shade of that remaining portion of wall, his eyes grim. He was holding Temi in his arms. Her eyes were closed, and blood stained her beige shirt. Her legs and arms were limp, and she wasn’t moving. I couldn’t tell if she was breathing.



Chapter 15
My knees weakened, and I had to brace myself against the wall. Dust and pebbles dribbled away beneath my fingers, but I scarcely noticed. “Is she…?”
“Alive, yes,” Alek said firmly. “Injured.”
I closed my eyes, relieved even though I had no idea how bad the injuries were. As long as she was alive, there was hope.
“I did not see the sword,” Alek added, tilting his head toward the rubble behind him. The stone and wood and roof material had been pushed aside; he must have been pulling Temi out even as I had been helping with the person inside. I wanted to say the hell with the sword, but if we lost it, we lost our only chance to stop that monster. “Take her out front, please. To one of the ambulances. She’s going to need to go to the hospital. I’ll tell Simon to look for the…”
A black-clad specter appeared out of the alley behind Alek. Two of them.
Eleriss’s jacket and cap were covered with dust, as if he had been caught in the explosion too. Maybe he had. Jakatra’s face could have been carved in stone for all it showed of his thoughts. He took a step toward Alek—or maybe toward Temi—but stopped when Alek glowered in his direction. There was something in Jakatra’s hand. It took me a second to realize it was the little blue device he had shown us. The real one, I suspected, catching a whiff of the pungent odor he had promised it emitted. It had the sulphuric taint of rotting eggs. Had he found it in the rubble? Maybe it had been in this building before the explosion went off.
Jakatra barely seemed to know he was holding it. He spoke a rapid stream of words in his own tongue, his violet eyes intense as they regarded Eleriss.
Eleriss nodded, then pointed to Temi. “Please take her to your conveyance. It is likely we can heal her injuries more quickly than your people.”
Alek shook his head. I understood his mistrust, but if the elves had healed Temi’s knee when the best surgeons in the world couldn’t, I was inclined to believe they would be more help here. Besides, with all of those people that had been delivered to the hospital in the last hour, there might not even be a bed available for Temi there.
“They’re our best bet,” I told him in Greek, then switched back to English for the elves. “Alek couldn’t find the sword.”
“It is not here,” Eleriss said, his tone as flat and grim as Jakatra’s usually was. “I failed to… keep track of Yesathra. No, that’s untrue. I was occupying her, but I failed to realize she has an accomplice here on Earth.”
Jakatra pointed at Temi, then jerked his hand in the direction of the road block. Or maybe our van.
Eleriss spoke another string of words, which resulted in an angry response from Jakatra, but ultimately, Jakatra stalked off, heading in the other direction.
“Come,” Eleriss said, waving toward the road that ran behind the buildings, paralleling the main street. “We will help Artemis. He will search for the sword. It has not yet left this world, so there may still be time, although…” He was already walking, and I hurried to catch up, even as I pulled out my phone to let Simon know where we were going. After a moment of hesitation, Alek followed after us.
A soft groan escaped Temi’s lips. Even if it sounded pained, I found it encouraging. Maybe she would come around to consciousness soon.
“Do you want help?” I asked Alek. We had moved past the rubble, but Temi wasn’t exactly a tiny waif of a woman. Her six feet had to make carrying her awkward, especially when Alek had her in his arms instead of over his shoulder.
He shook his head at my offer and walked more quickly, catching up with Eleriss and matching his stride.
“Although what?” I prompted Eleriss, since he hadn’t finished his statement on his own.
“It would be unwise for us to openly confront the portal authorities.”
“When I point out how unwise something would be, it usually means I’m going to do it, anyway. Any chance, that’s what you two are thinking?”
He gave me a sad look. “No.”
“So if Jakatra locates the sword, and it’s in Green Eyes’ hands, it will be up to us to try and steal it back?”
“Yes.”
Great. This day was getting better and better.
Eleriss turned toward the main street. At first, I assumed he would cross it and head down to the creek, so he could return to the van in the same way that we had come. The idea of Alek carrying Temi down that embankment made me grimace. But Eleriss turned onto the main street as soon as we reached the corner, striding down the sidewalk, not worrying about witnesses. Granted, the only ambulance remaining was in front of the destroyed T-shirt shop, and only a few police cars were in sight, but that roadblock was probably still in place. There wasn’t any traffic driving through town.
“Uh, there’s a police barricade that way,” I said. If they saw us carrying Temi, they might force us to take her to the hospital whether the elves thought they could help her on their own or not.
“Yes.” Eleriss continued to walk briskly down the street.
Alek continued to match his stride, but he watched me, too, maybe hoping I would change my mind. Well, the worst-case scenario should be that we would be taken to the hospital.
My phone rang, and Simon’s face popped up.
“What do you mean Temi’s knocked out?” he blurted before I could get a hello out. The text I had jabbed in while talking to the elves hadn’t been that explanatory.
“She was in the building that blew up,” I said. “We’re taking her back to the campground to—”
“The campground? Why not the hospital? Where are you? We’re coming.”
“Heading back to the van. Eleriss says he can help Temi.”
Simon cursed, and the sound of sandals slapping against the sidewalk came over the phone.
“My friends don’t seem to have much faith in your healing skills,” I said when Eleriss looked in my direction.
“It is true I am not an expert on human physiology, but I have received training on how to respond in medical crises.”
“Eleriss says he has it under control,” I said into the phone.
By now, Simon had come into view, running up the street behind us, his phone clutched in one hand and the Dirt Viper in the other. Naomi ran after him, her pigtails bouncing with every step. We would make an interesting sight descending on that police barricade. Which should come into view any time. We had passed the last of the shops and were nearing a bend in the road.
Simon and Naomi caught up at the same time as the three police cars blocking the street came into view. Sweat streamed down both of their faces. I had no doubt that dust and grime caked me too.
Simon fell in beside Alek. “Is she all right? Are you sure we shouldn’t be going the other way?” He jerked a thumb back in the direction of West Sedona and the hospital. “Temi, do you want elves to heal you or real people?”
“Ssh,” I whispered, aware of the two policemen standing in front of the cars. They were facing the highway and talking to a couple of the motorists whose vehicles were parked alongside the road, but they would be able to hear us soon. Nobody had glanced in our direction yet, but I didn’t expect our luck to hold.
The dented and perforated blue van was visible farther down the road, but we had quite a walk still to reach it. Eleriss strode toward the side of the road, as if he would simply pass the cars without anyone noticing him.
“She’s not saying anything,” Simon said, his voice lower now, concern wrinkling his brow.
“I told you she was unconscious.”
“That’s not good.”
“She groaned earlier. Now, hush.”
Alek was following after Eleriss, and I did, too, though I kept my eyes on the police. I couldn’t believe neither of the men had glanced back at us yet. Then I remembered the time Eleriss and Jakatra had ridden their motorcycles into the Prescott campground to search the woods for sign of the first monster. The police hadn’t noticed them then, either.
“Are you able to keep them from seeing us?” I whispered, even though the question seemed stupid at that point. We had walked around the car and were heading away from the barricade now. The police officers were still talking to the motorists, evasively answering questions about what was going on.
“Yes,” Eleriss said. “Stay close.”
“How?” Simon asked, ripping his gaze from Temi’s inert form.
“For the moment, we are… as the new jibtab is to you.”
“Cloaked?” Simon gaped at him.
Eleriss tilted his head. “Clad in a loose garment that serves a similar purpose to your overcoat?”
“Uh, no.”
“Invisible,” I supplied, not in the mood to explain Star Trek spaceships to real aliens.
“Oh, yes, invisible to human eyes.” Eleriss held up a device he often carried with him, the same one Temi had identified as a portal opener. Apparently, it had a multitude of uses. “I cannot dimensionally shift us naturally, not as the jibtab can, but we have tools that cause the same effect.”
“Dimensionally shift?” Simon tripped over a pothole—or maybe his own feet—and tumbled to the ground.
Startled, I stopped to give him a hand. He waved me away, his palm lacerated with fresh red scratches, and popped to his feet. He glanced at Temi, as if embarrassed she might have witnessed that, but her eyes were still closed.
“You all right?” I glanced backward again, as if Simon tripping might have nullified whatever Eleriss had done, but the police were still ignoring us. Another forty meters, and we would reach the van. A good thing, because Alek’s face was flushed and glistening with sweat. As tough as he was, he had to be ready to set Temi down and give his arms a break.
“Dimensionally shifted,” Simon breathed.
“You have the look of a man who’s just experienced an epiphany,” I said, though I was more concerned about getting to the van, helping Temi, and finding out if there was any way to get the sword back.
“I’d wondered if dimensions might have something to do with… everything. Remember that Stargate episode with the monsters that inhabited a dimension parallel to our own?”
“No.”
“I’m pretty sure it was based on that old Lovecraft story. Say, Eleriss, what’s the elven pineal gland like? Similar to ours?”
“Pardon?” Eleriss asked.
I almost said the same thing, except in a less polite way. “I can usually follow along with your science fiction analogies, but you’re going to have to explain this one.”
“I was joking about the gland. Probably.” Simon squinted at Eleriss. “But there are all kinds of stories based on the idea of dimensions overlapping and there being things that happen to cause humans to see and sometimes interact with creatures from the other dimensions.”
“And get killed by those creatures?” I asked. We had reached the van, so I ran ahead to open the door, not waiting for his answer.
“Sometimes, yes.” He slapped himself on the forehead. “This must be why our weapons don’t work. Duh, why didn’t I think of that? It wouldn’t matter if we used a gun or a nuke or a pair of pliers, because the monsters aren’t there, not completely. I’m surprised the bullets didn’t go right through the other jibtab. They must be… I don’t know, like right on the edge of our reality.”
“How come they can hurt us if we can’t hurt them?” I asked.
Alek climbed into the van, and I pushed stuff out of the way so he could lay Temi across the seats.
“Take us to your conveyance home by the creek,” Eleriss said, slipping in after us.
“The campground?” I asked.
“Yes.”
We hadn’t paid for another night, but I guessed that didn’t matter at the moment. It would probably be deserted, and he could do… whatever elves were trained to do in medical crises. We needed to return Naomi to her grandmother too. She had been silent since catching up with the group, her eyes big and round as she listened to us speak. Information overload. I knew the feeling.
Simon had dropped down beside Temi, his lip caught between his teeth, so I swatted him on the chest.
“Give me the keys.”
He dropped them in my hand without argument. “They must have been engineered that way,” he said. “The jibtab. Given weapons—claws and fangs and stingers—that can somehow be effective across dimensions.” His head jerked up, his eyes locking on Eleriss. “The way the sword is, right?”
Eleriss nodded. “The sword exists in many realities at once. Many of our tools operate this way. We have long traveled between worlds and across dimensions.”
“Then how come we were able to bury the last monster under a pile of rock?” I jammed the keys into the ignition and started the van. Naomi slumped down in the passenger seat. “If it didn’t wholly exist in our dimension, then how did a pile of rocks from our reality crush it?”
“Did the rocks crush it?” Simon asked, still looking at Eleriss. “Or was it Temi poking it full of holes that did it in?”
Hm, that was possible. We had been too busy trying not to drown or get crushed ourselves. I had no idea what had finally killed the monster in the end.
“We were not there when it met its demise,” Eleriss said, “but it is likely its wounds from the sword were what killed it.”
So even if we managed to drop a mountain on our flying jibtab, there was no guarantee it would be killed. In fact, it was sounding more and more likely that it wouldn’t be killed.
A stream of cars had parked behind us, and I had to back up and creep forward a few times before I could maneuver the van out of its improvised parking spot, but we finally headed back up the road, away from Sedona. I watched the last of the buildings disappear in the rearview mirror, trying not to feel like we were fleeing the scene.
“Did we help anything?” I murmured. “Or simply screw things up even more? And what’s going to happen when the jibtab regenerates and comes back to town?” Nobody answered my mutters. I glanced in the mirror at Eleriss and raised my voice to ask, “I saw Jakatra holding a little blue box. Was that the real one? Is he taking it out of town?”
“That was the real one, yes. It was located in the back of the store where the bomb went off,” Eleriss said. “A trap not for the jibtab but for Artemis. I should have realized this. I did not believe… no, I should have known. Many of my people respect all forms of life, but some… consider themselves important enough to make decisions about which creatures can live and die without upsetting the balance.”
In other words, his portal authorities didn’t give a crap about humans. I couldn’t manage to be shocked. I hoped I had the opportunity to deck Green Eyes someday. Just because Eleriss and Jakatra wouldn’t cross her didn’t mean I wouldn’t.
“When can you heal Temi?” Simon asked. “She doesn’t look good. I mean she always looks good, but you know, not as much now.”
I would have rolled my eyes, but I knew he was fumbling his words because he was nervous and worried about her.
“I will commence when we are no longer in motion,” Eleriss said.
“We’re almost to the campground,” I said. “Unless you want me to pull over sooner? How bad is she?”
“In a non-critical condition.”
Good. A minute later, we came up to the turn off—the vehicle was still in the ditch off to the side of the driveway. I rolled us down the hill and toward our old spot. Naomi leaned forward, her face tense. I recalled that there had been a police or aid car down here earlier, though there weren’t any flashing lights around now. The campground lay eerily quiet, the soft rush of water audible from below.
Naomi’s van was still in their spot, but it wasn’t alone. A firefighter’s EMS truck had pulled up in front of it. My stomach sank. I had told Naomi the campground would be safe, that it was too far from town and that it wouldn’t be a target. I hadn’t meant to lie to the girl.
“No,” Naomi whispered, her hand finding the door handle.
I pulled to a stop so she could jump out without hurting herself. As the door opened, a man was saying, “She’s the last one. Let’s get to the ER.”
“No,” Naomi said, more loudly this time. She sprinted to the back of the truck a second before the paramedic closed the door. “Wait, is my grandmother in there? She was… we’re staying here.” She waved toward their van.
I stared as the man said something and gave her a hand up, an ache in my heart. I didn’t know whether to pull into our old camp spot or simply sit there. Either way, I felt useless. The truck pulled away, its lights flashing again.
“What now?” I whispered, twisting to look at Eleriss.
He had produced a small device and was kneeling beside Temi, and he didn’t respond.
Remembering that he had wanted the van to be stationary, I pulled into the campsite and turned it off. Simon crouched next to Temi, probably crowding Eleriss, but the elf didn’t say anything. Not knowing what else to do, I climbed out and sat on the picnic table.
My eyes ached. I didn’t know if it was because they were tired or because they wanted a good cry. Even if I hadn’t personally lost anyone close, so long as nothing happened to Temi, I keenly felt our failure. I didn’t know what we could have done better. We were just… not qualified for this job. Our attempts at playing hero seemed ludicrous now, in light of the fact that we had done absolutely nothing to help anybody. Maybe it had been ludicrous from the beginning, and maybe I’d known that all along. I’d just gotten caught up in… I didn’t know what. Simon’s enthusiasm? My own interest in the elves? The fact that Eleriss and Jakatra had shown some faith in us, or in Temi at least, in putting the sword in her hands?
But it had been insanity from the beginning, hadn’t it? To think that some kids fresh out of college could be heroes. It wasn’t as if we had special powers. I could barely pay my bills every month. Why did I think I had a chance at slaying killer creatures that apparently weren’t even from our plane of existence? We should never have followed Jakatra and Eleriss in the beginning. We should have stayed focused on building our business. A business that all of my former peers and professors hated me over. I dropped my head into my hands. Maybe I could find some portal that would take me back in time a year and let me start all over. Take the normal, respectable job after graduation. Have a normal, respectable life. Give up adventure. Avoid strangers from other worlds.
A hand came to rest on my shoulder. I wasn’t sure whether it was Simon or Alek—I couldn’t imagine Eleriss running out to console me—but I didn’t look up. Falling apart should be done in private.
The hand fell away, but I could feel the presence of its owner beside me on the table. Alek. Simon couldn’t have been quiet for that long.
After a while, I wiped my eyes and straightened, trying to look a little less… defeated. Twilight had come while I had been moping. A light was on in the van, but I couldn’t see anyone or hear anything. Alek was indeed the one sitting beside me, his elbows propped on his knees as he watched the deepening gloom around us. Alert, as always.
“Thanks,” I said, not entirely sure what I was thanking him for. Being there. Continuing to help us.
He inclined his head toward me. “It is difficult to feel powerless. I understand this.”
“I’m sure you do.” I felt a twinge of guilt at my self-flagellation. When he had endured so much more. Next, I would be complaining that all of this monster drama was keeping me from leveling my RealmSaga character.
“Do you wish to plan the next stage of our campaign?” he asked.
I stared at him. Next stage? “Unless Jakatra shows up with Temi’s sword, I don’t see what next stage there can be. Right now, we are, as you said, powerless to do anything against the jibtab. And we’re not any closer to knowing who’s behind creating the monsters than we were when this all started.” In hindsight, maybe we should have prioritized that more. Walking in a door and shooting someone in the chest would be easier than defeating the sum of his imagination.
“There are other swords,” Alek said.
I sat up straighter. “Here on Earth? Have you seen them?”
“I have seen many glowing Dhekarzha swords. Not on Earth, but possibly they exist here also. Was this one not buried when you found it? Might there be a way to locate the energy of such a weapon if one was here?”
“I…” I gnawed on the inside of my cheek, my mind, which had been listless and enervated, suddenly churning anew. “I’d have to ask Simon. I wouldn’t have thought so a few hours ago, but maybe this dimensional thing… I don’t know. I wonder if we could come up with a way to search for unique signatures.” Maybe it was all fantasy. I had no idea if such things could be tracked or if we had the technology to do so. Even if there were no other weapons on Earth… “Eleriss did say Jakatra has a similar sword hanging on his wall back home.”
“There are many weapons in their world.” Alek didn’t sound at all daunted by the idea of sneaking over there to acquire some, either. Hell, maybe he wanted a chance to stick a thorn in each of the elves’ sides after what they had done to him.
The idea of stealing from Jakatra or Eleriss made me uncomfortable—they had been helping us all along—but I wasn’t kindly inclined toward this portal authority woman at the moment. I wouldn’t mind stealing from her. Maybe they even had a bin full of portal openers and elven weapons next to their public portals, much like the garbage cans full of nail files and toothpaste at the airport security stations. If we could figure out how to get there, maybe we could help ourselves… bring back weapons for Temi and Alek to use.
“The problem is that we don’t know how to get to their world,” I said. “Unless you know a way.”
I studied Alek’s face in the fading light. He had been such a quiet member of our group the last few days, content to follow my lead, and I supposed I had forgotten that he was a trained warrior. It was probably only his unfamiliarity—utter bewilderment—with the modern world and everything around him that had kept him from asserting himself more. Not to mention the language barrier. But I ought to be thinking of him as a master sergeant out of the Marines, not some random guy I was tutoring in my spare time. And, until he figured out how to navigate this world and speak to the people here, I had him at my disposal.
“The way would be to acquire one of their portal openers,” Alek said. “Artemis and I should be able to activate the devices, though it may take work to discover how to operate them.”
“So… pickpocket from Jakatra or Eleriss?” I asked softly, aware that Eleriss was a few feet away and in the middle of helping Temi. Again, I grimaced at the idea of stealing from them or abusing the friendship—however aloof—they had shown us. “Or maybe we can find that Yesathra person.”
Alek nodded. “Pick-pocket or forcefully take. You make the mistake of thinking of the Dhekarzha as allies, but these two are a rarity, and I do not trust Angry Dhekarzha at all.”
“Jakatra?”
“He looks at me in the manner that one of my… captors once did.”
Captors. I wondered if he had meant to say owner or master or something more unpleasant.
“They are the enemy, the other,” Alek went on. “Much could be learned by interrogating one of them.”
“That could come with repercussions that we can’t foresee.”
“Oh, I foresee them well.” Alek clenched his jaw, and a muscle in his cheek ticked. “But some risks are worth taking if it protects your own people.”
“True, but Alek… do you really consider us—” I touched my chest, then waved toward the mostly empty campground, “—your people? I appreciate that you’re helping us—I appreciate it a great deal—but I keep wondering why we matter to you.”
He gazed back at me, holding my eyes. Such a direct stare might have made me uncomfortable, coming from another man, but there wasn’t a challenge in his eyes. Just… a sadness.
“Isn’t it possible that some of these people are my descendants?” he asked. “If not mine, then those of my friends, my colleagues? I understand this is not my continent, but you are here. Others from Greece must be too. And it is all… the same world, the same people. To be a warrior, a protector… that is all I’ve known.”
“That’s true. It is possible that you have descendants here.” I wondered exactly how possible it was. “You go back far enough, and we’re all related. There was this conqueror about a thousand years ago, so still fifteen hundred years after your time, Genghis Khan, and he, ah, got around. They say that one in two hundred men alive today are his direct descendants. I’m not sure how scientifically accurate that study was, but you’re from much farther back. If you got around a lot in your youth, who knows? One in three people walking around might be your descendant.”
That made him blink a few times. I’d meant it as a joke, but maybe he thought I was serious.
“I… got around only moderately and only amongst my own people,” Alek said. “Young Spartan men were supposed to be too busy training to engage in affairs with women.”
I noted that supposed and smiled. “All right, so only one in five people are your descendants.”
Zelda’s door opened, and a rectangle of light slanted across the dirt. Eleriss stepped out of the van. I leaned back, trying to get a glimpse of Temi, to see if she was awake.
“…and if you need to recuperate, you could play some RealmSaga,” came Simon’s voice from within. He was studying the ceiling of the van but clearly talking to Temi. “Want me to set up my laptop? You could even play my character, since yours is only Level Two. Just don’t go out of town or the training area. Or talk to anyone. Or agree to run any dungeons. Maybe you should play your character. I can wander around and help you level.”
“Temi’s awake,” I decided. “And probably reminiscing over the days when Simon was too nervous to talk to her.”
“Artemis is healed?” came a voice from the trees.
I flinched. Jakatra. How long had he been there? Long enough to hear about notions of theft and interrogation? No, Alek and I had been speaking in Greek. We should be safe. I hoped. Though Simon had inflicted enough episodes of Star Trek on me that I knew aliens in those stories always had universal translators.
Alek didn’t look the faintest bit guilty. Maybe he had even known Jakatra was there. He gave the elf his usual frosty glare. Jakatra frosted right back at him, though not for long before focusing on Eleriss again.
“Yes.” Eleriss rubbed the back of his shoulder and shifted his head back and forth. It was the first time I had seen either of them appear physically tired. How long had he been up, looking for us and hunting for the portal monitor? “You did not reacquire the sword.”
“No. Yesathra and her unidentified ally must have known there would be pursuit. They left quickly. It has likely already been returned to our world.”
“Returned?” Temi sat on the edge of the van’s doorway. She appeared even more worn down than Eleriss, but it was good to see her awake. “But it came from here to start with, didn’t it? I thought that’s why you thought we could use it.”
“It has been here for centuries, but it didn’t originate on this world.”
“No,” I said, “some exploring elf came to check out the portals here in Sedona, let something out he shouldn’t have, and then decided to bury the sword to make sure nobody else opened those portals.” Everyone turned curious eyes toward me. “Or he came to check out the vortexes, got jumped by some natives, and they opened the portals. Then they realized bad things were coming out of them, figured out how to close them, and buried the sword themselves. The, ah, pictographs weren’t that clear.”
“It was buried by someone with more power than humans possessed at the time,” Eleriss said, “so likely the wielder was responsible. One of our people, yes. But the six portals located in this area, they have been known by the Dhekarzha for millennia. An explorer shouldn’t have opened them unless he or she meant to deliberately do damage to the local populace.” He looked at Jakatra. He wasn’t implying that Jakatra was someone like that, was he? No, he probably wanted verification. But Jakatra merely gave his usual glare in response. “It is possible there is a record. I will look for it when we return home. If it is true that the sword also has portal manipulation capabilities, it is a rarer tool than I realized, and there may, indeed, be a recorded lineage of it.”
“It can open portals,” Simon said. “We were this close to doing exactly that.”
And who knew what might have come out if we had done it? I shuddered.
Eleriss looked toward Temi. Not trusting Simon? It was true we were only speculating at this point. We had yet to prove that the sword could open a portal.
“As we drew close to one of the supposed vortex areas, there were flashes of light,” Temi said.
“Too bad the sword was stolen before we had a chance to see.” Simon plopped down on the picnic table beside me. “It’s gone for good, right?”
“It is gone,” Jakatra agreed.
“Would your people, your portal authorities, be having as much of a hissy fit if we just had a sword that could hurt monsters?” Simon asked. “Not one that opens portals? It sounds like that’s a more common weapon from your world.”
Eleriss looked at the three of us on the picnic table. “Hissy… fit?”
“Would they chase a regular magical sword to Earth and back?” Simon asked.
“There would still be repercussions for taking one through a portal to Earth.”
“Especially to Earth,” Jakatra added.
Temi frowned at him, as if this was a callback to another conversation they’d had.
“I just want to know if there’s any way we could get another sword,” Simon said. “Or two. One for Temi and one for Alek. Because we still have a monster that’s going to be harassing Sedona again, if it isn’t already.” He looked up through the tree branches, most bare thanks to the late autumn date. The stars were starting to come out.
“Not from our world,” Eleriss said. “It’s possible others may have been lost on your world over the millennia, but I do not know where. It took much effort for us to find this one.”
“And time,” Jakatra said.
“You people can’t bring a sword through the portal, or you’ll get fined,” Simon said. “I get it. But what if we happened to follow you home, bought a sword from the magical sword shop, and then went back through the portal? Didn’t Jakatra say he had one on the wall in his house? Maybe he could just look the other way as some pesky humans slipped in and borrowed it.”
I elbowed Simon, then wished I had thought to do it earlier. If we were going to try to sneak onto their world and acquire a jibtab-slaying tool through dubious means, telling them about it beforehand probably wasn’t wise.
“Humans are not welcome on our world,” Jakatra said.
“I’m not welcome a lot of places.” Simon smiled, undaunted. “The Denny’s in Prescott, the Pita Pit and the P.F. Chang’s in Tempe, any restaurant whatsoever in Scottsdale… That doesn’t keep me from showing up there.”
“What could you have possibly stolen from the Pita Pit?” I whispered, more because I wanted to distract him from his current line of questioning than because I cared.
“I may have liberated a jug of their secret sauce when nobody was looking. At least I thought nobody was looking. Did you know the guys behind the counter there are allowed to leave their post to chase a mostly-paying customer three blocks before giving up? I wouldn’t have guessed that was permissible.”
“You do not have access to a portal, nor would we let you follow us through one,” Jakatra said.
“Knowingly.” Simon winked. He was irascible, but I had to admit that his unwillingness to give up, however incorrigibly, bolstered my spirit. And then there was Alek, who also seemed to believe we would continue on with the battle.
It might have been my imagination, but Eleriss appeared more thoughtful than obstinate at Simon’s line of reasoning. He hadn’t openly objected to anything yet anyway.
“Jakatra,” Temi said softly, “you’ve invested so much time into finding the sword and into my training… Wouldn’t that all have been for nothing if we have no way to continue the fight against the jibtab? If you have such a weapon, and it’s simply hanging in your home…”
“I cannot take it through the portal,” Jakatra said sturdily.
“Can’t or won’t?”
“I would be banished. That is not something I would suffer for a human.”
Temi accepted the response with her usual quiet stoicism, but I wondered if his words—or the harshness of his tone—stung at all. Earlier, it had seemed like they might have some kind of connection. A mentor-student relationship, if nothing else. More than I had with either of the elves anyway.
“You didn’t really answer Simon’s questions,” I said, giving up on the idea of not alerting them to our potential plans. “What if a human snuck into your world and stole your sword?”
“Wow,” Simon murmured, “that’s usually my kind of moral flexibility, not yours.”
“Maybe I should have said borrowed.” We would happily return the sword once we figured out how to stop these monsters from appearing in our world.
“Next, we’ll find salt and pepper shakers in your purse,” Simon said.
“I’m just thinking of the greater good. The sword could be used to help people here, maybe even save lives. It’s a wall decoration there.”
Jakatra turned his icy stare on me. So far, there hadn’t been much bite behind his glares, but having seen him fight, I did wonder what it would be like to have him as a true enemy. Not healthy, that was for sure.
“Even if some humans could cross into our world without being noticed and navigate their way to my home in Fellward on the Mishnarahsu River, they would have to find a portal in the first place. And we will not be letting you through.”
“No,” Eleriss agreed. “That we cannot do. Jakatra, we must go and dispose of the bait box.”
I had forgotten about that. “Wait, you still have it? If you left it here, we could place it somewhere so the jibtab could be lured into a trap.” I looked at my friends. “We had talked about getting it into a cave with low ceilings, so we could…” I stopped, feeling dumb. So we could what? Absolutely nothing without that sword.
“Is there no way you could help fight it?” Temi asked, looking at Jakatra more than Eleriss. “There are clearly some tools you’re allowed to bring to our world.” She touched her temple—I hadn’t seen what Eleriss had used on her, but it had been more than antibiotic ointment and bandages from the drug store.
“We have already risked enough,” Jakatra said. “There will be repercussions for our actions.” He gave Eleriss a significant look, then stalked into the woods where the darkness soon swallowed him.
“He is right.” Eleriss sighed softly. “We have been strongly advised to leave this place. But I will contemplate other possible solutions and contact you when I’m able.”
“Wait,” Temi said. “You healed me—before you go, can you do the same for the people who were taken to the hospital? Everyone who has been struck by the jibtab’s stingers has ended up dying.”
“Yes,” I added, wishing I had thought to ask that as well. “Naomi’s grandmother and the others. There must be dozens after today’s attack.”
Eleriss tilted his head. “You examined the blood. Have your people not discovered an antidote?”
I decided not to find it creepy that he knew we had been stealing blood samples and studying those stingers under microscopes. “Autumn said there’s not a known antidote for… that type of poison.” I found myself embarrassed to admit that the ‘poison’ was a man-made insecticide, our own weapon, in a manner of speaking, being used against us. “You’re just… not supposed to expose yourself to it to start with.”
“I will see if I may be of some use before I leave,” Eleriss said, then jogged into the trees after Jakatra.
A moment later, the sound of motorcycles roaring to life drifted down to us.
“Well,” Simon said, “we either find a way to open a portal to their world and borrow some swords, or we figure out something else. Like how to build weapons of our own that can attack things in multiple dimensions.” He scratched his jaw thoughtfully.
“I’m guessing you’d need more than benzene and polystyrene cups for that,” I said.
“Yeah. I wouldn’t know where to start. We’d need to find an expert.”
“Like the guy who’s making the monsters to start with?”
“He would probably be a good resource.”
I was about to suggest that we turn our geeky research brains toward exactly that activity—though I didn’t know how far we could get if the person engineering all of this wasn’t from Earth—but Temi stood up abruptly, her eyes widening. She turned in a full circle at the same time as she scraped at her arms, as if bugs were crawling over them.
Alek shifted. “I feel it too.”
“Feel what?” I asked.
“Nothing good, I’m betting,” Simon murmured, watching Temi’s alarmed reaction.
“I think…” Temi licked her lips. “I think someone’s opened a portal.”



Chapter 16
“Someone opened a portal?” My first thought was that Jakatra and Eleriss had decided to leave our world without helping at the hospital after all, but the wide-eyed concern in Temi’s eyes said this was something different. Something bigger. “One of the portals here? At the vortexes?” One of the ones we had realized we didn’t want opened?
“I think so.”
Simon jumped off the picnic table. “Then they have our sword!”
“Are we sure?” A tingle of excitement thrummed through me—maybe it wasn’t too late to reclaim the weapon—but I didn’t want to jump to conclusions. “It sounded like it had already left this world… Temi, can you tell that the sword was used to open a portal?”
“I can just tell… something’s different. It’s the feeling I had when we were at the Cow Pies, but a thousand times stronger.”
“Any chance you can lead us to the spot? Eleriss said there were six portal places here, right?”
Temi turned another half circle and pointed toward the canyon wall on the other side of the creek. “That way, I think.”
Alek nodded. “Yes, I agree.” He spoke in Greek, but he was obviously getting the gist of the conversation.
I looked at him. “If it turns out Green Eyes has that sword and is doing dastardly things with it, are you… willing to fight her to get it back? We’ll help, of course, but…” I shrugged. “You’re the warrior.” I was fairly certain Temi wouldn’t attack a person with the intent of doing more than defending herself. She had said as much on the night the elves picked her up for her training, that she didn’t have the mentality needed to stick swords in people. I wasn’t sure whether or not that would extend to attacking an elf who was causing harm to the Sedona residents.
“Gladly,” Alek said, his eyes glinting in a way that chilled me. I reminded myself that some elves, at some point in time, had done unpleasant things to him, and the desire for revenge was… human. “But you have the heart of a warrior, as well.” He waved at my whip. “Do not underestimate your abilities. They may be needed to best a Dhekarzha.”
The compliment made me blush. I didn’t think cracking a whip at thugs in a parking lot qualified me as a warrior, but I said, “I’ll do my best to help.”
“We may want to hurry.” Temi nodded toward the van.
I waved Simon toward the driver’s seat. “Is something coming out of the portal?”
“I can’t tell yet. I just know it’s open.”
“All right. You’re the navigator then.” I pointed Temi to the front passenger seat, while Alek and I climbed into the back.
Simon didn’t hesitate; he threw the van into gear right away, and we zipped around the curvy campground driveway, heading through the trees and up to the main highway. I eyed the darkness of the forest and the darkness of the sky above, trying to tell if I sensed any of what Alek and Temi felt. The road was empty in the aftermath of the afternoon’s chaos, and the world was quiet. Unnaturally so? I couldn’t tell. It was strange realizing there was more to the world—to the universe—than I could touch, see, or feel. I’ll admit, it made me feel a little less… less.
Simon’s phone rang before we hit Uptown, a head-banging song that I couldn’t name this time. He dug his phone out and cursed.
“Your brother?” I guessed. Few other people called him, and even fewer elicited curses.
“My brother.” He stuck his arm behind his seat, holding the phone out to me. “Can you text him for me? Tell him… I don’t know. Last I heard he was flying to Phoenix. Tell him to stay there, that I’ll try to come down tomorrow. If we don’t get swallowed by monsters from the fiery pits of the ninth circle of hell tonight.”
“You want me to text all that?” I noted with relief that the police barricade was gone, as were the cars that had been parked alongside the highway. We headed into town, unopposed.
“No. Tell him I’m with a girl or something.”
“I think he’d be more likely to believe the ninth circle of hell thing.”
“Ha ha. I don’t care what you tell him. Whatever keeps him from coming up here.”
His deadpan words stole my humor. Yeah, we didn’t want relatives—or anyone else—heading to Sedona if something nasty was going to be crawling out of a portal to another realm.
Hi Marcus, I texted. This is Delia. Simon’s driving. We’re heading back to town, been out hunting for relics. I had met Marcus, and he knew enough about our business that he shouldn’t find that odd. No need to mention monster hunts or vortexes or portals… Are you in Phoenix? He said he could drive down to meet you tomorrow.
There weren’t any lights on in the shops. It wasn’t that late, so they wouldn’t have normally been closed, but the whole town had shut down. Even the restaurants lacked the usual pairs of people standing outside, reading the menus. For once, parking was wide open.
“Roundabout is coming up,” Simon said. “Which way, Temi?”
“Left. We need to get… that way.” She pointed to the east, the rock formations still blocking the sky in that direction.
Hi Delia, I was hoping to see him tonight. Mother’s concerned. She wants me to have The Talk with him. (Not that Talk.)
I smirked, despite my preoccupation with watching the sky. I didn’t know what I expected to find there, something akin to the aurora borealis maybe.
You’re in Sedona still, right? Marcus prompted.
Yes, but we’re not staying. There’s some crazy stuff going on up here.
I’ve seen the news. I want to make sure Simon gets out of there. I know he’s taking pictures for his website, but it sounds dangerous.
“I think your brother is staging an intervention,” I said.
“Not for my Mountain Dew addiction, I suppose,” Simon said.
“Your monster-hunting one, I think.”
“Just don’t let him come up here.” Simon glanced at Temi again. “Not Schnebly Road?” He waved at an option at the next roundabout.
“No,” Temi said. “It’s not the Cow Pies place.”
Where are you staying in Phoenix? I tried. He said he’ll head that way as soon as we’re done here.
“If we stay on this road, we’ll be taken out of town,” Simon said.
“I know.” Temi’s eyes were locked on the dark horizon, straight ahead. Lights were on in the houses dotting the hillsides, but we had only passed two other cars since leaving the campground.
“What’s in this direction?” Simon met my eyes in the rearview mirror. “Vortex-wise?”
“Uh.” I ticked off the sites Naomi had mentioned in my head. Boynton Canyon was the other direction, as was the airport vortex. We had passed the turnoff for Cow Pies, and… “Oh. Hells.”
“What?”
“Bell Rock. It’s right by the damned road. If there’s something weird going on there, all of Sedona is going to know about it.”
“Yeah, I saw it on the way in,” Simon said. “It looked like a nice hiking trail.”
“Oh sure, I bet it’ll be spectacular with a giant portal shooting out bolts of lightning overhead.”
“The portal I went through was just a blue rectangle,” Temi said dryly.
“I’ll hope for something like that tucked discreetly behind a rock then,” I said, though the pictographs made me think we would run into something more akin to my vision. This wasn’t some controlled portal created by an elven garage door opener, after all. This was something weird, some natural phenomenon. Almost natural.
We drove past the last of the shops and houses and into a forested area. A passing lane opened up, and I was surprised that several cars were actually using it, drifting along slowly in the same direction as we. People leaving town until the thorn-flinging “gunman” was ferreted out? But no. I soon saw the reason for the interest. We passed a ridge of dark rock that had been blocking the view on the left side of the highway, and the light I had expected to find in the sky finally made its appearance. The Aurora Borealis wasn’t all that bad of an analogy, but it wasn’t the horizon that was lit up, but the air above the huge, lumpy bell-shaped rock, the most famous of the Sedona vortex spots.
Flashes of light danced in the air at the top of the bell. They were similar to what Temi’s sword had caused at the Cow Pies formation, except here, there were more of them and they were bigger, almost like bolts of lightning streaking about. Instead of coming from the sky, the lightning was shooting from an amorphous dark blob that hovered at the top of the rock formation, blocking out the stars behind it. For a moment, I almost thought it was our cloaked jibtab, but this blob was far larger, and it had dark purple edges that flexed and wavered. It seemed to be growing, as well. Thinking of the pictograph with the snakes coming out of the portal, I knelt between Simon’s and Temi’s seats, trying to tell if anything was coming out of that blob. So far, I couldn’t see anything except for the flashing lights, but as I was learning, there were more things in the universe than what I could see.
“It’s awful.” Temi raked her nails down her sleeves, clawing at whatever creepie-crawlies she felt running up her skin.
I didn’t know if it was my imagination, some phantom sympathy, but I was starting to sense something too. Less the crackling feeling of electricity that they had described and more of a feeling of dread that seemed imposed upon me from some external source.
“You convince Marcus not to come up?” Simon whispered.
“He hasn’t answered my last question.”
“So that’s a no?” He scowled back at me.
“Sorry, I tried to dissuade him.” I pointed at a turnoff ahead. “You might want to park. I think that’s the closest lot to the rock.”
Someone’s high beams flashed through the back of the van window. What, were we going too slowly? I checked behind us and scowled. A whole row of headlights stretched into the darkness behind us. Where had all of those cars come from? Someone had to be filming this, putting the message out on the news or on the social media sites. And the entire town was flocking to see it. Hadn’t this afternoon taught them to stay inside?
Alek shook his head at me, his face grimmer than ever.
Simon grunted as he turned into the parking lot. “We’ll be lucky to find a spot.”
Cars already jammed the parking area for the trailhead, and Simon had to slow down to keep from hitting people who were standing in the middle of the pavement, staring at the lights. He soon lost his patience and blasted his horn.
“Peace, man,” someone with long blond dreads called as we drove past. “Relax. The time of enlightenment has finally come.”
“Enlightenment, right.” I doubted the Sinagua had drawn snakes all around the portal because they had been feeling enlightened. I leaned forward, searching the dark rock face, not for enlightenment, but for signs of a glowing silver sword.
“Think we’ll get towed if I park in an unmarked space?” Simon asked. “Or on top of a bunch of stupid hippies blocking the way?”
“Probably not, as long as Temi buys you another Red Rock Pass.”
Simon gave me a flat look.
I choked back a laugh, afraid it would have a hysterical edge. Simon parked on the sidewalk leading up to the outhouse. Good enough.
“Everyone wearing their sexy Kevlar clothes?” I asked as we climbed out of the van. “Temi, don’t forget your helmet.” I had mine strapped to my backpack. There was no way I would wear it in public—as if the whip wasn’t hard enough to explain—but I didn’t want to be caught scrambling around on rocks if the jibtab showed up. I hoped it was still busy regenerating its thorns, but who knew?
Temi grabbed her helmet out of the van and tied it to her pack, giving it a distasteful sniff—some of them had been a tad sweaty smelling when we got them. “I suppose leaving the helmets behind would ensure the creature shows up.”
“If taking the helmets means they won’t show up,” Simon said, “I’m all for that.”
“Me too,” I said.
Alek donned his helmet without comment. He didn’t have a backpack to drag around, so he couldn’t tie it to anything except his sword belt, but he probably didn’t think anything odd of wearing a helmet anyway. He probably would have preferred a nice Thracian helmet with a plume and cheek guards. Actually, the cheek guards wouldn’t be a bad idea if something hurled three-inch spikes at us.
“Any chance you can sense where the sword is?” I asked Temi once we had all our gear. I glanced at Alek, as well.
“Are we sure it’s here?” Simon asked. “What if that elf ambled up to the rock and that alone caused a portal to open? Didn’t we decide elf blood lets one feel the energy of the vortexes?”
“They feel vibrations in their body,” I said. “I don’t think their bodies open portals.” A couple walking past in the parking lot gave me a weird look. I gave them a snarky hang-loose sign and said, “Just feeling the enlightenment. Don’t mind me.”
“Maybe we should get away from all these people,” Simon muttered, though he was snapping pictures, both of the parking lot and of the dark blob atop the rock.
“Afraid someone will think we’re nuts because of our conversations?”
“No, afraid all these people, not to mention the sword, might draw the jibtab back.”
“Ah, that’s a valid concern. Temi?” I prompted again, though I didn’t know what I truly expected. That because she had trained with the sword and slept with it under her sleeping bag, she would be able to track it down out here?
Alek pointed to the dark scrubby ground between Bell Rock and the formation next to it, Courthouse Rock, if memory served. Temi nodded. The area was on the opposite side of Bell Rock from the road and the parking lot. “Yes, that’s what I think too.”
Good. If we were going to have to climb up there to inspect that blob, then I didn’t want to do it on the side of the rock face that had everyone watching it. The air smelled of pot and… ribs? “Did someone light a barbecue?” I asked, stunned. Didn’t anyone else feel that sense of dread that was curdling my stomach?
Another group of people walking past us paused to stare. All right, I hadn’t been saying anything weird about portals or aliens that time. What was up? Did they just think it was annoying that Zelda was blocking the way to the outhouse?
“That looks like Artemis Sidaris,” one whispered.
“The tennis player?”
“Yeah.”
“…live out here?”
Ah. So it wasn’t about me or Zelda after all.
The group didn’t stop, and the conversation faded from my hearing, though I caught the word “disgraced” and gave Temi a wary look. Maybe she hadn’t heard. But no, she was wearing that melancholic expression that came over her whenever she talked about her old life, which wasn’t very often.
“Let us begin the hunt,” Alek said in Greek, then added, “Pig hunt,” in English and pointed toward the darkness beyond the parking lot.
“Pig hunt?” Simon asked as we dodged a reedy older couple with colored beads and twine in their long braids of gray hair.
“He’s a little fuzzy on which words are Greek and which words are English right now. For some reason, pig has stuck with him.”
Or maybe he considered the elves on par with wild swine to be conquered with spears and arrows. Either way, he would be the one most likely to find someone out in the woods at night.
He veered onto a trail, and we all trotted toward the rock formation. With their longer legs, Temi and Alek took the lead. Fortunately, it wasn’t tough to follow them. The flashing lights provided enough illumination to distinguish the trees and prickly pear cactus from the trail, alternately brightening and dimming like the floor in some Phoenix nightclub; all we needed was the techno music.
At first, there were quite a few people with flashlights walking up the trail, but we passed them, then turned onto a side path, one that angled toward that dark area Alek had noted. Soft grunts came from the side of the formation, someone trying to climb up to get close to the blob. Closer by, retching sounds came out of the brush. I didn’t know if someone was puking because the portal was making them feel queasy or because they’d had too many ribs and too much pot.
“Does anyone else have a bad feeling about this?” Simon whispered.
“About the situation as a whole? Or about… Can you feel this sense of dread building in your gut? Like you’re sure someone is about to die and you don’t know why everyone else doesn’t feel that way too?”
“Yeah, something like that,” Simon said. “I may not have special blood, but I don’t get why these people are being so festive. It feels… weird out here. Like Halloween.”
“Maybe they’re seeing what they want to see rather than what’s there.”
Simon jerked forward and cursed.
“What?” I grabbed his arm, thinking he might have experienced something alarming.
“I almost impaled myself on one of those rock cairns.”
“The ones marking the trail?”
“That one almost marked my twig and berries.”
I sighed and fished out my flashlight.
Temi and Alek weren’t waiting to let him recover, or maybe they hadn’t heard about the danger to his appendages. I hauled him along, trying to catch up. Fortunately, they had to slow down, because the ground grew rough, especially once we started climbing near the base of the formation.
“Should we stop and make a plan?” I called softly.
Alek had his sword, I had my whip, and Simon had whatever grenades he had stuffed into his backpack, but Temi wasn’t armed. And none of us had a weapon that would be useful if the jibtab showed up.
Alek looked back at me, pointed at his eyes and the brush ahead, then trotted off into the darkness. Temi came back to join us.
“Apparently Alek’s plan is to scout ahead,” I said.
“I don’t have a plan,” Temi said. “I just want to finish this as quickly as possible so we can get out of here. Or close that portal. Something.” She gripped her stomach. “I may puke.” Thanks to the flashing lights, the sweat glistening on her skin was visible.
Whatever discomfort I was feeling, she must be feeling it ten times more.
“We’ll keep walking,” I said. “Alek can find us. I’m watching for silvery glows. Anyone seen anything?”
“Not yet.” Temi dashed sweat out of her eyes. “But I do feel… the tug of something. The sword perhaps. It’s stronger here than it was in the parking lot.”
“Look,” Simon breathed, pointing toward the top of the rock. We had come around to the side of the formation and weren’t looking at the blob straight on anymore. It seemed strange to think of some dimensional hole as being flat, but it must be like a disk hovering up there. From this angle, it was easier to see if anything went in or came out. In this case, something was coming out. Thin black tendrils. They were hard to pick up against the night sky, but they had a misty element that hazed the stars behind them. “What is that?” Simon asked.
“Snakes,” I murmured.
He frowned at me, his face carrying a sheen of sweat too.
“That’s how the Sinagua represented it anyway,” I finished.
Temi had moved away from us, moved away from the trail.
“Uh, are you sure you want to go out there?” I trotted after her, though I wasn’t sure about leaving the trail—would Alek be able to find us again in the dark?
She didn’t answer.
“Great,” Simon muttered, picking a route after me. “Even worse things than rock cairns to impale yourself on out here.”
My foot snagged on the uneven ground. No doubt. We were rising, climbing the lumpy contours around the base of the formation, on the opposite side of it from the road, though I could see the headlights from the parking lot behind us as we clambered higher.
“Maybe we should go straight up to the top,” Simon said. “If the sword is the reason that portal is open, doesn’t that mean the sword must be close?”
“That’s true. We weren’t that far from those lights at the other formation, and we didn’t have any portals open up. The sword might have to be right under the center of the vortex for anything major to happen. But…” I paused to study the top of the formation again, thinking we might glimpse more now that we were closer. “I still don’t see any silver glows. Unless the lights are drowning it out.”
“Or someone threw a towel over it.”
“Oh. Right.” Not to mention that it could simply be in its scabbard. I had no idea what the portal-sword rules were, but maybe it could command a vortex to open just fine without being out and glowing. And for that matter, Temi had learned how to quiet the blade’s illumination with some mental command; the green-eyed elf might be familiar with the weapon and know how to do that too. “Temi?” I called softly. “Do you want to go to the top and…”
She had disappeared.
“Did you see which way she went?” I asked.
“That way?” Simon pointed along the curves of the striated rock ahead of us. “Or maybe that way.” He pointed ahead but downward, into the trees hugging the bottom of the formation.
I sighed. “Do we try to follow her or go check the top?”
“You’re asking me? Aren’t you in charge of this outfit?” Simon had his camera out again, snapping pictures of the portal with the black tendrils oozing out of it.
“You say that now, but your blog entries will talk about how you were the mastermind and we were your sidekicks. If you mention us at all.”
“I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Let’s check the top first,” I said out of some vain hope that we might simply sneak up on the elf and steal the sword. Also, if we were climbing the side of the rock, Temi and Alek would see us and find us more easily than we could find them in the scrub brush below. So long as they wanted to find us. I hoped the sword wasn’t calling to them both, compelling them toward some ill fate.
We stumbled onto a trail meandering upward in switchbacks and followed it for a while. I hadn’t thought to bring my rope and climbing gear, so we would have to go up the easiest route. The fact that flashlights bobbed ahead of us on the trail made me wonder if there was any point to this climb. There might be a dance party—or barbecue—going on at the top by the time we reached it.
The sick feeling increased as we climbed higher, walking in places and scrambling up craggy slopes in others, and I wondered how dangerous the air was that we were inhaling. What if we were doing permanent damage to our health? The Sinagua hadn’t died overnight, but something had certainly convinced them to leave this area en masse.
The wail of a siren came from the highway. The news crews would be next, if they weren’t already setting up in the parking lot.
“Hang on.” Simon staggered over to a tough shrub growing out of a crack in the rock. He bent over and threw up.
“Guess I’m not the only one feeling sick,” I said. “Maybe—”
Screams and cries of, “Watch out!” and “No, don’t!” erupted above us, at the top of the rock.
We definitely weren’t going to be the first ones up there. I climbed faster, not waiting for Simon. I wanted to know what was going on at the top. Had someone tried to go through the portal? Would those people stop and leave if I told them… something? I had no idea what I would say. That some bad mojo was entering our world?
A long cry sounded, and I gasped and clutched the rocks with both hands. Someone had jumped. Or been pushed. The flashing lights illuminated the flailing figure of a young man sailing outward and down from the top. I tore my eyes away as he plummeted, but that didn’t keep me from hearing the scream… or the way he struck the ground like a watermelon being dropped from the top of a building and smashing against the sidewalk.



Chapter 17
I leaned my face against the cool rock, gulping in air, trying to calm my roiling stomach.
“Did that guy jump?” Simon whispered.
I shook my head, needing a moment before I could answer. I had no idea who that man had been, but this was affecting me in a strange way, as if he had been my best friend. A nearly overwhelming feeling of distress filled me, as if none of this was worth it, as if life didn’t matter, as if…
“It’s those damned snakes,” I realized.
“What?”
“They’re not just making us sick. They’re making us—”
“Crazy depressed?” Simon asked.
“Something like that. All right, we keep going. Just… be aware that your feelings aren’t your own. Or they’re yours, but they’re enhanced in all the wrong ways.”
Simon dragged a sleeve across his mouth. “I’m worried that getting to the top might not be a good idea, after all.”
“I know.” But I went back to climbing. “If the sword is up there and we can get it and chuck it over the edge… like you were saying, it should have to be in proximity of the vortex for the portal to stay open.” I hoped. “Maybe moving it will close that thing and whatever’s coming out.”
“Impressive,” Simon said.
“What is? My reasoning?”
“That you can say that much without puking.” We stopped on a ledge, and he gripped his stomach, sucking in another huge breath. “I feel like I’m going to spew all over another bush.”
“Then stay behind me when we’re climbing, will you?”
Simon snorted.
We passed a few smart people who were heading back down, picking their way with flashlights. Their eyes were so wide, the whites were visible around their irises.
One shaggy-haired teenager stopped and grabbed my arm. “Don’t go up there. People are crazy. One guy tried to stab another guy. And somebody jumped.” He stared in the direction that the man had fallen, though the contours of the rock hid the body.
“I know. Thanks, buddy.” I gently but firmly pried his grip off my arm.
Another thirty or forty feet and we would be at the top. The sounds of a fight came from above. I climbed faster. I had no idea what we could do if the sword wasn’t up there, but someone had to do something.
I reached the plateau first and almost took a foot in the face as soon as I scrambled over the edge.
“No more,” my attacker cried, even as I rolled to the side to avoid the sneaker.
Rock gouged my back and scraped my hands, but I jumped to my feet, reaching for my whip. But the kicker fell backward when he didn’t connect with my face. He landed hard and started crying.
Two people were wrestling nearby, clawing and punching at each other. A woman sat beneath the pulsing blob, her arms wrapped around her knees as she keened loudly. On the far side of the mesa, a single man stood at the edge, contemplating the fall. I was suddenly glad Temi and Alek weren’t up here. In particular, Alek would win any fights he picked, and he could do a lot of damage if the mist made him belligerent.
“This is nuts,” Simon whispered, passing the groaning man on the ground and joining me. “Any second, a sweaty, bare-chested Mr. Sulu is going to run out of the darkness with a fencing foil and challenge us to a duel.”
“Is that the episode where the whole crew went crazy?” At that thought, I decided to move away from the edge before someone else attacked me—or I developed a sudden fascination for the fall.
“Yeah. If we can take the Enterprise back in time three days, we can avoid this.”
“I think we’re going to have to settle for finding the sword.” Unfortunately, I didn’t see evidence of it or any pointy-eared visitors anywhere around.
Though every inch of my being wanted to run the other way, I made myself walk toward the portal. The sword might be tucked in some crevice in the rock.
From here, the portal seemed to tower forty or fifty feet high. The bottom wasn’t touching the rock but floating above the head of the weeping woman. Those black tendrils were larger and thicker than they had appeared from below, and a strange dark fog was coalescing on the top of the mesa. My stomach was roiling again too. The effort required to advance on the portal made it seem as if we were still climbing. Dark thoughts slipped into my mind. What would it be like to jump over the side? What happened when you died? A trip to heaven? Hell? Or did everything end? Utter blackness forever?
Something touched my shoulder, and I flinched, angry. “Don’t touch me, Simon.”
“It wasn’t me.”
My fist clenched, and I whirled, only to find myself face to face with Alek.
“It’s not safe up here,” he said.
“No shit.”
I’d spoken in English, and he arched his eyebrows.
“Never mind,” I said, struggling to get a grip on my emotions. “It wasn’t worth translating.”
“I know where the sword is.” Alek pointed at the rock beneath us. “There’s a cave.”
“A cave? If there was a cave here, everyone would know about it. This place is—” I flung a hand out at all the people, at the packed parking lot at the trailhead far below, at the flashing police and ambulance lights in the street. “Known.”
“The cave was not accessible before,” Alek said. “There is a new hole.”
“Like in Prescott?” Simon asked at the same time as the thought popped into my mind.
“But it’s accessible now?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“That hole wouldn’t be about this wide, would it?” I outlined the dimensions of the ones Jakatra and Eleriss had burned into the rocks in Prescott, about three and a half feet in diameter.
“Yes,” Alek said.
“Lead the way, Mr. Sexypants,” Simon said.
Alek looked down at his jeans. I almost laughed despite the bleak feelings cloaking me.
“I think he’s figuring out what that means, Simon.”
“I’ll find another nickname for him then.”
Alek jogged for the edge, and I followed. I expected him to head for the trail that had led us up here, but he angled toward a different side. He paused at the edge, his hands spreading at his sides, almost as if he were searching for balance. He stared down, a dark frown creeping across his face.
I ran up and clasped his shoulder, in case suicidal thoughts had entered his head too.
My touch seemed to help. He shook his head, looked at me, then past me and toward the portal. “Evil.”
“Yeah.”
He knelt, faced the ground, and climbed down that way. It was steeper over here, and that made me uneasy, but if there was a cave and the sword was inside, causing the portal to stay open, I didn’t think it could be that far down. Keeping my belly close to the rock, I slipped and skidded down after him.
“Careful, Simon,” I said. “It’s smooth here, not many good handholds.”
“Of course. Who would put a cave entrance somewhere easily accessible?”
“Not an elf.”
My foot slipped a few times, and I had to fight a strange urge to let go and fling myself backward. Shuddering, I made it down to a ledge to join Alek. Fortunately, as we moved farther from the portal, the intensity of the dark emotions faded slightly.
“This way,” Alek said as soon as Simon joined us.
“Hang on.” Simon stumbled over to a bush and retched again. There couldn’t have been anything left in his stomach, but that didn’t seem to matter.
“I hate to break it to you, Simon, but I’m pretty sure you’re the sidekick.”
He wobbled toward me, his arms outstretched for balance. “You might think that, but those who record history are the ones who define it.”
“I’m not sure keeping a monster-hunting blog qualifies as recording history.”
“We’ll see.”
Alek was looking back at us from the edge of the ledge. “I see Artemis.” He pointed downward to a dark figure climbing the side of the rock formation. The slope was nearly vertical there, and I winced, hoping she wouldn’t fall. “She is drawn to the sword. I thought that might be the case.”
“Were you drawn to it too?” I asked.
“No.” Alek angled sideways across the rock face along something I would call a lip rather than a ledge. “I merely scouted around, searching for tracks, and lucked into seeing the hole. It is well hidden in the shadows.”
I inched onto the lip, leaning into the rock wall, aware that only the toes of my shoes were supported. Simon grumbled about dead historians but followed us. We crept under a bulge in the side of the bell, the overhang shadowing us from the lights still flashing above. In the darkness, I could scarcely see a thing.
Alek touched my arm. “Down there.”
The hole he had mentioned came into sight. I had no idea how he had seen it from the ground, but I was glad for his superior night vision. I was also glad he headed straight for it, volunteering to go first.
Before he had done more than swing into the opening, Temi reached us, climbing up from below.
“Nice of you to join us,” I said when the four of us had gathered at the mouth of the hole. Utter darkness lay ahead of us, and I wondered how far into the rock the tunnel went.
“Sorry.” Her face was hard to see in the gloom, but her voice truly sounded chagrined. “I had this weird urge to be alone. And to punch things. I didn’t want to… be around, anyway. I still feel…”
“I know. We all do.” Trying to lighten the mood—or at least keep her from punching me—I pointed below her. “That was a Spiderman-worthy climb. I didn’t know your tennis training included how to scale rock walls.”
For a moment, she didn’t answer, and I figured she wanted to get straight to business, but she finally said, “Sometimes, if you hit the ball over the fence where there’s no gate, it’s easier to climb over to get it.”
“Ah, I see.”
“We should be quiet going forward,” Alek said.
“Sorry, I agree.” Speaking of feeling chagrined…
I pulled out my flashlight again and shined it on the smooth stone floor. Alek had drawn his sword. He went forward in a low crouch, one hand on the ceiling and one holding his weapon. In case that elf was lying in wait up there, I wished I had something more useful to hold than the flashlight, but there was no way I could use the whip in the confined space. It was exactly the same as the holes we had seen Jakatra and Eleriss bore, a smooth circle that pushed into the depths of the rock formation, so smooth that it was as if the iron-rich rock had been waxed and polished.
The tunnel curved upward, and soon the entrance hole disappeared behind us. A faint stink wafted to my nostrils. The scent of the recently incinerated rock, I thought at first, but this was something different, something more pungent.
“Ugh,” Simon whispered. “Is that another one of those bait things?”
I groaned softly. He was right. I had forgotten about the jibtab, concentrating only on the need to close the portal, but if our elf enemy was trying to call it here, there were a lot of people out in the open who would be vulnerable. “At least it shouldn’t be able to get to us.” This hole wasn’t any bigger than the entrance of the cave Temi and I had hidden in, and the creature hadn’t been able to fly in and reach us.
“Hope not.”
Alek paused, one hand held up. I crept up to his shoulder. A faint blue light came from around a bend up ahead. Blue? I had expected silver.
He pointed at my flashlight and made a cutting motion. I thumbed it off. He must think the elf—or some other inimical foe—was waiting up there.
Music blasted from behind me, and I cracked my head on the ceiling.
“Damn it,” Simon whispered and silenced his phone.
We are glared at him. The odds of us sneaking up on an elf hadn’t been good to start with, but we didn’t need to go out of our way to make noise. On that thought, I tugged out my own phone to make sure the ringer was off. Temi did the same thing.
“Sorry,” Simon mumbled, frowning down at the screen. His brother was calling.
Alek continued up the tunnel, but Simon paused to text something.
“Problem?” I whispered, remembering how Marcus hadn’t answered that last message I had sent about staying in Phoenix.
“I hope not.” He had no more than finished sending his own message when an incoming one popped up. His face grew ashen by the light of the phone.
“What?”
Simon held up the display. You and your buddies aren’t gathered around that rock, are you?
“He’s here?” That rock. What else could it mean?
“Apparently.” Simon closed his eyes for a long moment, then texted, Do NOT get out of the car. There’s someone shooting out here.
Then Simon thumbed off the phone and stuck it in his pocket, a determined I’ll-deal-with-him-later set to his jaw visible before the light disappeared, leaving us in darkness.
Temi had passed us, following Alek, and I turned in that direction, as well. Using the faint blue light as a guide, I patted my way up the slope and around the bend. The pungent scent of that bait box grew more noticeable. I couldn’t imagine a monster—or anything—being attracted by that scent.
Our hole opened up into an oval chamber, a natural formation, judging by the rounded walls, so similar to those on the outside. Not that the walls were what caught my eye. The whole chamber was alight with blue, a glow so bright there wasn’t a shadow in sight. Six floating rectangles lined the walls, like mirrors in a fun house, except nothing was visible in the gleaming blue surfaces. Not surfaces… event horizons. Wasn’t that what they were called? I almost poked Simon and asked whether he had decided on dimensional portals or wormholes but remembered that someone had made these portals, someone who might be hiding in the room. I didn’t see anyone, but that didn’t mean much. Even if there weren’t stalagmites or any formations one might use for cover, the portals themselves hid the walls behind them.
“Amazing,” Simon breathed.
Temi pointed at one. “These are exactly like what I went through with Jakatra and Eleriss.”
“Do they go to the same place?” I wondered. “Or to other worlds?”
“No way to tell except by going through,” Simon said.
“It’s almost as if we’re being invited to go exploring.”
“Don’t get tempted, Del,” Simon said. “I wouldn’t count on there being a doorway back.”
There was that. It would be foolish to randomly jump through one. And yet… “What if the sword is on the other side of one?”
Alek took a few steps toward the first one, not to look at it but to look behind it.
“I don’t think so,” Temi said. “I feel—”
The rock shivered beneath our feet. A rumble sounded; it seemed to come from all around us.
“They’re not jumping up and down up there, are they?” Simon asked.
A crack interrupted his last word, like rock splitting.
“Back,” I whispered. “Into the tunnel.”
“How’s that any better than here?” Temi asked.
“I don’t know, but—”
Another crack sounded, this one twice as loud. The sound stung my eardrums, but my ears were even further assaulted by the clash of falling rocks that followed after it.
I glanced up as I stumbled back against a wall, expecting the ceiling to smash down all around us. But nothing was falling in our chamber. It was almost serene in here, the event horizons of those portals as placid as water on a calm lake. The thunder of rocks crashing down was coming from behind us, from back down the tunnel.
A gush of dust flew out from the tunnel we’d just left. The haze filled the chamber, momentarily dimming the blue light.
I flicked on my flashlight and pointed it into the tunnel. This time, the sick feeling in my stomach had nothing to do with the portal on the butte above. All except the last few feet of the tunnel had caved in. We were trapped.



Chapter 18
“Temi?” I croaked, my mouth and throat coated with dust. “I hope you’re right about the sword being here, because we need something powerful enough to dig through a whole lot of rock.” I tried to guess how far we had traveled through that tunnel—how many meters of broken stone would need to be moved. A lot. Twenty or thirty at least. This chamber wasn’t that large, either. With four people breathing the air, we wouldn’t have that long. Unless we went through one of the portals.
Abandoning stealth, Alek stalked around the perimeter of the chamber, checking behind all of the portals.
I walked into the center of the chamber and spun a slow circle, searching for… I didn’t know what. Enlightenment. Maybe I should have stayed in the parking lot with the hippies if I’d wanted that.
“I don’t see anyone,” Alek said after he had completed his circuit, “but I sense that we are not alone. I could smell the person if not for the overpowering scent of that box.” He scowled at a small blue cube sitting in front of one of the portals, almost invisible against the glowing field behind it. Then he turned his scowl on the rock walls. There weren’t any niches or crevices that might hide someone the side of a person—or an elf. Though maybe our elf was dimensionally shifted, the way Jakatra and Eleriss had hidden us earlier. And if she was, did that mean we couldn’t strike at her even if she was standing in a corner of the chamber, munching popcorn and watching us?
I couldn’t do anything about that, but…
I walked over to the blue box, picked it up, and threw it through the nearest portal.
Simon snorted. “I guess that means the jibtab won’t be clawing at the walls to get at us. Too bad. It might have been strong enough to make it through the rock fall.”
“I wonder how many of those bait boxes there are,” Temi said.
“Actually, I was wondering if there might just be the one.” Simon shuffled his feet and looked at me, avoiding her eyes.
She frowned at him. “But Jakatra took the other one away.”
Simon waved at our chamber. “We’re away.”
“You can’t possibly think he would have set this trap for us.”
Simon wore a mulish expression, but he didn’t confront Temi, not outright anyway. He looked at the ground and muttered, “He doesn’t like us that much. But maybe he didn’t know someone was coming with the sword, and he thought he was just putting it somewhere outside of town. Or…” Simon met my eyes. “Maybe he did know the sword was here. Maybe he’s working with the portal authority chick.”
“He wouldn’t do that,” Temi said. “Why would he have bothered teaching me if he was working with the other side?”
“Because Eleriss talked him into doing it?” Simon shrugged.
Temi glared at him, and Simon shrank back, studying the ground again.
“Either way, Temi,” I said, “if the sword is here, I think you’re the one who’s going to have to find it. You’re the most attuned and, uhm, elfie.”
“Lucky me.”
She walked around the chamber, taking the same route Alek had, pausing halfway in her circuit to frown at a wall. I shivered, a cold draft whispering across the back of my neck. I glanced at the tunnel, but there was no way that draft had come from outside.
“I think you’re right, Alek,” I said, deliberately using Greek. “We’re not alone in here. Perhaps we should keep our backs to the walls.”
His eyes locked onto mine. “Yes. I will watch Artemis’s back also.”
Simon had no idea what we were saying, so I planted my hand on his chest and pushed him back to the wall, until we were standing side by side, the cold stone against our shoulders. Not that the elf couldn’t attack us from the front, especially if she was invisible to our eyes, but I felt better knowing I couldn’t take a dagger in the back.
“What are we doing?” Simon whispered.
“Police barricade,” I said.
He opened his mouth but caught on before any words came out. “Got it.”
“It’s here,” Temi said, returning to the center of the chamber. “I know it is.”
“I think it is too.” I gave her an encouraging nod. “Keep looking.”
She cocked her eyebrows in my direction. Maybe she hadn’t caught what I’d meant when I said police barricade. After all, even if Eleriss had spoken about what he was doing, she wasn’t as versed in science fiction and the idea of alternate realities and overlapping dimensions as Simon.
I pressed my palms together in front of my chest, closed my eyes, and bowed in a vague imitation of some Zen meditation master.
“Hm.” Temi closed her eyes, too, letting her chin fall to her chest.
Several long moments passed with nothing happening. Nothing moving. I bit back the urge to joke that I had told Temi to meditate, not sleep.
Her eyes flew open. “It is here.” She looked up, pointing at the ceiling straight over her head.
That whisper of cold air brushed my skin again. Alek startled me by bursting into motion. He lunged at Temi. No, he lunged at empty air right behind her. And he collided with something. Someone.
“What the—” Simon took a step forward but paused, doubtlessly as confused as I was as Alek rolled to the ground, looking like he was wrestling with someone, someone who wasn’t there. Simon removed his backpack and poked inside. He better not be thinking of pulling out napalm grenades.
I shook my whip free of my holder, though I had no idea what I could do. Even if I could see a target, it was entangled with Alek.
Temi crouched low, then sprang. Not at the person wrestling with Alek, but straight up into the air. Her fingers grazed the rock of the ceiling before she dropped back down. Without explaining, she jumped again, but the ceiling had to be ten feet high.
Something clattered and banged on the floor—Alek’s helmet. It had been knocked off and was bouncing across the chamber. As gifted an athlete as he was, could he hold his own against a full-blooded elf?
“Is it up there?” I stepped forward, having some notion that getting the sword would solve the problem, allow us to best our enemy. “Hanging from the rock?” At first, I couldn’t imagine that at all, but I shone my flashlight at the ceiling, and there was a small crack up there. About the width of a sword blade. Temi had cut through rock with the weapon before. What if the elf had thrust it up there somehow, knowing it would be close enough to activate the portal and knowing we wouldn’t be able to reach it? Alek might be able to slam dunk a basketball, but I didn’t think even Temi could manage that. And Alek was busy. Rolling around and—I gasped—bleeding. He had been cut somehow, and blood was pouring from a gash on his forehead, staining the ground even as he continued to fight with our invisible assailant.
Temi jumped again, not answering me until she blurted, “I touched it,” after the fourth jump. She was taking running starts now, and on her next jump, I saw her fingers bump against something. Why we could touch things and not see them, I couldn’t guess. Maybe Simon could explain the rules later.
When Temi landed this time, she almost came down on the wrestlers. Some flailing arm or leg caught her, and she stumbled back. I would have fallen on my butt, but she caught her balance. The wrestlers were thrashing underneath the spot she was trying to reach. One of them cried out, a short staccato note. I couldn’t tell if it was Alek or his enemy. I couldn’t tell if all the blood smeared on the ground belonged to him, either. I longed to help, but didn’t know how. Any intervention I tried might do more harm than good, distracting the wrong person.
“Let me try something,” I said after Temi missed again. If I couldn’t help with the fight, maybe I could help get the sword. I was at a decent angle, and the target wasn’t that far away…
I side-cracked the whip, aiming for the spot just below that crevice. The popper snapped around it on my first try, looking ridiculous since it appeared to wrap empty air.
“Oh,” Temi blurted. “That’s the hilt and it’s stuck in the rock. I had no idea.”
She must have been imagining it somehow lying flush with the ceiling.
“Yeah, but—” I gave the whip an experimental tug, “—it’s stuck way too deep for me to pull it out.” The wrap would simply fall away if I pulled any harder.
“Just hold it there a sec.” Temi backed up to the wall, rubbed her hands on her pants, and licked her lips, her eyes locked on the invisible hilt.
“Look out,” Simon blurted.
I almost dropped the whip, thinking the warning was for me. But he was shouting at the wrestlers, at Alek. Their thrashing had taken them to the brink of one of those portals. If he accidentally rolled in—or was pushed in—who knew where he would end up or what might be waiting for him there?
I took a step, thinking of running over there and standing in front of the portal, but Temi chose that second to make her leap. She sprinted, jumped, and a shiver ran down the whip as she grasped it—and the hilt. Her weight wasn’t enough to pull the blade free, either, and she hung there one-handed, staring down at me with a what-now expression.
“Can you… jiggle it?” Jiggle it. What advice. Sooner or later, my friends were going to figure out that it was stupid that I was nominally in charge of our group.
Temi drew up her legs and bucked her weight, trying to yank the sword free. How she managed to hang up there by one hand without falling, I couldn’t guess. Maybe the whip gave her more of a grip to hang on to. She twisted and pulled, grunting with the effort.
Simon had run over by the portal and had one of his homemade grenades in hand. What was he going to do? Light both wrestlers on fire to stop the fight? Maybe he had already done something, because the combatants had shifted away from the portal. Alek’s face and arms were flushed red. It looked like someone had an arm wrapped around his neck from behind. Simon gave me a what-now expression—they were going around. Shaking my head, I let go of the whip and risked racing over there. They weren’t moving around as much, and it looked like Alek was losing the battle for air. I yanked my multitool free, shaking out the pliers—there was no time to pull out the knife—and jabbed them into the air above Alek. The tool rammed into something. It seemed to be enough of a distraction, for Alek writhed and bucked, making a flinging motion. It was hard to tell, but his opponent seemed to be thrown free, or maybe she rolled away of her own accord.
At the same time, Temi dropped down from the ceiling, the rasp of metal against stone following her. She landed with both hands on the sword grip, the glowing blade now visible.
“To your right,” I barked to her. She ought to be behind Alek’s opponent, if that person hadn’t already moved out of the way.
Temi swung the blade horizontally at waist level, a fast whipping motion that should have caught someone unaware… if that someone had been there. But she didn’t connect with anything.
Alek leaped to his feet. He had lost his own sword early in the skirmish, but he raised both fists.
Even so, he wasn’t prepared when something slammed into him, knocking him to the side. He almost stumbled into me, but he seemed to twist in mid-air, coming down next to me and already facing the person, the elf—who else besides an elf could be so agile and best an Olympic wrestler?
He grabbed my multitool and lunged forward, probably thinking it was a dagger instead of pliers. He figured out what he had, though, and snapped with them, clasping onto something. A soft rip sounded, but then the event horizon on the nearest portal stretched and rippled. Alek took a step in that direction, as if to follow.
“No,” I blurted. “You don’t—”
The portals vanished, all of them. Darkness descended on the chamber, now lit only by the glow of Temi’s sword.
The sound of Alek’s ragged breathing was all we could hear.
I gripped his arm. “Are you all right? You’re bleeding…” Way to state the obvious, Del. He was bleeding a lot. Sweat and blood slicked his hands, and rivulets ran down the side of his face from a gash on his temple. The side of his jacket was dark red too. The elf must have gotten beneath his flak jacket and stabbed him. That hospital might only be ten minutes away by car, but how were we supposed to get out of the cave and take him there?
He had to be in pain, but impossibly, Alek looked down at me and smiled. It was almost a grin. From the man who rarely tilted the corners of his lips upward.
“Let a man learn how to fight,” he said, his voice having the singsong quality of someone reciting a poem, “by getting in close where fighting is hand to hand, inflicting a wound with his spear or sword, taking the enemy’s life, foot planted alongside foot, and shield pressed against shield, breast against breast, embroiled in the action, let him fight man to man.”
“What was that?” Simon asked. “I’ve never heard him say that much before in an entire day.”
“A poem. Tyrtaeus?” I guessed, trying to think of Spartan poets who had lived around Alek’s era.
He nodded, his eyes gleaming with pleasure. Pleasure from the fact that I recognized the passage or from the fact that he had survived his wrestling match, I wasn’t sure.
“A love poem?” Simon asked.
“No, it was about killing people. I think he’s telling us that he enjoyed wrestling with… whoever that was.”
Alek was still holding my multitool, and he held the pliers aloft, his face sobering. A scrap of dusty black material dangled from the tool’s grip. My own face must have sobered as I stared at it, then stepped forward to remove it.
“Black leather,” I said.
“I didn’t realize all elves ascribed to that fashion trend,” Simon said.
“I… don’t know that they do. Alek? Did you ever see what that female elf was wearing? Green Eyes?”
“I saw her only briefly, but she wore a cloak,” he said.
“So we’ve only seen Eleriss and Jakatra in black leather?”
Temi scowled over at me and propped a fist on her hip. “What are you implying?”
“That our buddies aren’t our buddies after all?” Simon asked.
“Jakatra…” I started.
“Wouldn’t attack Alek,” Temi interrupted. “Or any of us. Why would he when he’s been helping us?”
“Is he helping us of his own volition? Or is Eleriss making him help us?” I had no idea as to the social hierarchy of the elven world, but I had always gotten the impression that Eleriss outranked Jakatra.
“I spent a week with him. I know him better than you do. He saved my life. Multiple times. Eleriss wasn’t around. He could have let those animals knock me out of the trees if he didn’t care. He’s not someone who would stab you in the back.”
“Just in the chest?” Simon suggested.
Temi turned her scowl on him.
“I did not fight a female,” Alek told me.
“You’re sure?” Female elves might be as quick and agile as the males. Maybe as strong too.
“Positive,” Alek said, his tone dry. He walked over and picked up his sword, returning it to his belt scabbard.
“Oh, right. I guess you’d probably notice… lady parts in close quarters like that.”
“What are you talking about?” Temi demanded. She sounded frustrated that she couldn’t follow the conversation. I would definitely have to work on getting Alek up to speed on English.
“He said it wasn’t a woman.”
“Eleriss said something about the green-eyed elf having a helper,” Temi said.
“That is true.” I lifted my hands. “All right, we won’t jump to any conclusions yet. It doesn’t matter right now anyway. We need to find a way out of this cave. That sword is probably still close enough to the vortex that the portal is open up there, and who knows what it’s making people do?” I shuddered, the memory of the falling man flashing through my mind.
Temi pointed to the blocked tunnel. “That way?”
“Actually…” Simon gazed at the ceiling. “Judging by where the cave entrance was, how far the tunnel sloped upward, and the fact that we know the sword has to be close to the portal for it to remain open… there may be less rock to go through in that direction.”
“Yeah, but that’s solid rock,” I said, “not loose stones.”
“A few feet verses twenty meters though.”
“We can’t even reach it.”
“Temi can stand on someone’s shoulders,” Simon said.
“Are you volunteering? Because Alek looks like he needs a hospital bed and a transfusion, not a person standing on him.”
Simon pointed to me. “You’re still looking sturdy.”
Sturdy? He was never going to get a girl using adjectives like that.
Temi was alternating between eyeing her sword and the ceiling. “Are you sure it’s only a few feet?”
“Tell you what,” Simon said, poking into his backpack again. He put away his homemade grenade and pulled out a different tin, something about the size of a tuna fish can. It might have been a tuna fish can once. Now it had a fuse sticking out of the top. “See what you can do, carve out a nice niche up there, and when you can’t go any farther, you can tuck this up there…” He pulled out a roll of duct tape. “And we’ll see if we’re close enough to blow us the rest of the way out.”
“You want to blow up the ceiling over our heads?” I asked.
“I’m sure we’re close to the surface. We can take cover in the mouth of the tunnel there. The part that didn’t collapse. If it didn’t collapse with the first rock fall, it must be structurally sound.”
“Uh huh.” I imagined the four of us packed into a space not much larger than a coffin with tons of collapsed rock burying us from either side. “Let’s just—”
“Listen, it’ll be fine. I’m sure. Eight feet of stone to the surface—max. Even if it all collapsed, it wouldn’t fill this chamber. We could climb out over it.” Simon glanced at his phone, and I wondered if something was filling him with urgency. Had he received another message from his brother? “Don’t I always beat you at chess? I’m spatially gifted.”
“Last time, you beat me because you spilled Mountain Dew in my lap and moved the pieces while I was cleaning up.”
“I did not move the pieces. That was your imagination. And your poor spatial memory.”
“Fine.” I waved to the ceiling. “Try digging over there, on the far side. We’ll give it a few minutes, then we’re doing the tunnel.” I jerked my thumb at it. I might see how hard those rocks were wedged in there while Temi cut into the ceiling with the sword.
“Anyone else think we should have taken our chances and gone through one of the portals?” Temi asked.
“Maybe so. I wonder if they all went to the same place. And why they were open in the first place. To distract us?”
“Maybe our elf friend was hoping we’d be intrigued and go through,” Simon said, “Or that we’d think the sword was on the other side of one and figure we had to go through.”
“Good thing Temi could feel it in here.” I waved toward the ceiling. “Willing to try it?”
“All right.” Temi walked to the far side of the chamber. “Who’s my stool?”
Simon started after her, but Alek stopped him with a hand. “I more tall,” he said in English.
“You don’t have to be a hero, Alek,” I said, concerned with all the blood he had left on the floor, not to mention what was still oozing down the side of his face.
He gave me an odd look. Spartans probably did have to be heroes. It must be in the DNA.
While he hoisted Temi onto his shoulders, I pulled off my own backpack. My first-aid kit seemed inadequate for the amount of blood Alek was leaking, but I could at least bandage his torso. Judging by the stain on his jacket, that was the worst wound. Unsporting of his wrestling opponent to pull out a dagger.
“I wish I’d had time to put together my thermic lance,” Simon said, watching as Temi took the first few cuts at the ceiling, trying to dig in off to the side so rock wouldn’t crumble onto her and Alek’s heads.
“I don’t.” I pulled out the roll of bandages. “As far as I know, the sword doesn’t burn oxygen. Fire would. I don’t particularly want to run out of air in here.”
“Oh, we’ll poison ourselves with CO2 before we run out of air,” Simon said cheerfully.
“Good to know.”
I followed the wall over to Alek, avoiding the rubble falling from the ceiling. He was supporting Temi, her feet on his shoulders, his arms up to grip her calves and keep her from losing her balance. Temi couldn’t have had a lot of leverage from her position, but the sword did cut into the rock easily, as if it were melting away the stone.
“I’m going to take off your jacket and lift up your shirt, Alek.” I held up the bandages and some scissors.
He nodded.
“Or maybe cut it off,” I added after I had unzipped the vest, camo jacket, and revealed the T-shirt beneath it. The fabric, drenched in sweat and with the side soaked in his blood, was going to be hard to keep out of the way. “Simon, want to give me a hand?”
“Taking off Mr. Sexypants’ clothes? Not really.”
“Get over here, anyway.”
Though he sighed theatrically, Simon came over and held up Alek’s shirt. With the sword moving around overhead, the glow fluctuated, and I ended up pulling out my flashlight and holding it between my teeth.
“Someone stuck a dagger in your side, my friend,” I said around the handle, grimacing at the puncture wound. He would need stitches at some point. I pressed a wad of gauze against the cut and shook out the bandage one-handedly. “Simon, apply pressure, please.”
As he did so, a head-sized rock hit the ground behind him, and he jumped. I would have too. I wasn’t sure about this plan at all—or his self-proclaimed wonderful spatial awareness.
“Heard from your brother?” I asked.
“No reception since the cave-in.”
“Think he’ll be smart enough to stay in the car?”
“He’s not the type to join geriatric hippies at the bong. But… he might be worried and come looking for me.” Simon bit his lip. “I wish he hadn’t come down here. I don’t need a babysitter.”
I wasn’t that sure about that, but I kept my mouth shut. For once, Simon wasn’t cracking jokes. He might be annoyed at his family’s assumptions, but more than that, he looked concerned that his brother might be in trouble out there.
“Mom would kill me if he got hurt because of me,” Simon added softly. I almost didn’t hear him over the rain of rubble clattering down, the pile growing around us.
“I’m sure she would forgive you.”
He shook his head. “You’ve never met her. You don’t know how much…” He stared at the wall over my shoulder, and I concentrated on tying off Alek’s bandage. “He’s the one she loves, that everyone does. I’m just the geeky screw-up. Until I prove I’m not, anyway. But you know that saying about it being hard to prove a negative? It’s kind of like that. Sometimes, no matter what you do, it can’t change opinions people have had for a long time.”
“I know.”
“I’m not sure how much farther I can reach,” Temi said. “I haven’t found the stars yet.”
“The stars are elusive,” Simon murmured.
“What?”
“Make a little niche. I’ll have you tape my bomb up there.”
“And now we get to the part of the plan I’m really questioning,” I said.
Simon let Alek’s shirt fall down, wiped his hands, and retrieved his tuna can and a lighter. “You need to put it up as high as you can, but still be able to reach it to light it. Everyone else should take cover in the little tunnel.”
“Meaning you?” I asked.
Temi and Alek wouldn’t be able to until they had lit the fuse.
“Meaning us,” Simon said. “I’ll be fine. Don’t worry. The rock up there is fairly stable. That explosive isn’t strong enough to bring down all of Bell Rock or anything.”
“That’s good. I’d hate to be the one responsible for destroying a national landmark.”
“I think it’s only a county landmark.”
“Ah, that makes things much better then.”
“Ready,” Temi said as more rock plunked to the ground.
Alek took the can, regarded it curiously, then handed it up to her. Temi rose on her tiptoes, stretching up into the hollow the sword had carved. I couldn’t believe Alek didn’t wince under the weight digging into his shoulders. But then, he hadn’t winced at having a dagger plunged into his side, either. I wondered anew if that had been Jakatra, or if black leather was simply trendy among elves. Nobody had seen the green-eyed elf woman’s assistant. Maybe he had also stolen a Harley from Montana grannies and dressed himself in appropriate clothes for the road.
“It’s placed,” Temi said.
“Here’s the lighter.” Simon tossed it up, and she caught it.
“How long will we have after I light it?”
“A few seconds.”
“Comforting,” I said, imagining us all stumbling and tripping over each other as we raced for the tunnel.
“No kidding,” Temi said. “For future reference, longer fuses would be better.”
“Not to mention a remote detonation device,” I added.
“You guys do know these bombs were constructed by flashlight and in a tent, right?”
“Again, let me state how comforted I am.”
“If I had access to a proper lab…”
“Ready?” Temi asked.
I grabbed Simon and hauled him to the tunnel. As much as I hated the idea of hiding there while Temi and Alek were still out in the open, it meant we wouldn’t get in the way when they ran over.
“Ready,” I said, my back to the rockfall inside the tunnel. I closed my eyes, hoping Simon was right, hoping the explosion wouldn’t be too big, wouldn’t bring the mountain down on us…
“Go,” Temi barked.
A thud sounded as she jumped to the ground. Alek could have beaten her there, but he waited, pushing her into the tunnel first. She laid the sword flat against the ground so it wouldn’t stab anyone. Alek plastered himself into the hole, throwing his arm around my shoulders, and leaning in to protect my head. I might have objected to this preferential treatment—even if I had agreed to his bodyguard offer earlier—but there wasn’t time. The explosion came first.
The boom wasn’t as loud as I expected, not after the cacophony of the first rock fall. At first, I didn’t even think it had done anything.
But rocks started falling, pounding to the ground with ear-splitting cracks and thuds. Dust flooded the chamber. I couldn’t see much around all of our bodies, but I could feel the fine particles flowing into my nostrils. I might have sneezed, but I didn’t hear it over the hammer of the rocks. The earth shivered beneath us, and I grimaced, afraid we were setting off a cascade of rock falls, and that we would indeed be buried alive.



Chapter 19
“Holy shiaaat,” came a distant call, not from any of us.
I lifted my head out of Alek’s armpit—or whatever body part that was—and tried to peer past him and toward the chamber. What remained of the chamber. Huge piles of rubble arose from the floor, but they started a few feet away from the tunnel entrance, so we weren’t trapped inside. No coffin. Good. I couldn’t see the ceiling, but flashing lights entered the chamber from above, outlining someone’s shoulder and the silhouette of Alek’s face in front of mine.
“Got a poem for this?” I asked, my humor piqued by the situation, or the fact that we had survived it. Thus far anyway. I reminded myself that we still had to find a way to climb out, close that portal, and deal with… whatever repercussions awaited us. At least, judging by that drawn out curse that had filtered down from above, someone was alive up there.
Alek looked at me, and I thought that was all he was going to do. The silent stare was probably the most famous Spartan line. But perhaps to humor me, he said, “You must learn to love death’s ink-black shadow as much as you love the light of dawn.”
“That’ll do.”
He shifted away from me and crawled out into the chamber. Red dust clouded the air and soon swallowed him, like a rider in a desert sandstorm.
“You’re on my sword,” Temi said from beside me.
“You’re on me,” Simon said—he was farthest back, squashed against the rock fall.
“Picky, picky.” I crawled out after Alek, squinting at the bright flashes coming through the new skylight in the ceiling. It was at the top of the hole Temi had dug, an opening about five feet wide and about fifteen feet up. A few faces peered down at us, but the sounds of brawls drifted down too. It didn’t sound like anything had changed up there.
“How do we get out?” Temi asked. “Even on Alek’s shoulders, I couldn’t reach.”
“I think Alek has to go out first.” I waved my whip. “He can hold the whip while we climb up. He’s the only one with sufficient upper body strength.”
Simon glanced at Temi. “My upper body strength is sufficient for all practical tasks.”
“I’ve seen you try to do a pull-up,” I said.
“That’s not a practical task. That’s an exercise in masochism.”
“I’m waiting to hear the part of the plan where you explain how Alek gets up there in the first place,” Temi said.
Alek arched his eyebrows, perhaps waiting for that too.
“You go up on his shoulders again, jam the sword most of the way into the rock there, then switch positions. We’ll all help hoist Alek up high enough to grab the sword. Then he can pull himself up, stand on it, and jump up and catch the top.” I hoped Alek didn’t mind me volunteering him for the task, but there was no way Simon or I was going to manage that feat. I would like to pretend it was only my lesser height that was the problem, but I wasn’t delusional.
“The blade won’t snap, will it?” Temi asked.
“It just carved out two tons of rock. If it breaks supporting someone’s weight, then you better ask for your money back.”
She snorted. I explained the scenario again in Greek, but Alek already had the gist. He jogged over to the hole and held out his interlaced fingers for Temi to step onto.
A retching sound came from above. It seemed the portal was still putting out bad mojo. Being encased in the mountain seemed to have sheltered us somewhat, but I expected we would feel the effects again soon enough. Best to get up there and close the portal as quickly as possible.
Alek stepped aside to avoid the sick person’s leavings without so much as a lip curl. Maybe vomiting on the battlefield had been common back in his day.
Temi stepped into his hands, accepting the boost up to his shoulders again. She lifted her sword above her head, and darkness wrapped around Simon and me as its glow disappeared above the ceiling.
“Whoa,” someone moaned from above. “That is so cool.”
“Look out, bro. I’m going to puke again.”
Simon made a disgusted noise. “What kind of idiots see a hole blown open in the ground and assume it’s the appropriate repository for puke?”
“I don’t know, but you were doing some appalling things to those bushes on the way up.”
Temi steadied herself on the rock wall with one hand, drew the sword back, and plunged it into the side of the hole. Metal rasped, and pulverized stone dust trickled past Alek’s face. He didn’t so much as crinkle his nose.
“No, don’t!” someone cried in the distance.
I tensed, afraid someone was going to do something that could hurt us, but the following scream, not near our hole but over to the side up there, told me the story with dreadful certainty. Someone else had gone over the edge.
Gunshots sounded, their noise faint in our hole. They were coming from farther away. The parking lot, maybe? Had the madness-inspiring mist made its way down to the ground? What if the police had showed up to help, only to become part of the problem?
“We need to get out of here,” Simon muttered, serious now.
“That’s the goal.”
Temi dropped to the ground. “Alek’s turn.” The glow of the sword had dimmed further; it was embedded in the rock, parallel to the ground, a few inches of the blade sticking out, so Alek could theoretically stand on it. It would take a gymnast’s skills to climb onto it. Or… a wrestler’s? I hoped so.
Alek nodded, as if this presented no problem. Of course, the Spartans had probably made similar nods as they marched up to face the impossible odds at Thermopylae, so I wasn’t sure how comforting to find his assurance.
“Let’s do this,” I said, stepping past the puke spot and waving for the others to join me.
We clasped each other’s wrists, offering a platform for Alek to step on. He climbed up, choosing Temi’s shoulders for his footrests. Simon made a somewhat insulted face, but I probably would have picked her too. I did my best to support her, though she didn’t look like she was in danger of crumpling under Alek’s weight. She actually gave me a quick grin.
“You’re not going to start reciting Spartan poems about the joys of battle, are you?” I asked.
“No, I’m just excited that my knee can take this. A few weeks ago, I couldn’t do ten pounds on the leg extension machine at the gym.”
“Ah, right.”
And she had Jakatra and Eleriss to thank for that. That had to be part of the reason she wasn’t willing to entertain the idea of one of them betraying us. I had never gotten a warm fuzzy vibe from Jakatra, but she obviously saw something else in him. Something more than the handsomeness of his elven features, I assumed.
“I jump,” Alek said in English.
Temi bent her knees slightly, bracing herself. “Ready.”
Even with her restored knee, she stumbled when he pushed off her shoulders with all of his weight. Simon and I caught her, keeping her from pitching to the ground. We pulled her back, too, in case Alek fell, but he was dangling from the sword, both hands on the hilt. I worried it would slide out of the rock, but Temi had wedged it in there well, at a slightly upward angle I hadn’t noticed before. Gravity should help it stay in place. Whether Alek could pull himself atop it was the question.
“Bro,” someone whispered from above, drawing out the single syllable. “Look at that guy.” The small group of people watching us for entertainment seemed oblivious to the shouts from elsewhere atop the rock, not to mention the gunshots and sirens in the distance.
For a moment, Alek simply hung, adjusting himself and finding a grip he liked. Then he curled his legs up experimentally a couple of times, flexing his arms. Finally, he pulled himself upward, pumping his legs at the same time, somehow spinning himself up and around the blade to land atop it.
This time the, “Bro,” from above was even more drawn out. I had to admit I was equally amazed.
“I so could not do that,” I murmured.
“We need to get him a sword,” Simon said.
“One thing at a time.”
When Alek stood atop the blade, his head was almost level with the top of the hole. He jumped, caught the ledge, and pulled himself up. If that gash in his side was bothering him, he didn’t show it.
The onlookers up above scattered. Not surprising. Alek made a grim specter with all that blood caking his face and shirt.
He looked down and held out his hand. I tossed the whip up to him. He scanned his surroundings, probably making sure nobody could sneak up from behind him, then crouched and unraveled the eight-foot length of leather. It dangled down past the sword, but the popper barely dropped below the level of the chamber’s ceiling. We were going to have to practice some acrobatics too.
“I’m going to need a boost,” I said. “Temi, you jumped that high earlier. You mind going last? And boosting us up?”
“That’s fine,” she said.
Simon sniffed. “I can reach it without help.”
“Really,” I said. “Care to demonstrate?”
“After you.”
Temi offered her hands. I stepped into them, and she boosted me up at the same time as I lunged for the swaying end of my whip. I grasped it on the way up and managed to wrap it once around my hand before my momentum went the other way. Hanging by one arm jarred my shoulder, but having my weight on the end didn’t bother Alek. He pulled me up so fast, I barely had time to think about bringing my other hand up to grab the whip. Instead, I was grabbing the jagged rim of the hole.
Some of it crumbled away beneath my grip, and my heart tried to leap out of my throat as I slipped back downward, but Alek caught me under the armpit. He pulled me onto the rock before releasing me to lower the whip again.
For a second, I lay there, staring at the stars and sucking in deep breaths of air. But the air was tainted. There wasn’t a strange smell or taste to it, yet it seemed to coat my throat when I inhaled, and that queasiness and depression washed over me again.
A scuffling came from the side, and I rolled over, reminded that we weren’t alone up here and that these people had been breathing the foul air longer than we had. As I climbed to my feet, I forgot about the noise for a second, stunned by the sight in the parking area hundreds of feet below. A fire burned on one side, flames leaping into the night sky. I had no idea if someone had deliberately set it or if a tree had been an innocent bystander of someone flinging lighters. Police cars and ambulances ringed the parking lot and lined the street, and someone was standing atop one of the trucks with a megaphone, ordering everyone to calmly leave the area before citations were delivered. I heard something about a curfew before he turned away, and the breeze swallowed his words. The gunshots had stilled, and people were being arrested, but something about the milling crowd, more agitated than compliant, told me the situation wasn’t fully under control.
“We need to hurry up,” I muttered. “Get rid of this thing.” I waved to the amorphous blob still flexing and stretching atop the rock formation. If anything, it had grown larger and the dark misty tendrils floating out of it appeared denser.
“They’re coming for us,” someone cried, pointing in my direction.
The man sprinted toward me, a branch held overhead like a club.
Alek was in the middle of hauling Simon up and he looked at me, eyes stricken, at the same time as he pulled faster. He couldn’t simply let Simon go. I held out a hand toward him and bent my knees, ready to leap aside.
The club-wielder charged closer, swinging wildly before he ever reached me. I jumped to the side, dodging his attack. Before he could swing back toward me, I launched a side kick at his waist. My heel caught him fully, and he stumbled to the side. He might have tumbled into the hole, but Simon had been pulled up by then, and Alek caught the guy by the belt. He yanked the branch out of his hand and hurled it over the edge of the rocks. The man was probably older than Alek, but he stumbled back when Alek snarled at him.
“Mr. Sexypants has got quite a growl,” Simon muttered, rubbing his shoulder. He had probably smacked it against the rock.
“Thanks, Alek,” I said. “Let’s get Temi before—”
I froze, a new sound reaching my ears. It was barely audible over the cries of the sirens, and I hoped I was wrong, that it was my imagination. But the drone of something like a helicopter sounded in the distance, and my shoulders slumped. I knew it wasn’t a helicopter.
Alek’s head came up. He had heard it too.
“I kicked that bait thing through the portal,” I groaned—maybe it was a whine. I was tired and didn’t want to deal with the jibtab tonight. Couldn’t we get a break first? Time to set up a trap? Time to close that damned portal? All we should have to do was pull the sword out and get it off Bell Rock.
“They’re coming,” someone cried. “The aliens are coming!”
“If only you knew,” I muttered.
Someone shrieked and raced across the butte. I flinched, fearing it was another jumper. But instead of leaping over the ledge, this person—a boy in his teens—raced toward the portal. He leaped at the dark light-sucking blob, his body silhouetted by the flashing lights as he seemed to hang in the air for several seconds. Then he hit the blackness. Even though someone had jumped through the elven portal below, I expected the kid to simply pass through the dark wall and come out on the other side. He passed through… and disappeared. Swallowed by the darkness. Transported to another world. Or a hell.
“He was not the first,” Alek said, perhaps noting my stunned expression.
“Has anyone come out?” I asked numbly, though he had only been up here thirty seconds longer than I had.
“I don’t know.”
“Where’s the whip?” Temi called from below.
Alek lowered it, but I held out a hand. “Wait, don’t jump, Temi.”
“What? Why?”
“We have—” I glanced over my shoulder in the direction of the drone, a drone that had grown louder in the few seconds we had been staring at the portal jumper, “—another problem.”
“The jibtab?” she guessed grimly.
“Yeah.”
“Do you want to fight it up here?” I called down. “Or down there?”
“The cave will be better,” Alek said. “If we can ensure it comes down.”
I eyed the top of the butte. There was a group of teenagers, pointing at the portal, trying to goad each other into going, and there were others atop the rock as well, others who would be completely vulnerable to those stingers. Not to mention all those people out in the open down in the parking lot and on the road.
I groaned as the reality of how many people were in danger washed over me. “Why did I get rid of that bait box?”
The question was in English, so Alek wouldn’t understand—he merely glanced back and forth from me to the sky in the direction of the drone—but Simon gave me a sympathetic shrug.
“Because you were hoping it wouldn’t show up here?”
“Because I wasn’t thinking.” I pointed at the sword, still thrusting out of the rock wall, the visible part of its blade glowing. It didn’t usually glow when Temi wasn’t holding it, but if anything, it was shining even more brightly than before. Maybe it was eager for some monster blood. “We’ll have to hope the sword is enough of a draw. It’s attracted the jibtab in the past.”
Alek nodded, though I had spoken in English. “Go down. Help Artemis. Distract it with your whip so she can sneak close with the sword. Simon and I will find a way to keep it from escaping.” He patted the rock rim with his bare hand.
“Uhm, what?” Simon asked. “I heard my name surrounded by a bunch of gobbledegook.”
“You’ve been volunteered to keep the jibtab from escaping the cave,” I said.
“What? By whom? Mr. Sexypants?”
“Yes, it’s possible he’s figured out what your nickname means, and he’s taking revenge on you.”
Alek’s eyes glinted, but he pointed at Simon’s backpack and said, “Fire,” in English.
“Great, a Greek pyro,” Simon said.
“It’s either stay up here on rear guard or climb down into the hellhole with us.” I glanced over my shoulder toward the noise, which was growing ever louder, though I don’t know why I bothered. It wasn’t as if I could see the jibtab.
“Up here isn’t so bad,” Simon said. “Puke and crazy people aside.”
Another teenager shrieked and ran for the portal. “Nirvana,” he cried and leaped into it. He was swallowed up, just as the other one had been. Never to be seen again, I guessed. If we didn’t have other problems to deal with, I would have stationed Alek in front of the portal to keep people out. But we needed him here.
I took a deep breath, then sat on the rim. “Alek, lower me back down, please.”
He put a hand on my shoulder first, giving me a solemn nod. I clasped his hand for a moment, then grabbed the whip and descended into the hole. I tried not to feel like one of his Spartan brethren who had been given an impossible mission and who didn’t expect to see home again, but something about his nod had made me feel that way.
I yanked out Temi’s sword on the way down, and it went dark in my all-too-mundane human grip. Again, I tried not to find that ominous. It didn’t work.



Chapter 20
Thanks to the sword’s refusal to glow for me, when I reached the end of the whip, I dropped into darkness. I couldn’t see the ground well, since my body was blocking most of the intermittent light from above. I misjudged my landing, and my feet hit hard. Pain lanced up from my heels before I dropped into a backward roll that nearly turned into a somersault. The sword flew from my grasp, skidding across the stone floor. I bit back a groan—or maybe a whimper—and didn’t try to get up right away. Wouldn’t it be great if I had come down here to help and ended up being nothing but crippled monster bait in the middle of the floor?
“All you all right?” Temi asked, kneeling beside me.
“Probably. I just need to sit here and feel sorry for myself for a minute.” I grasped my ankles, rubbing them and hoping the sting would wear off. I hadn’t heard anything pop or felt anything twist, so I didn’t think they were sprained.
“Do we have a minute?” Temi found the sword, and its soft silvery glow lit the chamber again.
“Probably not.” The monster’s drone wasn’t audible yet from down here, but that didn’t mean much. The sirens sounded a lot fainter, too, along with a series of gunshots that had started up. “I hope we didn’t do the wrong thing in bringing the sword back down here.”
Temi looked up, though we couldn’t see the portal from here. Just Simon peering down at us. Alek was probably already in a fighting stance, his sword out, whether it would be useful against the jibtab or not. My whip would be even less useful, but Alek had dropped it down, and I picked it up, regardless. We had a big pile of rock and a couple of smaller piles to use for cover. I didn’t know how effective either would be against a flying assailant. I didn’t know how effective our used army gear would be at deflecting those thorns, either. We both still had a lot of skin that wasn’t protected by the Kevlar.
“I should be able to reach it if it stays down here with us,” Temi said.
The ten-foot ceiling wasn’t ideal—I had hoped for even tighter quarters—but, yes, there weren’t any spots in the chamber that she couldn’t touch with the sword. If the creature came down here.
“Wish I hadn’t kicked that box through the portal,” I muttered.
“I was thinking about that. What if Jakatra brought it here and set up the portals in the hope that the creature would be lured through and into a world where it could be taken care of more easily?”
I found myself reluctant to assign noble actions to Jakatra. “If so, why didn’t he leave a bigger tunnel entrance? For the jibtab to fly through?”
“We haven’t seen it—we don’t know how big it is. Maybe he thought it would be enough.”
“All right, then why did he stick the sword in the ceiling and open the portal? And why did he attack you?”
“I thought Alek attacked him. Or whoever that was,” Temi said. “We still don’t know.”
“Alek was protecting you,” I said.
“Maybe he thought he was, but it wasn’t necessary.”
“Jakatra should have stopped the fight and said something if it was just a misunderstanding. And what about the sword?”
“I don’t know,” Temi said slowly. “But maybe someone else put it there. Maybe the portal authority elf, someone he couldn’t defy.”
It didn’t add up for me. Someone had put that sword there, knowing full well what it would do, and someone had nearly killed Alek. But I didn’t want to argue further, so all I said was, “I’ll let you ask him the next time you see him.”
“It’s coming,” Simon called down.
“Coming down here?” I asked. “Or just coming in general?”
“Kind of hard to tell the trajectory of something invisible.”
“Right.” I started to crouch behind the biggest rubble pile, having a vague notion of snapping the whip at it from behind cover, but walked to the wall beneath the hole instead. “Temi, want me to boost you up so you can stab it as soon as it flies through?”
“That might be a good idea. Surprise attack.”
“Yeah. If we stand here, it shouldn’t be able to see us as it’s flying in.”
I wasn’t nearly as strong as Alek, but I did my best to provide a platform she could climb up. She ended up on my back more than on my shoulders. I braced my hands on my knees and my lower back against the wall, hoping we wouldn’t have to remain like that for long.
She must have given the sword some silent order, because it went dark even though she still held it in her hand. The helicopter-like drone of the creature was audible now. If it did indeed come down the hole, it wouldn’t be long now.
“I wonder if any of those nuts up there will remember any of this,” I said, thinking of the people who had recognized Temi but dismissed her as a fallen star. “Simon’s website notwithstanding, it would be nice to get credit for killing that thing.”
“You think that will help you get some of the respect of your peers back?” Temi asked.
“Hell, no. Some professor would probably call me and accuse me of illegally using ancient relics to battle monsters.”
She snorted. “Then what does it matter if you get credit for this?”
“I was thinking more of you, actually. It seems like… people don’t want to forget about your past. Maybe if you gained some fame as a heroic monster slayer…” I would have shrugged, but it was hard with shoes digging into my shoulder blades. “People might forget about the other stuff.”
Temi was silent, maybe dismissing the conversation to focus on the battle. The drone of the creature continued to grow louder.
“I never cared about the people, the press,” she said, having a response, after all. “Not much, anyway. Yes, it hurt, the things people said. Still say. But when they were saying good things, that wasn’t what made me happy. It was playing. Playing and winning. Being the best at something… Competing. I know it’s just a sport, but it’s like a battle, too, pitting yourself against someone else, but in a way that nobody gets hurt. No blood. No swords. Just… the exhilaration of the fight.”
“I get it. I hope we can figure out a way to end all of this so you can play again.”
Temi nodded. “If you and Simon need any help… I mean, I know you two would be the ones to do the research and figure things out, but I would be absolutely fine with not fighting any more of these monsters. I’ll do it as long as I have to, as long as there’s a need. I have to. But…”
“I know. As soon as there’s more time, we’ll focus on figuring out who’s behind everything.” Something that might be possible if he or she or they came from Earth. If they were from somewhere else… I was less certain how much help all the research teams in the world could be. “We’ll figure it out,” I added, hoping I spoke the truth.
“Good.” She sounded like she believed me, had faith in my words.
I hoped I could be worthy of that faith.
“You guys ready?” Simon called down. “It just flew through the black mist. I saw the disturbance. It’s not stopping to shoot at people.”
Good. I hoped that meant that it was coming straight for the sword. And that we were ready for it. I also wished we had thought to bring a fog machine if its invisible body “disturbed” mist.
The lights continued to strobe from above, the stark white highlighting the cave in flashes, as if someone were taking pictures. Temi shifted her weight, her shoes gouging into my back. If the Kevlar couldn’t keep feet from hurting me, how was it going to stop those stingers?
The drone intensified, and all of the meandering thoughts fled my mind. Soon, the noise was so close I could feel it reverberating through my body like a drum beat. Then it changed, echoing strangely. I gripped Temi’s ankle—that was it. It was in our hole.
Less than a second passed before Temi leaned out, slashing with the sword. Her toes dug into my back, and I bit my lip to keep from crying out.
A squeal erupted right in my ears. From my position, I couldn’t see if she had hit it, but in the next instant, she had jumped off me.
Wanting to get out of the way—and to avoid being hit—I scrambled to the side. Temi blasted into motion in front of me, her feet a blur of movement. The sword flared to life again, leaving silvery streaks hanging in the darkness as she slashed its wicked edge through the air. No, not just the air. Twice while I watched, the blade glanced off something, its path deterred by an invisible body.
Remembering that I was supposed to help, distract it somehow, I ran along the wall, angling toward the rubble pile. I flung myself behind it and pulled out my whip. From back here, I could see the fight better, but, as with Alek’s battle, I could only guess at the other combatant’s location. It was even worse because the jibtab darted in and out, trying to strike Temi, then flying back. At first, I thought she might have some sense of its location, but the blade swiped through empty air far more often than it struck flesh.
I cracked my whip a few times, aiming near the ceiling, hoping I might luck into a strike. Then Temi would at least know for certain where her enemy waited.
But the jibtab recovered from our surprise attack before I struck it—if it had been surprised in the first place. The first round of thorns burst out.
“Duck,” I yelled, dropping behind the rock pile. Dozens of tink sounds raised a racket in the chamber as Temi dove in behind me.
I buried my face against the rubble, inhaling dust and hardly noticing. I was trying to remember if the jibtab had shot in rounds the last time we had faced it and if it had to stop to fling its ammunition or if it could fly around, to reach a target that was hiding.
A thorn slammed into the back of my helmet, and I had my answer. The force knocked my face into the rocks. Another stinger hit the back of my shoulder. The Kevlar kept it from piercing into my flesh, but the hard thud still hurt.
“Move,” I barked, struggling not to panic. I scrambled around the debris, trying to find cover again.
Instead of running, Temi turned and leaped toward the creature. More tinks erupted, needles clanging off rocks—and probably her vest, too—and my heart lodged in my throat. If she took one in the face…
A squeal sounded, the noise I had come to realize represented pain for the jibtab. Good, but how many blows would it take before it was brought down? The last monster had been nearly indestructible, even with the sword.
I looked around. The whip was useless. I had to do something more helpful. I sneezed, then cursed myself. That was not helpful.
“Stupid dust,” I growled. Then an idea sprang into my mind. If Simon had seen the creature’s movement in the mist…
“Gonna make a mess, Temi,” I called in warning, then dug into the rubble pile.
It was hard to separate the dust from the rocks, but I found handfuls of fine powder on the ground near the bottom. I flung them into the air. The heavier particles simply dropped back to the ground, but some dust lingered. I ducked behind the smaller rubble pile and dove into my backpack. I had an extra shirt in there and yanked it out. Too bad it wasn’t a bellows. It would have to do. I found more dust to hurl in the air and fanned it this time, trying to fill the chamber with the fine particles.
“Simon?” I called. “You up there? If there’s any dust around, throw it down here.”
Even though I worried I wouldn’t be able to make a difference, wouldn’t be able to cloud the air in the entire chamber or work fast enough to matter, Temi must be seeing something, the disturbances Simon had mentioned, because the squeals became more frequent.
I kept flinging dust in the air, alternating between throwing and fanning it with the shirt—and fighting back coughs and sneezes.
“Got a good hit,” Temi called, her words coming out in an excited rush. “It bleeds.”
More thorns sprayed the walls, the clatter almost as loud as the creature’s incessant drown. Two more projectiles bounced off my helmet. I ducked, huddling behind the pile again, but something ricocheted off the wall behind me and stabbed me in the back of the hand.
Dread and pain filled me at the same time. I yanked out the thorn, flinging it to the ground, but for a moment, I was frozen as the implications washed over me. By the flashing lights coming from above, I stared at the tiny speck of blood on my hand.
“Del, stop it,” Temi blurted, jerking me from my revelry. “It’s trying to go back up the hole.”
I jumped up, cracking my whip at the bottom of the exit, hoping vainly that I might divert the jibtab. The popper smacked against something, but simply bounced off, as if it had hit a cement wall.
A startling thud came from above, and the light flashing into our chamber diminished. Confusion welled in me; were we being blocked in? Was it another rock fall? There hadn’t been any shaking of the earth…
Whatever had happened, it made the jibtab screech, the noise echoing from the walls of the hole. Instead of a cry of pain, it sounded like one of frustration.
“Simon,” I said. He and Alek must have blocked the hole with something.
I had no sooner than finished the thought when light shone down from above. Not the white strobe light from the portal, but the orange glow of flames.
Something hammered into the side of the wall, knocking dust and rocks free, and then a cylindrical form, still invisible but now outlined in flames, flew back into the chamber. I gaped at the sight, at the roar of the flames, at the stench that filled the cavern: burning napalm.
Temi was on the jibtab in a second. With its outline now visible, she sprang, running up the rubble pile and leaping off, stabbing it three times before she hit the ground. As soon as her feet touched down, she leaped again, swinging with the power of Paul Bunyan.
“Simon, you’re brilliant,” I yelled. This was much better than dust.
This time, the creature’s squeals of pain were so loud that the force of them seemed to knock me back against the wall. Before I could feel triumphant and certain of our victory, it blasted out another round of ammunition. I scrambled for the rock pile even as thorns hammered against my back. A part of me prayed that none made it through the vest, and a part of me wondered if it mattered at this point. The creature had already struck me once. Unless I had gotten it out soon enough, I would be in a coma in the hospital along with everyone else before long.
“Temi?” I called, hoping she had taken cover too.
Firelight leaped on the walls, and for a moment, her shadow appeared there behind me, dancing with the shadow the jibtab cast. They were level, the creature no longer hugging the ceiling, but facing her. Or maybe trying to fly away from her.
Ashamed to hide when Temi was fighting, I stood up again, the whip hanging in my hand. I wished for a more effective weapon—I would even take one of Simon’s grenades. But it didn’t matter. The flame-enshrouded monster had fallen to the ground. Flaps battered the rock, its wings—or whatever allowed it to fly—batting helplessly at the earth. Temi slashed the sword down into its body again and again, relentless. A dark ichor stained the rock floor, its sheen viscous, unlike a person’s blood.
By the time I walked across the chamber to see if there was anything I could do to help finish it off, Temi had lowered her sword, leaning against the tip. The flames were burning low, their fuel almost spent, but it didn’t matter. The creature wasn’t moving.
“I think it’s dead.” Temi slumped against the hilt of her blade. Exhausted.
No, I realized, looking at her. More than exhausted. No less than four pricks of blood stood out on the backs of her hands, and a thorn dangled from her jaw.
Tears welled in my eyes as I stumbled close enough to pull it out.
“We’re screwed, aren’t we?” she asked, a strange acceptance in her eyes.
She must have felt the first thorn pierce her skin some time ago and realized she had to finish the fight before it was too late. Before we fell into the same unconsciousness that had taken the hikers and all the others, an unconsciousness that, as far as I knew, nobody had woken from yet.
“Maybe not,” I said, trying to sound optimistic. “We haven’t been by the hospital today. They might have figured something out by now.”
“Yeah.” She didn’t sound convinced.
“Let’s get out of here while we still can.” I headed for the hole and waved for her to follow.
“Delia? Temi?” Simon was leaning over the rim, staring down at the ground. Something that looked like a couple of giant logs lay across the opening up there, partially blocking it.
“We’re ready to come up.” I coiled the whip and waved it, hoping I could toss it up there with the logs in the way.
Simon held out his hand. “Is it dead?”
“Yeah.” I threw the whip, but it bumped against the side of the log. Simon tried to grab it before it fell but knocked his knuckles against the wood instead. Another time, I might have laughed, but I was too tired.
“Sorry, try again,” he said, but was pushed aside before he could finish the sentence.
Alek snapped his fingers. I tossed the whip, my aim poor again, but he lunged down and caught it anyway. He uncoiled it and dropped the end for us.
I waved Temi over. As before, she would have to give me a boost, then jump up and catch it on her own.
She nodded, sheathing the sword and offering her hands. I didn’t like the slump to her shoulders or the faint wheeze of her breathing. She had taken more of that poison, and it was acting more quickly on her. Would she be able to make the jump now?
She gave me the boost I needed. My arm felt leaden as I lifted it above my head, but I managed to grasp the whip, again wrapping it around my hand.
“Wait,” I called up when Alek started to pull me up. “Both of you need to work together, okay? We have to come up at the same time, and we’re going to be heavy.”
I waved my lower hand toward Temi, not certain if this would work, or if the weight would dislocate my shoulder. But what did a dislocated shoulder matter at this point? I wasn’t going to leave her down here.
She stared up at me for a long moment, what looked like a rejection of the offer on her lips, but she must have also sensed that she couldn’t make the jump anymore, not all the way to the ceiling. With what had to be a great marshaling of energy, she crouched and leaped, her hand clasping onto mine.
I gasped, hearing something pop in my shoulder, but I clenched down, gritting my teeth against the pain.
“We’re ready,” Temi called up, doubtlessly guessing at my pain.
Tears sprang to my eyes as we were pulled up, each bump and jolt driving agony through my body. My fingers felt numb, and all I could think about was that I couldn’t let go. Temi’s hand was sweaty—or maybe mine was. She shifted, readjusting her grip, and more pain stabbed my shoulder. I bit my lip, tasting blood, striving for focus. No matter what happened, I couldn’t let go.
Fresh air curled down the hole, making me realize how much the stench of burning chemicals had filled the chamber below. I hoped that draft meant we were close. I could have tilted my head back and looked, but I was afraid to do anything except squint my eyes shut and concentrate on that hand, a hand I couldn’t feel anymore.
Someone’s arm wrapped around my chest. I didn’t let go of Temi’s hand until my back was on the rock, and I was sure she was out too.
“It’s dead?” Simon bounced at my side. “That was brilliant. The napalm, did it help? You said dust, and I thought fire would be way better. You can thank He-Man there for the logs. I don’t know where he got them, but he probably ripped them right out of the mountainside with all of his muscles. Oh, the sword. We better get it off the mountain. The portal is still open. I puked again. No bush this time. Gross, huh?” Simon bent down, finally seeming to realize that something might be wrong. “Are you two hurt? Temi?”
I summoned the strength to roll over and rise to my hands and knees, but blackness edged my vision. “We got hit,” I rasped, my throat dry. “But yeah, we need to move the sword.”
Alek started toward me, but I pointed at Temi. “She’s worse. Help her, please.”
Remembering his own injuries, I hated to make the request, but Temi’s eyes weren’t even open. She might have already fallen unconscious. She would need to be carried. I would need… I had no idea yet. As Alek picked up Temi, I tried to rise to my feet. I wouldn’t have made it if Simon hadn’t grabbed my arm and supported me. His burbling had ended abruptly, and he wore one of his rare somber expressions. I wasn’t happy to see it.
Alek strode toward the edge of the butte, toward the easiest way down. The fact that we still had to descend the rock formation was almost enough to make my legs buckle right there, but I doubted Simon could carry me, so I told myself I’d just darned well have to stay conscious.
Most of the people had left the top of the butte—I didn’t know how they had left it, and I didn’t want to think about that—so nobody tried to attack us or otherwise block our passage. A small gift.
Then a figure climbed into view from the trail and stepped onto the top of the butte. The broad-shouldered man stood silhouetted against the lights of the parking lot far below, blocking the way.
I winced, expecting trouble. Even Alek had to be at his limits of endurance by this point, and he certainly couldn’t fight while carrying Temi.
“Simon?” the man called.
Simon paused, and since he was half-carrying me now, I stopped with him. “Marcus?” he asked.
His brother stared at the portal. It seemed to be fading as we—and the sword—moved farther from the center of the butte, but its dark boundaries were still visible, shifting and shivering, the event horizon blotting out the stars behind it. “What are you doing up here?”
“Nothing fun,” Simon said, resuming his walk. “We need to get to the hospital. Is your car any closer than ours?” He jerked his chin toward the parking lot.
“Yeah, I had to park in the street. Is that Delia?”
I croaked something that was meant to be a greeting. It didn’t manage to be intelligible. My throat felt like it was closing. I didn’t know if it was an effect of the pesticide or my own emotions trying to choke me with the knowledge of impending doom.
Marcus stepped forward. “Here, let me?”
Without waiting for an answer, he grabbed me and lifted me into his arms. Another time, I might have felt indignant about having to be carried off the mountain, but I wasn’t sure if I would live to see dawn, so it hardly mattered. I let him carry me and stared up at the stars, not bothering to blink back the tears that dribbled down the sides of my face.



Chapter 21
“That big black blob disappeared,” Marcus said.
“Yeah, we know,” Simon responded.
I was too tired to look, but took their word for it. My eyes ached, and I wanted nothing more than to close them, to sleep. But I was terrified I would never wake up if I did. I focused on their voices, on the thumps and bumps I felt through Marcus’s arms as we descended Bell Rock, trying not to let my mind wander, trying not to let my eyes close. As he navigated down the steep trail, Marcus’s face was stern and determined, maybe disapproving. He couldn’t know what had been happening here, but in thinking of Simon’s earlier words, I wondered if he would believe his little brother was somehow responsible for the chaos.
“The car’s over there,” he said.
I tried to feel some triumph at that, but all it meant was a ride to a hospital that probably didn’t know how to do anything to save us. Marcus and Simon took a shortcut, scraping past bushes and cutting across ditches. I hoped Alek and Temi were still with us, but Alek hadn’t spoken, so I couldn’t be sure.
“Sorry, Delia,” Marcus said. “I have to set you down to get the keys out.”
My lips moved, but nothing came out. Words had grown too hard a while ago.
I was aware of myself being propped against the side of some rental car, but couldn’t feel the cool metal beneath my back, and I struggled to focus on the people around me. Alek was there with Temi. That was good.
A moment later, I was being set in the back seat.
“Good thing they upgraded me to the SUV,” Marcus said, eying our party, especially Alek. “Simon, you’re going to explain what was going on up there soon, right?”
“After we get to the hospital.”
Alek ended up in the back with Temi and me, with Simon and Marcus up front. My head lolled back against the seat of its own accord. Doors shut. The car started. Despite my fight, awareness started to slip away.
Before I could pass out, Marcus threw on the brakes, and we all pitched forward. Someone had thought to buckle me in, so I didn’t go flying, but the belt was the only thing that prevented that. I couldn’t feel my own arms.
“What the hell?” Marcus demanded, then leaned out the window. “Get out of the road, man.”
“Wait,” Simon said. “That’s Eleriss.”
“Who?”
“Just pull over. Maybe…” Simon glanced back at us. “Maybe he can help.”
“I thought we had to get to the hospital,” Marcus said, but he didn’t stop Eleriss from opening my door.
“This is not the conveyance I expected you to enter,” Eleriss announced.
“They got hit,” Simon blurted.
“Yes.” Eleriss looked through the door at the three of us, all injured in some capacity. Did he look sad? I couldn’t tell on him. “I feared this was inevitable.”
I wanted to ask where he had been, where Jakatra had been—he wasn’t anywhere in sight—but couldn’t manage the words.
“Can you help them?” Simon gripped the seat back.
Marcus frowned at him, his hands flexing on the wheel. He probably doubted a strange guy in black leather could be more useful than the hospital. He might be right. But I looked up into Eleriss’s green-blue eyes, silently imploring him, pleading him to help us if he knew a way. The flashes on top of the butte might have died with the disappearance of the portal, but there was enough ambient light that his eyes didn’t glow. I was glad of that. I didn’t need weird alienness right now.
“There is no room for me to enter,” he announced.
I wanted to laugh and say that I’d gladly get out and lie on the sidewalk if room was all he needed. Alek climbed past me and stepped out of the car. It was probably a strange time to notice how perfectly he was following along with English-spoken words.
Eleriss slid past me. If I were able, I would have moved to make things easier on him…
“I examined several of the injured humans at the hospital,” Eleriss announced, dipping a hand into his pocket.
“And are they better now?” Simon’s fingers tightened on the seat. He looked like he wanted to strangle Eleriss, who was calmly assembling something, as if there was all the time in the world. I hoped there was.
“To interfere would be unacceptable, especially given that my portal authorities may still be in this world.” He tilted his head and gripped Temi’s wrist lightly, pushing up her sleeve. “However, those with healthy immune systems should survive.”
Simon stared at him. “Does that mean you didn’t help? Or you did?”
Eleriss smiled, admitting nothing. “I found a creature with immunity to the poison and created a serum suitable for humans.” Eleriss pressed his circular device against Temi’s bare forearm.
“Was the creature you?”
“Possibly,” Eleriss said brightly.
Simon eyed whatever Eleriss was doing to Temi’s arm. “So you’re interfering, but we’re all pretending you’re not?”
“I trust you will not inform the portal authority of my presence here.”
“No, not me…”
Marcus’s dark brown eyes were visible in the rearview mirror, shaking his head slightly as he watched and listened. He had broader features than Simon and shorter, tidier hair. He wasn’t humorless, I knew from past encounters, but he was… responsible. A disapprover of crazy schemes and those who perpetrated them.
Eleriss looked down at me. I realized how far down in the seat I had slumped, because his head was well above mine. I didn’t have the strength to do anything about it. “Less of the poison has entered your bloodstream.”
“Thanks for the tip,” I tried to say. It came out more like, “Thsspt.”
“I will attend you second,” he added.
That sounded promising.
“It is a strange poison. Did you know that a similar compound is sprayed on your agricultural crops?” Eleriss said to Simon.
“Yeah, I’ve heard.”
“This seems unhealthy.”
“Especially when it’s shot directly into your veins,” Simon said. “Will they be all right after you do… whatever it is you’re doing?”
“Administering the serum. I am not a doctor, but our… network—yes, you have a network?—has informed me wisely, I believe.”
“Simon?” Marcus asked. “Who is that nut?”
“The jury’s out. Elf, alien. Both. We’re not sure.”
Marcus gave Simon a long, long look. Eleriss removed the device from Temi’s wrist, then pressed it against mine. A tiny prick made its way through my muddled consciousness, and my eyes locked onto his. I couldn’t imagine that he had any reason to lie to us, but then again…
“Where’s Jakatra?” I whispered. It came out in an unintelligible jumble.
“Yes, your blood will be purified, as well,” Eleriss said.
So not what I had been asking, but I was glad to know. And I hoped he was telling the truth.
I wasn’t sure if I could tell anything was happening. I was too tired and wanted nothing more than sleep. Before I had regained the ability to speak, Eleriss removed his device, put a hand on my shoulder briefly, then slipped over me and out the door, scarcely stirring my clothes. It looked like I wasn’t going to get an answer to my question, not now. I didn’t know when.
Alek didn’t climb back in right away. He exchanged a few words with Eleriss in the Dhekarzhan language. They walked away together, out of my view.
“Uh,” Simon said. “Are they coming back?”
“You tell me,” I mumbled, too low in the seat to see much of anything.
“Oh, I think maybe he’s healing Alek too. Either that or Eleriss couldn’t resist the appeal of Mr. Sexypants and wanted to haul him off into the bushes to ravish him.”
I closed my eyes, too tired for Simon’s wit, such as it was. A few minutes might have passed. The world had grown fuzzy to me, and I had a hard time maintaining a grip on reality. Eventually, Alek climbed back into the car.
“All right,” Marcus said. “Where to, Simon?”
Simon looked back at me. “The hospital? Or a hotel? Campground?”
My head lolled to the side, and I found Temi’s eyes open slightly. She gave me the faintest nod. A nod that meant she would be okay? I hoped so.
“Hotel,” I rasped, deciding I trusted Eleriss. Jakatra… was a question for later.
“Hotel?” Marcus asked. “Which one?”
“Are you paying?” Simon asked.
“If I don’t, will we end up in a campground?”
“Yes.”
“Then I’m paying.”
“I hear L’Auberge de Sedona is nice,” Simon said. “Five stars.”
Marcus squinted at him. “How about the Best Western?”
“Fine. Cheapskate.”
I caught the faintest smile on Temi’s face before slumping down further in the seat and passing out.



Epilogue
 
Uncommonly warm sun beat down on the pool deck, and I stretched out my feet on the lounge chair and wriggled my toes while admiring the rock formations in the distance. We were on the other side of town, so Bell Rock, with its brand new gaping hole in the top, wasn’t part of the view. A margarita sat on the table beside my chair, and I smiled as I leaned over to take a sip. Simon’s brother was heading back to Washington in the morning, and our stay at the Best Western would soon be over, but I was determined to enjoy this moment of luxury.
Whatever potion Eleriss had pumped into my veins had worked. Even if I still had bruises enough to make a piñata jealous, lying here in the sun was doing wonders to heal them.
“The life of a monster hunter should be like this more often,” I observed.
“I won’t disagree with that.” Temi was also recuperating—also with a margarita—on an adjacent lounge chair. Thanks to the late season and the recent chaos, the hotel was sparsely occupied, and we had the pool area to ourselves. That was a good thing, because I didn’t think either one of us wanted to try to explain our bruises. Some Good Samaritan would probably be worried that we were in relationships with abusive men. No, just abusive monsters and elves…
Temi kept glancing toward the gate leading to the pool area. We were expecting Simon to return from his photography trip to Bell Rock—apparently he hadn’t gotten enough pictures the night of the event and needed some aftermath footage for the blog—but I doubted he was the one she was wishing would come for a visit. She had mentioned Jakatra a couple of times, not so much in a sense of romantic pining, but she probably wanted to see him walk in with his leather jacket in one piece, thus to prove he hadn’t had anything to do with Alek’s wrestling match.
The gate clanged, and Simon strolled in, his laptop bag slung over his shoulder. “Hello, ladies. Do you want to hear my excellent news?”
“It depends,” I said. “Does it have to do with your crowd-funding campaign, the amount of traffic your blog has gotten in the last two days, or the Battlestar Galactica re-runs you insisted on watching until one a.m. last night?” Simon’s brother might have sprung for the hotel, but he had a blue-collar job and a wife and new baby back home, so he had drawn the line at the idea of multiple rooms. The five of us had been sharing the two queen beds. Well, the four of us, since Alek preferred to sleep outside under a tree—I had yet to actually catch him snoozing.
“Two of those things, maybe.” Simon smiled. “We’re getting more traffic to the blog than ever, and the crowd-funding campaign was a success. Zelda’s repairs are going to be covered. I’ll be sending out autographed pictures of myself, and in a few more months, we might be making enough that we won’t have to scrounge the hillsides for hundred-year-old coffee tins.”
“Notice he didn’t catch that I was implying that we didn’t particularly want to hear news about those things,” I told Temi.
She merely took a sip of her margarita. She had more bruises than I did and had spent most of the previous day sleeping.
“I like scrounging,” I told Simon. “Now, about the news you promised to get while you were out, the news we’re actually interested in. Naomi’s grandmother?” I had picked up the morning’s newspaper in the hotel lobby, and it had promised that many of the people who had been attacked were recovering and had good prognoses, but I hadn’t missed the fact that the entire article had possessed a pro-tourism bent—why, yes, of course it’s safe to come back to Sedona and would you like to book a Jeep tour right now? It also hadn’t said that all of the people had recovered.
“Grammy’s alive. Naomi emailed me through the site this morning. She wanted to know when she would get her cut for those old coins, and she sent some pictures to add to the blog.”
“Good.” We might not have been able to help everyone—the death count from the suicides and fights that had broken out around Bell Rock had been high—but at least we had stopped the monster and talked Eleriss into coming up with a serum. “You should keep in touch with her.”
“Why?”
“How often do you meet girls that like your Dirt Viper?”
“You think we should make her a junior monster hunter?”
I snorted. What an honor. “I think you should keep her number and give her a call in about five years.”
Simon’s brow furrowed. “For what?”
“Never mind.” I glanced at Temi and found her smirking this time. “Look, guys, I think we should head back to Phoenix tomorrow. Focus on selling some of our inventory for the business and also focus on doing some major research. We need to figure out who’s behind these monsters. Stopping that person should be our priority, rather than simply reacting to his or her latest experiment. Sooner or later, our mad eco engineer might decide to unleash more than one monster on the world, and where will that leave us then? We have exactly one sword, and we’re out of luck if someone ever takes it away from us permanently.”
“Oh!” Simon shoved my feet over and sat on the end of the lounge chair. “I’ve been thinking about that.”
“About how to find the culprit?”
“No, I’ve been thinking about how to get some more weapons.”
“You think you could make something now that you know about this… dimensional angle?”
“Me? Uh, I could send out some emails to engineering friends who are geekier than I am, see what they think.”
Temi’s eyebrows twitched. Yeah, it was hard to imagine people geekier than Simon.
“But what I was thinking about for now,” he went on, “is going to visit Elf Land.”
“Elf… Land?” Temi asked.
“You said it yourself, Del.” Simon pointed at me. “If people like Jakatra keep swords capable of hurting monsters hanging on their walls, then how much could it hurt them if we borrowed a few? Maybe they even have more powerful weapons over there. Guns or lasers or something that could shoot these jibtab. And then we could recruit a few more people capable of wielding them.” He wriggled his eyebrows. “Or maybe we can even figure out a hack that would let us wield them.”
“I did notice the other night that Jakatra was strangely precise about telling us the location of his home,” Temi said.
I hadn’t thought anything of it at the time, but she was right. He had given us the name of a town, anyway. That couldn’t truly have been a secret invitation for us to come rob him, though. If anything, it was more likely a trap. “I… think my back-to-Phoenix-for-research suggestion sounds less dangerous. How would we even get to their world? I was too busy almost dying the other night to think to pick-pocket Eleriss for his portal opener.”
“As long as I’m contacting geeky friends who have engineering degrees, I could probably have them take a look at this.” Simon opened a flap on his bag and pulled out the dusty artifact he had found in the box with the coin jar, the elven artifact. “Not that much of it is missing. Who knows? Maybe it can be made to work somehow.”
It was crazy. Nobody here would know how to fix some alien technology, and even if someone figured it out… we couldn’t possibly stroll uninvited onto another planet, one Temi had already promised was extremely unwelcoming toward humans. And yet… the explorer in me itched at the idea of examining a culture and a people nobody on Earth had ever witnessed, not in recent generations anyway. Maybe I could finally learn their language, figure out how their people had affected our history. I still wasn’t sure what had happened all those centuries ago. I believed someone with a sword, maybe the very sword that Temi now had, had caused one of those portals to open and harm the Sinagua in a way that had convinced them to leave this area forever, but I still didn’t know who had brought the sword, who had opened the portal with it, and who had ultimately decided to bury it more than fifty miles to the southwest. And who had imprisoned Alek and the others in nearly the same location, and why? The answers were probably in an elven encyclopedia somewhere, along with a thousand other answers that would blow my mind.
Simon grinned and pointed to me. “You want to go there. I can totally tell.”
“I… was just thinking about… things.”
“Uh huh.”
“Is your brother going to report back to your mom that you’re doing important things down here and shouldn’t be dragged home by the scruff of your neck?” I asked to deflect his all-too-accurate reading of me.
His amusement faded. “Marcus was disinclined to believe that we were fighting monsters. It didn’t help that the jibtab body seemed to have disintegrated by the time I got back up there today. Too much napalm maybe. Anyway, Marcus thought the portal was some light show and that everyone up there was doing drugs and a part of some cult.”
“Seriously?”
“To give him credit, he didn’t think I was a part of the cult. He thought I was there to get pictures to update my sensationalist blog.”
“Huh. Did he think we were part of the cult?” I pointed at Temi and myself.
“He thought you started it.”
“What? Really?”
“No, I don’t know. I tuned him out when I realized he was tuning me out. As for being dragged home…” He shot me a dirty look, but then his shoulders slumped. “It would be Redmond. Apparently, Marcus talked to a friend of a friend and got me a sure-thing job interview at Microsoft.”
“I… assume you’re not going?”
He wouldn’t, not when he was plotting an invasion of Eleriss’s home world, but for a moment, there was a shadow of a doubt in my mind.
“Of course not. It’s just depressing to realize my family doesn’t think I’m doing anything with my life and that I need help getting a job.”
“At least they’re trying to help you get a good job. Not the night shift mopping middle school bathrooms or something.”
“Please, you know how many hours a week those Microsoft people work? When would I have time to play RealmSaga?”
I decided not to point out that we had been so busy this last week that neither of us had logged in. I thumped him on the shoulder instead. “Once we’re done with the monsters, we’ll get our careers back on track.”
“Speak for yourself. I intend to make a few million off these monsters. I won’t need a career after that.”
“You will if all of those millions go into repairing your van.”
“Ha ha.”
The gate clanged again at the same time as someone in the distance yelled, “Sir? Sir?” in an alarmed tone.
When I looked over, I got an eye full of naked man. Alek strolled in with a towel slung over his shoulder and nothing else. The new scar on his side and the cuts on his face didn’t detract from… anything. He laid the towel on the foot of a lounge chair, walked to the water’s edge, and looked over at us.
“For bathing, yes?” he asked in Greek, pointing at the water.
I closed my dangling jaw and made sure I was looking at his eyes. “Yes, but—”
The man who had been doing the shouting raced through the gate, stopping himself with flailing arms a few feet behind Alek. “Sir,” he panted, straightening his uniform and tossing alarmed glances our direction, “this is a co-ed pool. You can’t be here without a swimming suit.”
Alek looked at him, then at me. “What?”
“Simon,” I murmured, “I see you still haven’t had the underwear conversation with him.”
“Please.” Simon was studying the sky and very pointedly not looking in Alek’s direction. “This is a whole different conversation. And it’s all yours.”
Temi was smirking around her margarita straw, clearly enjoying the situation. Or perhaps the view. Maybe I needed to stop trying to convince her that Jakatra was a bad guy, thus to ensure her interests stayed focused in that direction.
The employee stepped toward Alek, reaching out a hand, though he didn’t look any more enthused than Simon at the idea of dealing with a naked man. Alek’s eyes narrowed, watching that hand.
“It’s all right,” I called. “He’s European.” Oh, sure, that explained everything. “Very European,” I added at the clerk’s skeptical look.
“Well, this isn’t Europe,” the man finally managed. “He needs to…” He waved at Alek’s bare butt and the towel.
“I know. I’ll explain it. Thank you.” I repeated myself in Greek, so the guy would know I actually could explain it and wasn’t simply trying to shoo him away so Temi and I could admire some beefcake.
Grumbling under his breath, the employee left.
I padded across the pool deck, picked up Alek’s towel, and gestured for him to wrap it around his waist. “The world has grown more prudish in recent millennia.”
His brow wrinkled, but he covered himself up. I was going to have to check my history texts. I’d been under the impression that nudity and bathing, while common among one’s own gender, hadn’t been a co-ed activity in Ancient Greece. Maybe the Spartans had been freer spirits than the scholars had let on.
“Let’s go find that package Simon gave you. The one with the cloths you’ve been using for polishing your weapons.” I headed toward the gate, not certain the hotel would be that much more thrilled with Alek swimming in his underwear, but we hadn’t thought to shop for a swimming suit at Goodwill. “I wanted to talk to you anyway,” I said as we walked back to the room. “We haven’t had much time for research these last few days, but I did get in touch with a cousin who lives in Athens. She’s a history enthusiast. I gave her your name and the year and events you won in the Olympics. She promised to drive to Sparta over the holidays and see if there are any physical records, more detailed than what’s on the Internet.” The Internet genealogy sites, alas, had not been particularly helpful for tracing ancestry back more than a couple hundred years, not to mention the fact that we were trying to do the opposite of what the sites were designed for. We knew the antecedent rather than the descendant.
“I appreciate this effort you are making,” Alek said as we stopped at the room door.
I blushed. I had done so little, especially given how much he had risked to help us over the last few days. “It’s nothing. I hope… no, listen, I promise you this: one way or another, once this monster stuff is resolved, I’ll find a way to take you home. I mean, it’ll be totally foreign and changed since your day, but you’ll at least recognize the hills and the sea.”
He closed his eyes. I watched with concern, afraid I had said the wrong thing. Would it be too painful for him to go back? But he took a deep breath, and I realized he was just struggling to control his feelings. When his eyes opened again, they were brimming with moisture, and he gave me a solemn nod.
I nodded back. I wasn’t sure how the hell I was going to get him citizenship and a passport from somewhere, but I would make it happen. Or I would arm-wrestle Simon into making it happen, since that seemed like something his repertoire of skills could handle.
Since I was contemplating arm-wrestling, I wasn’t quite prepared when Alek bent and kissed me on the cheek. I was too busy gaping at him—for the second time in ten minutes—to think about hugging him or maybe giving him a kiss until he drew back.
“Thank you,” he said.
“You’re welcome,” I managed, though I wanted to kick myself for missing out on… something. Yes, he had lost his wife, and yes he had been forced to do who-knew-what for some elven master, and I probably shouldn’t even contemplate kissing him, but damn it, how often did a hot, naked guy give me a kiss?
A kiss on the cheek. A kiss of gratitude. That was it. Cool the hormones, Delia.
I swiped the key and pushed open the door. “Your stuff is in here, isn’t it?” I knew the shield and spear were still in the van but hadn’t kept track of his other personal items—it wasn’t as if he had many.
“Yes.”
“If you can put on one of the cloth garments, we can go back to the pool. They, uh—” I started to pantomime putting on underwear, but he held up a hand, a faint smile replacing his solemnness.
“I understand.”
Indeed, he returned shortly, the towel on his shoulder again and the tightie whities covering up… enough. Something about how fast he had donned those told me he had figured things out a while ago.
“You didn’t know what those were for all along, did you?” I asked suspiciously as we headed back for the pool. “You weren’t deliberately teasing Simon, were you?”
“This would not be acceptable?”
“Oh, it’s very acceptable.”
He gave me that faint smile again. “Good.”
 
THE END
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