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Prologue

 


The man knelt on the Persian rug, his arm
around a four-year-old girl in pajamas. Beyond the study’s tall
windows a late November storm swirled through Central Park and
hurled cold rain at the glass.

“Your Aunt Carmen tells me you have an
invisible friend,” the man said to the girl. “You’re always talking
to him, she says.”

The girl did not immediately reply. Then she
nodded, once, a single dip of her delicate chin.

“What’s his name?” the man asked.

“Sam.”

“Sam. That’s a nice name. Short and sweet.
You know,” the man said, his smile shadowed by pain, “when your
mother was a girl she had an invisible friend, too.”

The girl’s eyes widened, dark irises
sparkling with wonder. “She did?”

“Rizki. That’s what your mother called her.
Your mother said Rizki was very naughty.”

“Really? Sam isn’t naughty at all.”

The man made a show of pursing his lips and
blowing in relief. “So he’s one of the good ones, is he? Can you
show him to me?”

The girl shook her head, once, her chin
moving left and right and back to center. “Grown-ups can’t see
him.”

“But he can hear me, right? It’s important he
remembers what I’m going to tell you.” The measured words belied
his urgency. He would be leaving within the hour—he was dressed in
a comfortable khaki suit, custom made by an old Italian tailor in
Brooklyn who specialized in fitting jackets and trousers to hide
gun holsters and knife sheaths.

The girl looked at the fireplace mantle, as
though her invisible friend were sitting upon it, dangling his feet
before the fire, warming his toes. “Sam says he’ll remember.”

The man squeezed her shoulder. “Excellent.
Now, you see that mask on that wall? The one that looks like a lion
with a black beard?”

The girl regarded the mask for a moment
before nodding that slow, single nod.

“That’s called a Barong,” the man said. “It’s
from Bali. Your mother’s island. The Barong is a creature who
protects and serves what is good.”

The girl pointed to the sole mask on the
opposite wall, a mask of exceptional ugliness. Wild, matted hair
framed its bulging eyes. Between sharp fangs panted a long red
tongue. “And that’s a wicked witch,” she said.

“Rangda,” the man said. “The Queen of
Witches.”

“Is she real?”

The man regarded the mask. He was a
scientist, whose allegiance was to the rule of reason, and Satan
was the most primitive of superstitions, yet his grim gaze did not
mock. “I fear she could be just real enough,” he finally said. He
looked at the girl and touched her cheek, calloused fingers resting
on skin smooth as honey. “You must always try to know the
difference between good and evil. You must always try to do what is
good. Do you understand?”

The girl pulled her head back several inches
to give the man an indignant glare. “Course I do. And I am a
good girl. Even my Sunday School teacher says so.”

There was a sharp rapping on the door.

“That’s Aunt Carmen,” the girl announced.

“Damn the busybody woman,” the man muttered
under his breath, and then said, very quickly, as the door began to
open, “Remember. Always do, always choose, what is good.
Your future may depend on it in a way you can’t yet imagine.”

The girl said, “Can you tell Aunt Carmen not
to make me drink milk every night? I hate milk.”

A slender woman in a satin dressing gown
bustled into the study with the air of someone with much to do
before she could sleep. Cradled in the nook of a thin, pale arm was
a silky-haired puppy.

“Come on, dear,” the woman said to the girl.
“It’s past your bedtime.”

“We’re still saying goodbye,” the man said
frostily. “I am her father.”

“Yes, Ladron, you are her father, but I’m the
one who takes care of your daughter, and I’m the one who has to
deal with her cranky temper if she doesn’t get enough sleep.”

“Then let her sleep in. Christ, this is her
home, not a military school.”

“Home? How often have you been home in
the last three years? You’re a stranger to your own child. Rani’s
dead. You’ll never find her. It’s time you admit that.”

The man rose from his knees to his full and
towering length and faced the woman in ominous silence. The puppy
began yapping at him. The woman stroked its head, calming it into
silence, before saying, “We haven’t even had a chance to go through
everything. You should at least know I’ve set up an appointment
next week with a child psychiatrist. About Eldie’s so-called
invisible friend. I’m worried—”

“Cancel it.”

“Ladron—”

“Cancel it, I said.”

“It’s for her own good—”

“No psychiatrist. Do you hear me?” He did not
raise his voice, but the flames in the fireplace spurted with a
loud crackling of wood.

The puppy yipped in alarm. The woman’s cheeks
grew pink. “Come along, dear,” she said to the girl, reaching out
her hand. “You haven’t had your milk.”

The girl reluctantly obeyed. At the door,
with her aunt’s hand on her shoulder, she paused to glance back at
her father. He hadn’t moved and was watching her without
expression, his eyes bleak as desert bone. That was the last time
she saw him.

 



Chapter 1

 


Eldie and Sam squatted behind a boulder in
the dense thicket. The sun hadn’t yet warmed up the spring morning,
and goose bumps dotted Eldie’s skin, but she ignored the cold as
she peered through a chink in the foliage at the three matrons on
the path below. They wore jackets and sensible walking shoes and
peered through binoculars at chirping birds flitting among the
trees.

“Alonzo swore he heard it here yesterday,”
one woman said.

“This is a wild goose chase,” another woman
said. “It was spotted in Seneca. How could it have flown here?”

Eldie grinned. The other day, the papers had
made such a fuss about the spotting of a rare Kirtland’s warbler in
Seneca County that it had given her an idea. In her hand was her
father’s old Dictaphone recorder. She punched the play button. The
chip-chip-che-way-o of the warbler, which she had recorded
from the Internet, twittered through the still air.

The matrons lowered their binoculars and
looked at each other. “Did you hear that?” one said.

Eldie played it again.

“That’s it! That’s its call! Do you see
it?”

“From up there somewhere,” another woman
said, pointing.

Eldie ducked her head and again played the
whistle.

“Oh my God! A Kirtland’s warbler! In Central
Park!”

“It’s up there in the dogwood. Remember, the
males have the black mask, the females don’t. Come, girls!
Quietly!”

But there was no way for three stout women to
quietly climb through the brush and trees. Eldie stifled a giggle
and retreat further into the wood, leading the ladies on with
further whistles. They crashed through the bushes, panting loudly.
On the steepest part of the slope one of the women fell with an
oomph onto her belly. Eldie pressed a hand to her mouth and laughed
silently as tears rolled own her cheeks. Sam bent over with
shoulder-shaking whoops.

Her eyes blinded with her tears, Eldie didn’t
see the branch as she backed away to make another call. She tripped
and rolled down a steep embankment, thudding against a leafy
bush.

Sam ran down after her. He wasn’t made of
solid stuff like people, but gravity still affected him, although
he had no weight to break sticks underfoot or send stones and dirt
tumbling. Being able to stand on a scale and weigh nothing was part
of his strange reality. “Are you okay?” he asked, his broad face
scrunched up with concern.

Eldie inspected herself. Her tough jeans had
saved the skin on her legs, but there were minor scrapes on her
elbows and a scratch on her face. In the adventures of her eleven
years of life she’d suffered a lot worse. “I’m all right.” She
picked up the tape recorder.

Above them one of the birders said, “Who’s
down there?”

“Probably a ruffian,” another said. “Let’s
get out of here, girls.”

The birdwatchers tromped away.

“You got leaves and twigs in your hair,” Sam
said.

Eldie brushed them out with impatient fingers
as she chuckled. “Did you see that belly flop that woman did?”

“Yeah, she left a crater—” Sam broke off and
peered at the bush she’d rolled into. “Hey is that poison ivy?”

Eldie looked with instant alarm, for she’d
had experience with poison ivy, and then relaxed. “Nah.” It was
then that she noticed, on the other side of the bush, a crack in
the tall rock face that lined one side of the narrow gulley she’d
tumbled into. She pushed aside a branch to have a better look.

“You sure that’s not poison ivy?”

“Poison ivy’s got three leaves.”

“Maybe it’s poison oak.”

“Sam. Stop being such a hypochondriac.”

“I’m not a hypercondrack. And it could too be
poison oak.”

“Hy-po-chon-driac,” Eldie said as she edged
around the bush. Before her the rock face towered the height of a
two-story building, with trees growing on top of it. The rock face
had fractured into a bending crevasse wide enough for a person to
step into.

Eldie knew every square inch of the Park, but
this was new. “I don’t remember this. Do you?”

Sam shook his head. “Could have cracked
during that big freeze.”

“It looks like it goes somewhere.”

“Maybe a monster’s cavern.”

“Yeah,” Eldie said. She stuck her head into
the crack and took a careful sniff of the air, smelling only a
natural mildew of dirt and leaves.

“Hey, you’re not going in there, are
you?”

“Just a peek,” Eldie said. She had to be
careful. Wild things nested in the Park.

“I don’t think you should,” Sam said “I’ve
been having bad dreams about things chasing you.”

“You always have bad dreams about me. None of
‘em ever come true.” She craned her neck, peering. “Maybe there’s
treasure down there.”

The word hung enticingly on the air. After a
moment Sam said, “I’ll be right behind you.”

The crevasse widened and angled downward to a
small cave the size of Eldie’s bedroom, but a lot darker and
mustier, thick with shadows.

“Wow, this is cool,” Eldie said
admiringly.

A diffuse light fell on one side of the cave.
Eldie could make out the lines of brick and cement. A natural cave
mouth, blocked up a long time ago. Opposite this, at the back the
cave, the angular roof and uneven sides pinched into what looked
like a narrow tunnel. The darkness beyond seemed both mysterious
and menacing.

Eldie found a pebble on the cave’s dirty
floor and tossed it down the dark tunnel. The pebble bounced along
for a long way.

“You think it goes anywhere?” Eldie said.

They stood there, listening. For a moment the
silence seemed absolute, and then Eldie could hear the faintest of
noises that at one moment sounded like the clanging of the most
distant of bells, the next the long drawn-out chugging of a steam
engine on the other side of the world, which changed into the
surging rapids of a far, faraway river.

Maybe it was just one of the subways.

Low in the darkness in front of them appeared
a single glowing green eye. Whatever it was let out a low,
unfriendly growl.

Eldie turned and bolted, Sam right behind
her.

They didn’t stop until they were out in the
sun-bright gully.

“Phew,” Sam said.

“Probably just a feral cat,” Eldie said.

“Looked bigger than a cat.”

“We’re gonna need a flashlight next time. And
a big stick.”

Sam shook his head. “I’m not going down there
again. And you’d better get home before Father Micah arrives.” He
glanced at her arm. “Hey, you’re getting a rash on your elbow. I
tell you, that’s poison oak.”

She twisted her arm to look. “It’s not poison
oak and my elbow’s scraped, is all.”

They climbed the steep embankment to the path
and ducked under the pipe rail. Eldie could barely make out the
crack in the rock across the gully.

Sam said, “Is your elbow starting to itch?
Man, remember last time, you itched so bad—”

“Sam! Stop it, would you?”

They ran down the path and out the wooded
Ramble.

Beyond the trees of the park rose the
glittering towers of New York.

There were times Eldie could sense her
Balinese blood coursing in her, blood from an exotic land that cast
an alluring cinnamon scent in her mind. But truth to tell, she was
a city girl. She’d grown up here. This was her home. City and
nature, right at her doorstep. What more could she want? This was
the best place on Earth.

 


In the cave the cub inched forward. It had
been deep in the bowels of the city for many hours, its instinct
guiding it away from the den of its unnatural birth and toward
safety. It paused and sniffed the ground the girl had walked upon.
The girl’s scent still lingered, an alien smell yet different than
the scent of other humans it had come across.

In its escape the cub had come across vicious
rats and other dangerous creatures but had the size and strength to
easily chase them away. So it padded warily but confidently across
the cave to the crevasse. At the opening to the gully it hesitated
again, taking in odors with its deeply cleft and curled nose,
scanning the ground and bushes with its one eye. Hunger gripped its
belly.

A bird with a yellow belly and black mask on
its face flashed down to a branch a foot off the ground.

The cub stalked close with bent haunches and
then sprung. The bird flapped into the air, but too late. The cub
caught the bird in its misshapen jaws and bit hard. Blood squirted.
The cub crouched down and devoured its prey on the spot.

Sated, it licked its fur clean and set about
exploring its new home.

 



Chapter 2

 


Eldie and Sam sneaked into the spacious
kitchen via the tradesmen’s side door.

Down the front hall Eldie could hear Aunt
Carmen’s pet terrier, that awful Windsor, growling at somebody. Her
aunt was saying, “I have no idea where that girl is. I swear, turn
your back on her for one second and she’s off, getting into
mischief.”

Eldie crept to the kitchen door. If she timed
it right, she could get to her room and wash up without her aunt
seeing.

“Eldie? Mischievous? I don’t believe it.” The
man who spoke had a lightly accented voice that was deep and
polished, like old oak.

“Uncle Leo!” Eldie cried in delight, rushing
down the hall to the front foyer.

Windsor, squatted by Aunt Carmen’s feet, was
growling at a tall gentleman with perfect silver hair to match his
immaculate suit. Upon seeing Eldie, a smile burst on his lean face.
She ran into his open arms, and he swept her off her feet. She
kissed him, pressing her lips against the ragged scar on his left
cheek.

“My, you’ve grown,” he exclaimed as he put
her down. “Do you know you have leaves in your hair? And a scratch
on your face?”

“I ran into a bush,” she said. Before her
aunt could ask questions she said, “Nobody told me you were
coming.” Uncle Leo wasn’t a real uncle but her godfather, and he
was her most favorite person in the world. The only trouble was
that he lived in Europe, where he was the director of some big
laboratory. She hadn’t seen him since Christmas.

“I didn’t know I was coming either until
yesterday,” Uncle Leo said. “Emergency business at the UN. On my
way there from the airport. I’m playing hooky for a moment to see
you. How are you, darling?”

“Fine.”

Uncle Leo cocked one of his white brows, his
sharp blue eye boring right into her. Leo Lazzard was one of the
world’s leading scientists, famous for both his brilliance and acid
wit, and Eldie knew that he didn’t suffer fools or liars
gladly.

“Actually, I got kicked out of school,” Eldie
said. “But it wasn’t my fault, honest. It was Manny, he’s a bully
who wouldn’t leave me alone, always teasing me and I got sick of
it, so I got one of those toy handshake buzzers that give you an
electric shock and juiced it up some, but I honestly didn’t think
he’d go into a coma.” She added hastily, “He’s okay, he came out of
it, but his mom and dad are real mad and filing a law suit.”

“Always one drama or another,” Aunt Carmen
said with a nervous smile. Uncle Leo was one of the very few people
who could intimidate her.

Uncle Leo leaned forward. “You juiced up the
buzzer? How?”

Eldie glanced at Sam, for he had
provided the technical expertise. He was standing in front of the
closed door to the study, watching Uncle Leo with interest while
absentmindedly picking his nose, digging deep. Since people never
saw him, he was the most brazen nose-picker. Eldie’s glance turned
into a glare, and he quickly lowered his hand.

“I got some stuff at an electronics store to
amplify the voltage,” Eldie said.

Uncle Leo chuckled. “You might be a physicist
yet.”

“Dr. Lazzard!” Aunt Carmen exclaimed.

Uncle Leo tipped his head in apology,
although amusement lingered in his eyes. “If you’re not in school,
what are you doing for your lessons?”

“A private tutor for the time being,” Aunt
Carmen said quickly, giving Eldie a warning look to keep quiet.
Uncle Leo was an outspoken atheist, whose book on the subject was
atop the best-seller list. He who was always on television shows to
debate and debunk Christians and astrologists and Californians. He
was already sufficiently offended that Aunt Carmen insisted Eldie
attend church, so it would not be a good idea to let Uncle Leo know
her private tutor was a young priest. Eldie glanced at the hallway
clock. Father Micah would be here in another hour.

“Darling, I have to go,” Uncle Leo said to
Eldie. “I had to see you, if only for a moment.”

“Are you going to be here tonight for Aunt
Carmen’s dinner party?”

Aunt Carmen colored slightly. Uncle Leo
wasn’t the sort of guest she liked to entertain. He seemed
entertained by her discomfiture, but he let her off the hook. “I’ve
another engagement. But let’s have a date. Friday, after your
lessons. One of the museums?”

“Oh, can we go to the zoo? They got a new
Komodo dragon. It’s this biggest, grossest thing. It’s great.”

Sam rolled his eyes.

“The zoo it is,” Uncle Leo said. “Here, hold
still.” He pulled out the handkerchief in his suit jacket and
brushed dirt off the scrape on her face. “Put some lotion on it.
And the cuts on your elbow.” He straightened and looked at her with
a oddly grave expression, as though he was about to tell her bad
news but the moment passed before Eldie could get worried, and a
smile returned to his handsome, ruined face. “The best of life is
always seeing you. Friday, then. You can tell me all about your
latest adventures.”

 


Hair damp and combed from a shower, bandages
plastered to the cuts on her elbow, Eldie waited for Father Micah
in the study, and not the sunroom where she had her lessons.

Her mother, a Balinese princess, had been
kidnapped right out of this study when she was a baby. Her father
had been at a high energy physics conference. There’d been no
ransom note, no clue to the kidnapper’s identity, nothing. For
three fruitless years her father had crisscrossed the globe
searching for her mother, and then he too had vanished.

On the carved coffee table was one of her
father’s old picture books on Bali. She browsed through it, looking
at the glossy photographs. Her mother’s land. If the circumstances
of Eldie’s life had been different, if her mother hadn’t been
stolen from her, perhaps she would be playing hopscotch with those
kids under that banyan tree, chasing dragon flies in those rice
fields. She’d be dressed in a sarong to go to a Hindu temple, not a
dress to go to church. This made her feel funny, as if living in
her skin was another Eldie-who-hadn’t-been.

One double page photo showed a village Barong
lion and his followers in battle with the hideous Rangda witch. She
was stomping her feet and shaking a handkerchief at several men
attacking her with wavy-bladed knifes. The next photo showed the
men trying to stab themselves with their own knives.

The text said that the masks had sacred
power, and were kept in their own temples. Eldie put down the book
and pondered the Barong and Rangda masks on the study walls. It was
silly to think they had any special powers. They were just
souvenirs, excellent for scaring other kids.

Beyond the window a movement caught her eye.
Father Micah, right on time. He strode with an awkward galumphing
waddle, hands thrust into his pockets, his fat shoulders hunched,
his chubby black face further darkened with a scowl that did not
match the serenity expected of a priest wearing a clerical collar.
Even though he was the diocese’s youngest priest, he made no secret
that he was not pleased by this tutoring task, a sentiment Eldie
heartily returned.

Eldie stood on a chair and plucked the Rangda
mask off the wall. Stray light from a gap in the drapes glinted off
its red eyes and long fangs. She brushed her hair back and
straightened out the mask’s elastic bands.

Sam shook his head. “One of these days that
mask is gonna get stuck on and you won’t be able to get off. You’d
be a real sight, walking around looking like a drooling demon.”

“This is New York. Nobody would notice.” She
slipped the elastic bands over her head and pulled the thick wooden
mask down over her face, wrinkling her nose against the wood’s
musty smell. She adjusted the bands to maximize her vision out of
the two small holes. “How do I look?”

“Like you’re ready for the school dance.”

Father Micah entered the foyer and closed the
door behind him. Eldie heard him mutter in English accented by the
hot tropical sun that had warmed his childhood somewhere, “Deliver
me from mine enemies, Oh God, and save me from the pestilent
child.” She waited until his heavy footsteps had passed the study
door before she silently slipped out into the hallway behind
him.

The heavy mask now seemed to settle close and
weightless onto her face, heightening her senses. He smelled of
dawn prayers and breakfast coffee. In the side curve of his short,
baby-skinned neck a vein pulsed. She squeezed her throat to make
her voice low and hoarse and said, “Father.”

He whirled around. Shock rose in his dark
eyes and he lunged forward, throwing out a hand as he cried
something in strange language. His hand must have hit her, for the
mask jarred loose from her head, and tumbled to the hallway’s
tile.

Father Micah breathed harshly through his
nose as he stared down at her. The blood vessel in his neck pulsed
rapidly. He had hardened, as though another, far more threatening
person inside him had pushed up against his jelly skin.

“Sorry,” Eldie said, a bit scared by his
reaction. “It was just a joke.”

He took several slower breaths. “Some things
you don’t joke about.” He nodded at the mask on the floor. “Put
that back and don’t touch it again.”

“It’s just a mask.”

Father Micah’s eyes narrowed. He said, in a
soft voice that for once didn’t sound so boyish, “There are things
in this world, full of rebellion and darkness, you know nothing
about.” He was silent for a moment, and then added: “Yet.”

The grim way he said that one word made Eldie
shiver.

 



Chapter 3

 


Eldie scowled at the glass of milk on top of
her bedroom dresser. She was almost twelve, and she still had to
drink a glass of the chalky stuff every evening. One of her aunt’s
rules. Guardian aunts were supposed to be cheerful and benevolent,
but Aunt Carmen was as efficient as an atomic clock and as
comforting as a bed of nails.

She was busy with the dinner party down in
the grand salon, but she hadn’t forgotten, sending up the latest
live-in maid with the glass.

“I wish I could drink milk,” Sam said. He was
standing on the terrarium that housed her pet leopard gecko, Drago,
using its glass top for home plate as he practiced his baseball
swings. He was crazy about baseball. The only trouble was that he
couldn’t actually play. “Maybe if I could drink milk I’d get real
bones to swing a real bat. And real teeth to chew tobacco.”

“Oh, gross.” Eldie took the glass and headed
to the bathroom.

Sam jumped down and blocked Eldie’s way. “You
promised the maid you’d drink it.”

“Who say’s I’m not?”

“You’re going to pour it down the sink, is
what you’re going to do.”

“Sam, get out of my way.”

He stubbornly remained in front of the door.
“You promised.”

“Well, I’m going to break it, okay? And not
the sink, the toilet.”

“You can’t break it.”

“Why not?”

“If you break your promise, then you gonna
grow up breaking more promises, and one day you’re gonna lie to the
police, and the judge will throw you in jail, where your shining
knight in white armor won’t ever find you, and you’ll end up an old
hag who lost your one true love.”

“White knight in shining armor.”

“Both of them won’t ever find you.”

“An old hag, hunh?”

“Thirty years old. At least. Ancient.”

“Look, Sam, how many times do we have to go
over this? You’re not my conscience and you’re not my guardian
angel.”

“But dark things are sniffing around for you.
I can feel it. You break promises and lie and stuff, and they get
closer.”

“You’re psychic now?”

“I’m no more sicker than you are.”

“I said psychic—”

The sharp rapping of Aunt Carmen’s bony
knuckles sounded on the door.

Eldie quickly put the glass of milk back on
the dresser.

Aunt Carmen opened the door, her high heels
making her inches taller. She held Windsor in her arms, the white
terrier fluffy from the dog salon.

With her was a woman in black trousers and
jacket, an American flag pinned to the lapel. Eldie stared
curiously at her as she dipped a square chin in greeting. “I’m
sorry to intrude, Eldie, but I insisted on meeting you. I’m Maria
Lovejoy. I knew your father. We were in the same Harvard class. He
was quite a man.”

Eldie’s interest sharpened.

“Doctor Lovejoy is a very important person in
the government,” Aunt Carmen said.

“Now, Carmen. I’m just a scientist, happy to
serve our country in my own small way.”

“Did you know my mom, too?”

“I met her briefly. A lovely woman.”

Aunt Carmen said, “Eldie, would you please
drink your milk before it goes sour?”

With a glower that could have curdled the
milk, Eldie gulped it down. There,” she said to her aunt. “You
happy?”

Windsor bared his tiny teeth at Eldie and
growled while Aunt Carmen sighed. “I try to be, Eldie, although you
make it very hard sometimes.”

“You’re just like your father,” Doctor
Lovejoy said as she left, with a twinkling smile that pleased
Eldie.

After the door closed, Eldie noticed that
Drago, a nocturnal creature, had come out of its small rock cave
bedroom. The spotted lizard cocked its head to stare at her out of
one eye, a signal it was hungry. Usually Eldie fed Drago worms from
the pet shop, but today she’d captured a live cricket in the Park,
which she had put in a plastic pencil case.

“How come you’re not a hundred times bigger?”
she said, picking up the case. “Then you could eat that awful
Windsor.”

The cricket jumped against the plastic, still
lively as ever. There came to Eldie’s mind the time a grasshopper
had sailed through the sunroom’s open window to land on Aunt
Carmen’s lap, causing general hysteria.

“Hunh,” Eldie said.

“Hunh what?” Sam asked.

Eldie got up and cracked open the door.

“I don’t like it when you go ‘hunh’ like
that,” Sam said. “It means trouble. Like with Manny and that
buzzer.”

Eldie ignored him and peered down the
carpeted hall toward the grand stairway, from which rose a soft
murmur of conversation and tinkle of cutlery. She crept in the
other direction, Sam following. She passed the door to what used to
be her parents’ bedroom, with a sweeping view of Central Park
across Fifth Avenue. Last year, on the same day a judge declared
Ladron Veldhuizen legally dead, Eldie had furiously told Aunt
Carmen that she’d better leave the bedroom alone. It wasn’t hers to
move into. Aunt Carmen had gotten as mad as Eldie had ever seen
her, but she had remained in her old small bedroom at the back of
the hall.

The décor was stern black-and-white with a
stainless steel bed that looked as though the mattress was indeed
made of nails.

Eldie flipped back the bedcover. Sam coughed.
She shot him a glare and said, “Don’t say it. I drank my milk like
I promised, so if I’m being naughty, it cancels out.”

“It doesn’t work that way,” Sam muttered.

Eldie shook the cricket onto the top sheet
between the pillows, and straightened the bedcover over the
insect.

Her father was not dead. What did the
judge know?

No, her father and mother were still alive.
Trapped somewhere, or maybe held captive.

One day Eldie was going to go find them. This
she kept hidden deep in her heart, like treasure.

 


Two hours later, all of Carmen Veldhuizen’s
dinner guests had left except for a stocky man with a pleasant
round face and a bald brown head. His name was Ida Bagus Oka. He
was a banker and one of Eldie’s trustees, the other two being Aunt
Carmen and Leo Lazzard. Like Eldie, he was half-Balinese and
half-American, and had known her parents.

Carmen Veldhuizen had asked him to stay. Now,
with the guests departed and Windsor snoozing in his fleece-lined
basket in the kitchen, she offered him a night-cap in the informal
sitting room.

“What did you think of Maria Lovejoy?”

“Excellent conversationalist. Where did you
meet her?”

“She met me. At church the other week. A
visitor. She didn’t mention this, and I didn’t want to raise it in
company, but she’s on the board of the Lakeview Academy. Do you
know of it?”

“Isn’t that an institution out West for
troubled children?”

Carmen nodded. “Psychiatric evaluations are
required for admission.”

Oka absently twirled the glass, swirling the
scotch. “I see. You are thinking of Eldie?”

Carmen slipped off one of her high heels and
propped her foot on her knee to rub her sole. “They should be
called high-hells,” she said. “I don’t know why I wear them.”

“Because they look lovely on you.”

“Thank you, but I’m unflatterable.”

“Eldie at Lakeview Academy. Does Leo know
you’re thinking of this?”

Carmen pressed her lips together before
speaking. “No. He’s very fond of her and protective. But he doesn’t
have to live with her. Oka, I’ve done my best for that girl, but
I’m coming to my wits end. Such a strange and prickly child. An
eleven-year-old vegetarian who’s convinced I’m the wicked aunt
who’s worming her way into this mansion and the Veldhuizen fortune,
when believe me I’d be much happier with my pension and a cottage
in the Catskills. I didn’t ask for this responsibility, but in his
damn foolishness Ladron didn’t give me any choice.”

“I admire you greatly. You’ve shouldered a
heavy burden without complaint.”

“I can understand Ladron getting a pretty
Balinese maiden pregnant, but why on earth would he have brought
her to New York? For all Eldie believes her mother was a princess,
she was just a simple village girl, and she was miserable
here.”

“Love makes molehills out of mountains.”

“There’s still consequences that Ladron
should thought of. In any case, Eldie…for example, she has no
friends. When I bring children over for her to play with she takes
them into the study and scares the living daylights out of them
with those hideous masks. And you know about that boy she seriously
injured. And her invisible friend, Sam. Last month in school she
got angry at him for not helping her on a math test. Threw her
pencil and paper and shouted at him. At empty air. By all accounts
it was quite spectacular. I had a long talk with the nurse. This
thing with Sam, I’m afraid it’s …well, you know what it is.” Carmen
reached out and took the glass of scotch from Oka’s hand to slug
the contents, wincing as she swallowed. She refilled the tumbler
with another measure of scotch and handed it to Oka. “You knew Rani
better than I did. Did she have any history of mental
disturbances?”

Oka swirled the glass again, studying the
golden liquid. “Which hat do you want me to wear? The Western
banker hat, or the Balinese Hindu hat?”

“Try the Hindu one.”

“For that, let’s go see those hideous
masks.”

“I’d rather not.”

“It’ll help explain Rani and perhaps
Eldie.”

Carmen took off her other shoe and padded
with Oka to the front study. She turned on all the lights before
she looked at the masks on the walls. “I’d like to get rid of them,
to be honest. Maria Lovejoy said she’d be happy to take them, as
keepsakes. Apparently she and Ladron were great friends in their
youth. I think they may have been lovers. But this is all Eldie has
left of her father.”

“And mother, too,” Oka said. He lifted his
glass of whisky at one of the masks, with ferocious fangs but also
with a friendly pug nose and alert eyes. “That’s the Barong. Each
village has a sacred Barong mask. It represents the lion creature
who protects them from harm. And that,” he said, turning on his
heels to face the other mask, “is Rangda, Queen of Witches. Each
village has one as well, to symbolize the dark forces that need to
be appeased. She isn’t thoroughly evil, though, just the Barong
isn’t completely virtuous.”

Carmen stared at the Rangda mask. “She looks
evil enough to me.” She grabbed the glass from Oka’s hand again for
another swig. “Alcoholic courage is better than no courage at all.
I know it’s all superstition, but there’s something about that mask
that absolutely frightens me.”

Oka nodded thoughtfully. “Rani’s clan has
always been famous for their shamans. Who serve the Barong, in
essence. But the clan is also famous their witches and warlocks
too. Leyaks, they’re called, the Balinese equivalent of
vampires, servants of Rangda.”

“Georges, our top floor tenant, said Rani had
idols and shrines throughout the house. Once she even made an
offering with a headless chicken out on the sidewalk.”

“It’s called a caru. It’s meant to
divert evil intentions.”

“It didn’t stop her being kidnapped. Do you
believe in such, well, how do I put it in politically correct
terms?”

“Do I believe in such nonsense? Only when I’m
making a caru offering myself.”

Carmen laughed.

Oka smiled and continued, “The Balinese
believe each child is born with attendant sibling spirits. Guardian
angels, one might say. Four of them, to be precise, but I suppose
one can think of them as a single entity. Perhaps for some
children, this spirit can more strongly manifest than usual.
Perhaps this is the case with Eldie.”

“To be perfectly frank, Oka –”

“It’s nonsense. But institutionalizing a
child is a very serious step. A last resort.”

“Lakeview is progressive. More like boarding
school. In any case, I’m just exploring options. Eldie has an
enrollment spot at Mountbatten Prep. Six years on the waiting list,
despite Ladron’s generous donation. That school’s harder than
heaven to get into.”

“They don’t know about her expulsion from the
public school?”

“The Archbishop does, and he’s on their
board, so I’m sure they do. He was the one who suggested Father
Micah for a temporary tutor. I nearly fainted when he summoned me
for an audience. The Archbishop! I had no idea he even knew Eldie
existed. It’s all very…extraordinary.”

“Eldie’s an extraordinary girl.”

“Yes,” Carmen said and finished the whiskey.
“That’s the trouble, isn’t it?”

 


Eldie lay awake on her bed. It seemed lately
that she didn’t need much sleep. Sam, though, slept like a log. A
floating log. He could curl himself up, which was how he described
the process that could make him transparent to the point of
invisibility even to Eldie. When he did so, he escaped the claw of
gravity and could float about. Sometimes he would become part of
her shadow, and “hitch a ride,” as he said. She didn’t like it when
he did that. Even though she couldn’t sense any difference, it
still felt as though as thought she had to work harder to haul him
around. “Get off me, you lazy sack of bones,” she’d say.

At the moment, as she waited for sleep, he
was a vague form drifting up by the ceiling. You would have thought
somebody like him wouldn’t need any sleep at all, but if he didn’t
get his eight hours, he’d be grumpy as an old man in the
morning.

Eldie and Sam had long ago exhausted the
topic of who he was. He wasn’t her guardian angel, because he
didn’t have any angelic powers. Nor was he a figment of her
imagination. After all, if he really concentrated, he could touch
and move small objects like chess pieces, but it not only drained
him so of energy but also made her faint-headed.

What Sam was exactly, they didn’t know.

“But we’ll find out one day who I am,” Sam
always said.

She’d been five or six when she realized that
other kids didn’t have real invisible friends like Sam. She could
recall telling Aunt Carmen with incredulous astonishment that
Caitlyn Young didn’t have an invisible friend. She also told Aunt
Carmen how Caitlyn and other girls had teased her, and Aunt Carmen
suggested that Eldie start outgrowing Sam if she wanted to make and
keep friends.

Outgrow Sam? That was like trying to outgrow
your right arm. More than that, he was her best friend. They fought
battles against those snooty Mountbatten kids. They’d sneaked into
back museum hallways and darkened storerooms to play among the
mummies. They rode subways and buses at random, and released
pet-shop mice in steak houses, and waited in various police
stations for Aunt Carmen to come get them yet again. The policemen
liked Eldie. They would always tell her, “You’re either gonna be a
cop or a criminal.”

And like best friends, she and Sam also
argued and fought. For example, that time Sam had refused to help
her on a math quiz—she’d only wanted a hint, not the answer, but he
primly shook his head and she’d gotten so angry. She yelled at him,
throwing her pencil and eraser and crumpled quiz sheet at his head,
not caring about the other kids’ flabbergasted stares. The teacher
sent her to the nurse’s office, who delicately probed Eldie’s state
of mind, circling around the disappearance of her parents. Eldie
saw right through that. Sam was not a compensation for her parents’
absence. She bluffed her way through the nurse’s interrogation.
After the visit, Sam, who’d been looking over the nurse’s shoulder
at the notes she was taking, told Eldie that the nurse had
underlined a reminder to self to schedule a conference with Carmen
Veldhuizen. SERIOUS!!! the nurse had written.

Silence filled the house, drifting into
corners.

Then, like glass shattering, there came a
shriek from Aunt Carmen’s bedroom. “Get away getawaygetaway!” Her
voice rose until it was squeak.

Eldie grinned. Above her Sam made a choking,
snorting sound, as though trying to hold his laughter in, but it
burst anyways, and Eldie joined in.

There came the thwack-thwack-thwack of a
broom hitting the floor and then the crash of bed side lamp.

Sam roared helplessly, accidentally uncurling
himself and thudding to the floor, and Eldie was laughing so hard
she thought she might pee her pajamas.

They finally calmed down. “Phew,” Sam said,
with residual little chortles. “Laughing’s hard work. I’m pooped.
Night.” He curled up and faded out, drifting up to the ceiling
again.

Eldie lay on her back, her hands behind her
head, watching Sam’s vague shadowy form, the pleasure of a good
laugh still with her.

“Hey, Sam?”

“What?” he said sleepily.

“Did you have parents? A mom and a dad?”

He was silent for long enough she thought
he’d dozed off. Then he said, “I guess I did.”

“I wonder what it would be like to have
parents.”

“Me too.”

“That Doctor Lovejoy remembers my mom but I
don’t. That’s not fair.”

“Maybe you’ll dream about her.”

But what Eldie wanted was her mom right in
this room right now, kissing her good night. This yearning came
from nowhere and pulled her heart apart. It took her a long time to
fall asleep, and when she did, she did not dream.

 



Chapter 4

 


Somebody else had found the cave. Dirty
blankets were crumpled in one corner, and several medical syringes
littered the ground. A skinny man with tattooed arms lay curled on
one corner of the blankets.

“He looks deader than a nailed door,” Sam
whispered.

Eldie shifted the day pack on her shoulder,
and stole over to the man, her golf club at the ready. She bent
over him and heard his quiet, regular breathing. He’s okay,
she mouthed to Sam. Let’s go.

She flicked on the flashlight she carried and
probed the rocky tunnel at the rear of the cave.

Something scurried in front of the
flashlight’s beam. Eldie gripped her club tighter. The putter from
her father’s set, kept in the big storage closet.

“What was it?” Sam said.

“A rat, I think.”

“Rats are bad. They cause plaque and you die
all black and swollen.”

“Plague, Sam. Plaque is the gunk you get on
your teeth. Look, they can’t hurt you. So don’t worry. Come
on.”

Eldie was scared herself. But thrilled, too.
This was real exploration.

The crimped tunnel dead-ended. Eldie was
about ready to sigh with disappointment when she noticed an oblong
crack high on the back wall of rock. “Looks big enough to wiggle
through,” she said.

“What if you get stuck?”

“That’s why you go have a look
first.”

Sam shook his head.

“Don’t be such a coward, Sam.”

“I’m a not coward. It’s called common sense.”
Eldie gave him her sly, beseeching look. “Oh, all right,” he said
in disgust. He climbed up using several knobs of rock for footholds
and wriggled into the opening. The bottom of his shoes soon
disappeared. His muffled voice said, “I guess it’s big enough.”

Eldie followed him, pushing her pack in front
of her. The stone dug into elbows. She grunted and wriggled for
about twenty feet. “Here’s the end,” Sam called out in front of
her. “Shine that flashlight past me. Looks like another tunnel.
Okay, I’ll go down…I’m going down, I’m letting go…okay, I’m down.
Pretty dusty.”

It was another tunnel, a proper one, hewn out
of the rock a long, long time ago. The tunnel was twice as wide as
Eldie’s outstretched arms, with a roof just beyond her reach. A
half inch of dust layered the uneven floor. Sam stood on top of the
dust, not making a mark in it. But there paw prints that looked
like those of a large cat. They led to the left.

“Let’s follow them,” Eldie said.

The tunnel had a slight slope that, a hundred
yards on, turned into several flights of stairs. Eldie made her way
down the narrow steps. The air grew cold and clammy. The last step
opened onto another, more ancient-looking looking tunnel extending
left and right. No dust here. The grimy stone gave an oily
reflection to the flashlight’s beam. Eldie ripped up pieces of
paper to mark their trail and, after a moment’s hesitation, turned
right. The faintest stink of sewage drifted in the air, and water
gurgled as though from behind thick walls. From somewhere high
above them came distant thuds and clangs. Workmen in another
tunnel.

Did they know of this deeper maze of tunnels?
Did anybody?

As they walked on, Eldie shone the flashlight
all around, not wanting to be surprised by anything. The bright
beam lit up Sam’s jeans and T-shirt, which was what she wore, but
unlike her clothes, his was fashioned out of the same stuff that he
was. He pretty much stuck to jeans and T-shirts, but sometimes he’d
fashion himself a suit (despite Eldie’s cajoling he flatly refused
to design himself a dress). The beam didn’t go through him, but yet
didn’t throw a shadow behind him either. Eldie had long given up
puzzling over this and other weird Sam phenomena.

This tunnel led on for a long ways, not quite
bending but never quite straight, either. Eldie had the sense of
doing deeper and deeper underground. Her footfalls echoed dully, as
though the air was pressurized. She swung her arms periodically to
keep warm. She came to another intersection, and another. As well
as the careful trail of paper, she also left smudge marks on the
walls.

“You get lost down here you could wander
around forever,” Sam said.

Eldie pictured herself as a pile of cobwebbed
bones and stopped. “Maybe we should go back.”

Sam looked behind them and then down the
length of tunnel before them. “Let’s keep going.” Typical
Sam—whenever Eldie’s courage started to falter, his would at last
kick in.

They came to the end of the tunnel, which
terminated at a canal of sludgy water. Rafts of rotting, bubbling
algae-like substances drifted sluggishly along. A stench rose from
the canal—part sewage, part decay, but also something more, as if
raw despair and hopelessness and fear had been turned into smell. A
draft of flowing down the canal kept the air breathable.

She peered over the edge and noticed iron
rungs set into the stonework.

And six feet below, tied off to one of the
rungs was a battered canoe, with a paddle in it.

Eldie and Sam looked at each other.

“Why not?” Sam said. He jumped down into the
canoe. Eldie clambered down the rungs, careful not to drop the golf
club or the flashlight. She untied the rope and awkwardly paddled
in the direction that the canal was flowing. Things slithered and
popped into the water. Eldie would stop paddling and aim the
flashlight, but always missing whatever it was that had made the
noises.

The canal’s thick water seemed to pick up
speed. Ahead, it veered in a sharp curve to the left. Now there
were other sounds, all faint, all jumbled up and twisted together,
one fading out as one strengthened to just within hearing. A
discordant clanging of bells. A runaway train. A howling wind. And
then faint whispers and growls, and voices articulating without
words, crying out, pleading, arguing, cursing, praying, begging,
laughing.

“Stay away from the left,” Sam said with
sudden urgency. “Go right, go right, there’s a stream or something
off to the right. Don’t go to the left whatever you do.”

Eldie struggled against the strengthening
current, which sucked the canoe to the left. Her heart sizzled with
fear, galvanizing her muscles. She broke free of the current and
the canoe glided into the listless waters of a feeder canal. Water
and sludge dribbled from ancient pipes along one side.

The hull of the canoe suddenly scraped on the
bottom. The waterway had ended at a brick ramp. Eldie jumped off
the front of the canoe to keep her feet dry, and tugged the canoe
higher on the brick. She had no desire to paddle back up the canal,
but on other hand, that was the only sure way out of here.

She and Sam walked cautiously up the ramp.
There was a furtive scraping sound and the gurgling of swirling
water. Eldie spun around and shone her flashlight at the waterway.
The light caught the end of the canoe and the bent shadow of a
figure dipping the paddle as the canoe vanished into the darkness
beyond.

“Who was that?” Sam whispered.

Eldie’s skin puckered. She had no idea. Now
there was no way back. For a moment fright threatened to swamp her.
She pushed it away with all her willpower. If she panicked, then
she and Sam would never get out of here. She took a deep breath and
started walking.

She had no watch on her. She had a good sense
of time, but as she tried to guess how long they’d been down here,
she realized she had no idea. It had seemed easy getting this far,
one straightforward step after another, but now the way out seemed
hazy and elastic. Her only preoccupation was to follow her
intuition of what led upwards, and only upwards. As she and Sam
meandered along one cramped, musty tunnel and another, following
the flashlight’s beam of light, it seemed to her that she’d slipped
into some sunless existence separate from her life. The cave at
Central Park, from where they had started, seemed more than just
far way. Not only that, but this odd, dreamlike state kept fear at
bay even as it seemed increasingly possible they were forever
lost.

Then the flashlight died. The darkness leaped
upon them. Eldie’s heart lurched. She banged the bottom of the
flashlight, and a weak beam glowed for a second before fading
again.

“Put in the spare batteries,” Sam Said.

“I didn’t bring any,” Eldie said, her voice
quavering.

“You didn’t bring any spares?”

“How was I to know we’d be down here so
long?”

With this the spell of this netherworld was
broken. Just before Eldie’s panic overwhelmed her, she noticed in
the far distance a dim glow.

Sam noticed it as well. “Hey, see that light
down there?”

Keeping her unblinking eyes focused on the
light, Eldie made her way by feel, trailing the fingers of one hand
on the grimy wall, the other hand swinging the golf club in front
of her.

The light was seeping from a rusty metal
grating in the tunnel’s roof. There was a hole in the grating, the
sundered metal looking recently scratched and pulled apart, as
though by powerful claws. The hole was just big enough for Eldie.
It opened onto the cement floor of a cavernous room filled with
bulky shapes of abandoned machinery. Well, not entirely abandoned.
At one end, a man big as a grizzly and smoking a foot-long cigar
was working on a machine under the light of a flood lamp. This was
the light that had guided Eldie and Sam. The machine, shaped like a
steam-engine with round body and a funnel, had an engraved plate on
it, the black letters faded but still clearly legible under the
lamp’s harsh brilliance. The plate announced the machine to be a
“cyclotron,” which to Eldie sounded like the name of a cavern
monster, and in fact there was something menacing about this hulk
of metal. And the man, too. She gestured to Sam, and they crept to
the open door at the opposite side of the enormous room.

The hallway beyond led to a narrow stairs. To
the side of the bottom landing was another door, this one closed,
its upper half of brightly lit, frosted glass. Eldie had every
intention of scuttling up the stairs as quick as she could, but
even before she could take her first step she was stopped by a
powerful impulse to find out what was on the other side of the
frosted-glass door. It had no handle, only a computerized lock. She
put a hand to the glass anyways and pushed. As she did so, the man
in the big room called out, “Who is that there?”

Eldie fled up the stairs. Four flights of
them. The last was hidden by a cleverly camouflaged door in the
back of a large janitorial closet. Stepping out of the closet,
Eldie found herself in a maze of yet more tunnels, but these were
well-lit corridors, with painted pipes bolted onto the walls. She
heard voices and peered around a corner. Two men in blue overalls
were working on one of the pipes. The kneeling man said to his
standing companion, “I swear, it looked just like a mutant cub
lion. Had one eye. Was skulking along right over there.”

“You was drinkin.”

“Hadn’t a drop. I swear. They got all these
labs above us, don’t they? Who knows what they makin’ up there,
right?”

Just normal workmen. Reassured, Eldie stepped
out into view. “How do you get out of here?” she asked.

The kneeling man jerked and bumped his head
on the pipe. “Goddam, where’d you come from?”

“I’m lost.”

“You shouldn’t be down here,” the second man
said. “How’d you get down here?”

“I didn’t mean to get down here. I want to
get up.”

“You damn street kids are like lice. Go that
way and out the door that says EXIT. If you don’t know how to read,
it’s the word with the big X in it.”

A short while later Eldie and Sam were
standing on one of the University’s parking lots, full of pickups
and work vans. It was late afternoon, almost dusk.

Eldie closed her eyes and breathed in the
blessed city air. “Let’s not do that again any time soon,” she
said.

“Yeah,” Sam said. “Like for the next million
years.”

Eldie and Sam had walked the equivalent of
dozens of blocks, although in the back of Eldie’s mind was the odd
sensation that they had walked an awful lot further than that.
Everything after squirming through that hole in the Central Park
cave seemed hazy to her.

Had they really paddled a canoe on some deep
underground river?

She checked her pocket. Just enough money for
a bus ride home.

They walked out to the street. A passing car
braked to a stop and a window rolled down. The driver stuck out her
head. It was the woman who’d been at Aunt Carmen’s party. Somebody
with an emotional name—Lovejoy, that was it. Maria Lovejoy.

“Eldie?” she said. “Is that you? What on
earth are you doing here?”

The question annoyed Eldie. Why shouldn’t she
be here? She didn’t reply.

“You want a ride?”

“It’s okay,” Eldie said. “I’ll take the
bus.”

Maria Lovejoy hesitated and then nodded. She
drove off with a wave of her hand.

Eldie waved back. There was no point in not
being polite.

 



Chapter 5

 


“Homework?” Father Micah asked as Eldie
settled at the credenza in the sunroom that served as her desk. She
handed him her math workbook. He studied the pages, a muscle in his
chubby jowls twitching.

Father Micah, Eldie knew, was one of the
church’s most brilliant young priests. He came from one of those
obscure countries in Africa somewhere. Apart from things
theological, he was also an egg-head mathematician who had
published several articles in august journals read by only the
elect few.

He sighed deeply, shaking his head. “You know
what you are, Eldie? You are my discipline in humility. God grant
me grace. These are all wrong.”

“I don’t understand negative numbers.”

“You don’t have to understand them, you only
have to get used to them.”

Eldie glanced out the window at the blue sky
and the tops of the trees in Central Park. It was May, and the
world was alive. “Who cares about negative numbers? What good are
they?”

“I could show you Heaven,” Father Micah said,
“and you would whine, what good is it?”

Eldie thought about that as she corrected her
homework. She wasn’t a whiner, but Father Micah was right. Heaven,
with all that praying and singing, sounded just as boring as
negative numbers. What good was heaven except for staying alive
forever?

She drifted away to thinking about the
underground trek she and Sam had made yesterday. The memory seemed
surreal, as though she’d dreamed it. Maybe she should go check and
see whether there really was that hole in the back of the cave—

Father Micah rapped her desk. “Stop
daydreaming.”

When she was done with her corrections,
Father Micah gave her three more exercise sets. As she plodded
through the problems, he did his own math, scrawling with black
marker upon a whiteboard, filling it with strange symbols. Sam
watched on with reverent awe. Sam was good with math, but this was
way beyond him. Occasionally Father Micah would step back and
ponder what he had written, hand to chin, his eyes narrowed. Eldie
could almost see heat rising from his head from all that
concentrated thinking. She wished some of it could spill into her
brain.

With a flourish Father Micah dashed off
several numbers at the bottom of the whiteboard. “Thereby trivially
deriving the governing constants of the Universe,” he announced to
no one. He seemed quite pleased with himself, so much so that Eldie
asked, “What’s that you’re working on?”

“My toe,” he said. His toes were enclosed in
thick black shoes.

“Ha-ha,” Eldie said.

Father Micah pointed to the globe on top of
the credenza. “Geography. Let’s see if you can find the South and
North Poles, and for added difficulty bonus points, the
equator.”

After geography came history and lunch.
Father Micah didn’t eat. It was his prayer time, he said, although
more than once Eldie had caught him stretched out in the wicker
sofa, snoring his hallelujahs.

English followed lunch. This was Eldie’s
favorite subject. Father Micah let her do what she wished, which
was writing stories. She worked on a tale about a princess who
kissed a frog, and got such ugly warts on her lips no man in the
kingdom wanted to marry her. As Eldie wrote the ending, involving a
plastic surgeon who botched the job, Aunt Carmen stuck her head
into the sunroom. “Two o’clock. Father, I know you’re anxious to
get going today.”

Aunt Carmen always insisted on Father Micah
staying for coffee, no matter his excuses how busy he was, but
today was Friday, and Uncle Leo was coming at 2:30 to take her to
Central Park Zoo. Aunt Carmen didn’t want to take any chances of
priest and atheist accidentally meeting.

Aunt Carmen escorted Father Micah to the
grand vestibule. Just as she reached for the knob of the outer
door, a shadow appeared from upon the door’s inset crystal glass.
Eldie recognized the shape of that head, but Aunt Carmen, busy
chatting with Father Micah, didn’t see it.

She opened the door and jerked back,
startled. She put a hand to her throat. “You’re early,” she said to
Uncle Leo.

“Yes, but I suspect Eldie is ready.” Even
though Uncle Leo was only going to the zoo, he still wore a fine
dark suit, and swung his gold-knobbed walking stick.

He glanced past Aunt Carmen at Father Micah,
and his walking stick seized up. The two men regarded each other
with flat gazes.

Aunt Carmen’s hand fluttered. “Ah, Dr.
Lazzard, this is Father Micah. Father, Dr. Lazzard. Eldie’s
godfather.”

Uncle Leo tilted his head. “We finally
meet.”

Father Micah nodded, a bob of his squat
neck.

Eldie was considerably confused. “You know
each other?”

Father Micah smiled. “There is No God, and
Leo Lazzard is His prophet.”

There was the tiniest twitch to Uncle Leo’s
scar. “You’re Eldie’s private tutor. Why am I not surprised?”

“This is the last week,” Aunt Carmen said
with a nervous smile.

“How do you know each other?” Eldie
asked.

“Physicists often steal mathematicians’
work,” Father Micah said.

Uncle Leo smiled and pointed the tip of his
walking stick at Father Micah. “We turn your useless ideas into
something of benefit.”

“Remember your homework,” Father Micah said
to Eldie, and with a dismissive nod at Uncle Leo, stepped out the
door and hailed a taxi passing by.

Uncle Leo said to Eldie, “Shall we go, my
dear? The dragon awaits us.”

 


A woman with places to go slowed her hurrying
stride to take in the white-haired man walking hand-in-hand with a
young girl. This was New York, the pitiless city that chewed up
hope and stomped on dreams, but there was something about these two
that slipped through the woman’s hardened exterior like an arrow to
strike her heart. In the way the girl looked up to him with a
smile, she saw her adoration. In the way the man returned the
smile, she saw not only his amazed and helpless love but a peculiar
sadness, as though he knew their time together was coming all too
soon to an end. She saw his pride, and how the girl humbled it, and
she even saw the man’s astonishment that it should be so, that a
child could so casually assault his guarded keep.

At the signal they turned to walk across the
avenue to Central Park.

The woman watched them for a moment longer,
and for a sharp and fleeting second longed for the vanished warmth
of her own childhood, and then bent her head and hurried on.

 


“How’s Sam?” Uncle Leo asked. “He’s growing
as big as you are?”

Unlike most other adults, Uncle Leo took Sam
seriously. Eldie didn’t think he actually believed Sam existed, but
he didn’t try to talk her out of believing it herself. He accepted
her as she was, which meant accepting Sam. That was one of the
reasons she adored her godfather. She could be herself around him.
“I’m taller,” Eldie said.

“No, you’re not,” Sam said. He was skipping
along the avenue’s pavement and dodging cars.

“By the way, I don’t think I ever asked you,
is Sam left-handed or right?”

“Left, but he picks his nose with both.” She
hesitated and then said, “I can sort of show him to you. I can ask
him to hold up something. Maybe that paper cup up there?”

Sam shot her a frown. This had always been a
sore point between them. He didn’t like being shown off. The last
time, when Eldie was seven, the two girls at school who saw a piece
of chalk writing on a blackboard became hysterical. And instead of
becoming Eldie’s best friends, they had stayed away from her and
whispered to others she had voodoo powers.

“He can do that, can he?” Uncle Leo said with
mild interest.

“But it makes him really weak. And it makes
me awful dizzy, like I’m going to pass out.”

“Never mind. We don’t want that.” Uncle Leo
speared the cup with the walking stick and deposited it a garbage
bin. “Does Father Micah teach you Bible?”

“He’s more interested in math. He gives me
all kinds of assignments to keep me busy so he can do his math.
Today he filled up the board and I asked him what he was working on
and he said he was working on his toe. He treats me like a little
girl sometimes.”

Uncle Leo chuckled. “He means toe as in
T-O-E. Theory of Everything.”

Eldie thought about that. “Oh.”

“What else did he say?” Uncle Leo asked.

Sam said, “He derided the government of the
Universe.”

“He derived the governing
constants of the Universe,” Eldie said.

Uncle Leo speared another empty coffee cup.
“Did he now? That would be very impressive.”

“He didn’t think so. He said it was
trivial.”

“To a mathematician, the Universe we live in
is the trivial solution to everything interesting.”

“What does he mean by governing
constants?”

“The force of gravity, for example. It’s the
same everywhere in the observable Universe. In another part, or
even another universe, it could be different, and life, if it
existed, could very well be different as well.”

“Like how?”

“For example, in this Universe you can only
be in one place at one time, but in another, it’s possible you
could be in two different places at once.”

“That would be neat,” Eldie said.

“You might be of two minds about it,
though.

A bicycle messenger racing down the walk
glanced at Uncle Leo and spun around, coming to a halt beside them,
“Dr. Leo!” he called out. “Leo Lazzard! This is great, running into
you!”

“And almost literally at that,” Uncle Leo
said.

The messenger pulled out a copy of Uncle
Leo’s book from his bike saddlebag. THE GODS OF EDEN. “Can you sign
this?” Using the messenger’s red receipt pen, Uncle Leo signed with
a flourish. “Go get them dumb creationists,” the messenger said,
slapping Uncle Leo on the shoulder with his dirty, sweaty glove. He
jumped back on his bike and sped away. Uncle Leo sighed and brushed
off his shoulder. “I appreciate the sentiment,” he said to Eldie,
“but not at the expense of a dry cleaning bill.”

They continued on, Eldie with her brow
furrowed in thought. “Uncle Leo, I believe in God, you know.”

“You’re young. There’s hope for you yet.”

“If there isn’t a God, then why do people
believe in him?”

“An excellent and very baffling
question.”

“Father Micah says God lives in the heart,
but I saw this TV show where they say he lives in the brain.”

“That is one way to look at it. Studies do
show that belief in God is nothing more than a certain active
region in one’s brain. Shut it off, God ceases to exist. In that
sense, God is quite literally a daydream. Perhaps such a dream was
necessary in the days of the hunt and the cave fire but no
longer.”

Eldie listened carefully, although she didn’t
quite understand the whole of it. That was another thing she liked
about Uncle Leo—he didn’t talk down to her.

They headed for the Park’s zoo. Eldie stopped
and looked toward the distant Ramble. “Hey, Uncle Leo, can I show
you something first?”

“What?”

“It’s a cave Sam and I found. It’s in the
Ramble.”

“A cave. How mysterious.”

As they strolled into the dense tree shadows
of the Ramble, it seemed to Eldie that a hint of danger, of tooth
and claw and primal nature, spiced the warm, heavy air. The
birdwatchers, with binoculars focused on an elderberry thicket or
clump of willows, added a thin veneer of civility.

“This is about my favorite place in the whole
park,” Eldie said.

“Not the Alice in Wonderland statue? The
Safari Playground with the bronze hippopotamus family?”

“I like them but these woods are like
Manhattan was before anybody ever lived here.”

“Oh, dear,” Uncle Leo said with a little
frown.

“What?”

He was silent for a moment before saying
brightly, “This is a lovely park.”

They followed the Ramble’s little stream,
which was dry today, and came to the path that led above the gully
where Eldie found the opening to the cave. Down below a work crew
was busy mixing cement and plastering bricks into the rock’s
fracture.

“Damn,” Eldie said. “They’re blocking it
up.”

A park supervisor rode up on a bicycle and
got off. He smiled kindly at Eldie. “I know you. I see you around a
lot. You’re one of our regulars.”

“How come you’re blocking up the cave?”

“It’s dangerous. Vaux and Olmstead should
never have built it.”

This didn’t make sense to Eldie. The
supervisor noted and said, “They were the park architects.” He
gestured around him. “A lot of people think this Park is original
Manhattan, but it’s all manmade. Landscaped. Every rock and tree.
Even that cave.”

Eldie followed the supervisor’s gesture. A
cardinal flitted from one branch to another. All this wild forest,
landscaped? “I don’t believe you,” she said.

“Let me show you something.”

What the supervisor showed her was a metal
grate, cleverly hidden in nearby bushes. The supervisor hooked a
hand around a plug and lifted the metal plate. Beneath was a large
wheeled valve and iron pipe. The supervisor spun the valve, and
water gushed out of the iron pipe. “It’s city water. This is how we
control the stream flow. It’s all planned, every bit of it.”

Eldie stared at the valve. She could feel her
face began to burn with the embarrassment of a person who’s long
been fooled.

There came a yell from in the bushes. One of
the work crew dashed out, still zipping his trousers. “Goddam,
there’s this damn big mutant cat in there,” he said breathlessly.
“One green eye in the middle of its forehead. God. Scared the piss
out of me.” He thought about that. “Actually, scared the piss back
into me.”

The other workers hooted at him in ribald
disbelief.

Eldie, though, was scarcely paying attention.
The shock of learning about the Park was overriding everything
else.

On the way back to the zoo, she asked Uncle
Leo, “Did you know that, about the stream and the park being
landscaped and everything?”

“Don’t take it personally, Eldie. This planet
is in constant change. Nothing is as it was.”

Eldie couldn’t help but it take personally.
The Park was a fake, not real. All this time she’d believed
something wrong. It didn’t feel good.

But on the other hand, it felt like she was
growing up some. And that did feel good.

Uncle Leo paid for their zoo tickets. Eldie
tugged him along the crowded brick colonnade to the Komodo dragon
exhibit. The giant lizard loafed in the dirt of his special
habitat, shaded by a palm growing halfway to the transparent
skylight. The scaly brown breast was big enough to chew off Eldie’s
leg, but it was lazily motionless, indifferent to the zoo goers on
the other side of the high moat.

A boy about five years old pressed up to the
waist-high wall beside Eldie and excitedly said, “When is it going
to breathe fire? Can somebody poke it or something?”

Yesterday Eldie would have smiled and kept
silent, but she was a different girl now. “It’s not that kind of
dragon.”

The boy’s brows scrunched together. “It
isn’t?”

“It’s got poisonous bacteria in its saliva.
One little nip and you rot to death.”

The dragon lifted its blunt head and looked
up at them, its long yellow tongue flickering. “But I want to see
it breathe fire.”

“Dragons like that don’t exist,” Eldie said.
“They’re not real.”

The boy’s scowl deepened.

“They’re only in stories. Right, Uncle
Leo?”

The boy looked up at Uncle Leo, tears
starting to form in his eyes.

Uncle Leo smiled down at him. “They call this
a dragon but it’s really only just a big lizard. Real
fire-breathing dragons live far away, too far to be captured and
brought back. Perhaps one day you’ll be the first to do so and show
others.”

The boy’s eyes cleared. “Yeah,” he said. He
shot another scowl at the Komodo, which was waddling toward the
wall, its tail dragging in the dirt. “Stupid lizard. I’m gonna tell
my dad to get his money back.” He ran off.

Eldie regarded her godfather quizzically and
with a little hurt. All she’d done was tell the boy truth, as she
thought Uncle Leo would want her to.

Uncle Leo sighed. “Wonder and imagination are
part of human nature, Eldie. My critics—and they are not all
religious—accuse me of trying to stamp that out, of reducing
everything to robotic science, but that’s not true. A child should
be allowed to be a child.” He fell silent for a moment and then
squatted and placed a hand on Eldie’s shoulder. “I want to tell you
something. I’m an orphan. This scar on my face was given me by the
man who threw me out of the only home I’ve ever had. I’ve had
wives, and made some friends, but not close ones. I’ve never had
family, and I never will. But you are a blessing to me, dear Eldie,
for you teach me something of family and of love. I never sought it
or expected it. What a tremendous gift your father gave me when he
asked me to be your godfather. How he humbled me when I, so proud,
least expected to be humbled.”

In his eyes Eldie saw for the first time a
different part to her godfather, and the raw depth of it, saw the
deep and hidden loneliness. She knew about loneliness. Oh yes she
did. She flung her arms around him.

From the other side of the moat came a
scrabbling noise, of claws on brick. A woman screamed. Hugging her
godfather, Eldie saw out of the corner of her eyes the head of the
giant lizard clear the top of the wall. Its front legs hooked
themselves over the side. Uncle Leo pushed her away as the dragon
slithered over the wall and plopped to the ground. This close, it
was huge, big as crocodile. Other people began to scream, as did
Sam, who blipped out and became Eldie’s shadow. With a hiss, the
dragon charged toward Eldie. She stood frozen in shock. Uncle Leo
swept her behind him and faced the dragon, brandishing his walking
stick. The dragon lunged at him with another steam-kettle hiss.
Eldie could smell its foul breath. Uncle Leo jabbed the tip of the
stick at the dragon’s neck, pushing it away. The huge lizard
scuttled sideways around Uncle Leo, hissing and whipping its tail,
trying to break through his guard.

A zoo keeper came running with a gun and
aimed it at the dragon. With a pffft! of air, a dart flew out and
stuck to the dragon’s side. Another keeper kept the dragon at bay
with a big forked stick as the tranquillizer worked.

Uncle Leo picked Eldie up, brushing back her
hair from her sweaty forehead. “Are you all right?” he asked. His
eyes shone fiercely with his love for her. This, and his aura of
fearlessness, helped calm her.

“I’m okay,” she said. “Sam, it’s okay, the
dragon’s knocked out.”

Sam emerged from her shadow. He squinted at
the limp dragon, poisonous drool dripping from its slack jaws, its
eyes glazed. “Good thing it’s not the fire breathing kind,” he said
weakly, “or we’d be toast.”

 



Chapter 6

 


The lights of the mansion spilled across the
gardens fronting the Hudson River. Soft piano music drifted into
the perfumed air, weaving around the talk and laughter of people
milling about on the wide terrace.

Maria Lovejoy stood talking with Leo Lazzard.
Many in the crowd gave her sidelong glances of jealousy that she
could so readily commandeer the attention of the renowned
physicist, made even a smidgen more famous yet by his encounter
with the Komodo dragon, which had made for banner headlines. Not
only that, she seemed to be holding her own in smart and bantering
conversation with him. But if any of those who knew her well had
been present, they would have noticed from the tense arc of her
neck and in the two-handed way she clutched her cocktail glass just
how nervous she was. A touch fearful, too, as though he could lose
interest with her at any moment and with a single dismissive
gesture strike her dead.

She well knew his history, how he’d appeared
out of the unknown backwaters of Eastern Europe some twenty five
years ago like an unexpected and unnamed comet in the daytime sky,
and how he had single-handedly wrested control of Europe’s most
celebrated high-energy physics laboratory. He had many passionate
admirers, and even his many passionate adversaries at least
respected him.

What Maria Lovejoy felt was more than
respect. She almost felt like kneeling before him, which was
ridiculous, for she never bowed before anyone. But something in her
trembled in his presence. It was almost a religious feeling.

Their conversation was interrupted by a woman
who’s perfectly made-up face often graced the pages of the society
magazines. She carried a copy of Leo’s book. “Would you mind?” she
asked with a smile as she held out the book and pen to Leo.

He gave her a flat stare. “Yes, I would. You
can buy a signed copy at Barnes and Noble.”

The woman’s smile faltered as her face went
crimson. Then she blew air through her nostril. “Well,” she said
and stalked away.

Maria rubbed her thumb over the rim of her
untouched vodka. “Don’t you care what people think of you?” she
asked with a thrill of daring.

Leo’s bark of laughter deepened her thrill,
that she’d gotten away with her cheeky question. “I’d rather be
feared than liked. It’s far more efficient.”

“That’s one way to run a laboratory,” she
said.

But he was no longer paying attention to her.
For a moment she thought she’d pushed it too far, but then she
noticed his gaze fixed on a chubby black man wandering through the
crowd, his high forehead splitting the sea of people before him. He
wore a clerical collar. Maria recognized him as one of the young
priests who worked for the Archbishop. Leo Lazzard tracked the
priest with a very odd sort of intensity that reminded Maria of a
predator eyeing prey—or, come to think of it, of prey watching
predator. She couldn’t decide.

The priest made his way to Leo’s side.

“I was wondering if you would come,” Leo
said.

“Are we celebrating your heroics against the
Komodo dragon?” the priest asked. He had a sweet voice and lovely
accent.

“I trust you aren’t going to say anything
about lizards and Lazzards,” Leo said. “I’ve had quite enough of
that. Father, do you know Maria Lovejoy? She’s a biologist at the
University, but I don’t hold that against her.”

“Oh, you physicists think you’re the next
best thing since the Big Bang,” Maria said, extending her hand to
firmly shake the priest’s hand. “And I’m a biophysicist to be
precise. You’re Father Micah, isn’t that right?”

“Father Micah Malaikat,” Leo said in a manner
that suggested the name should have some meaning for her. Then it
registered for her.

“Micah Malaikat? The geometrist?”

“My first love was number theory,” the priest
said.

“Ah, yes,” Leo said, “God created the
integers, and the rest is the work of man.”

Maria was nearly speechless. This baby-faced
priest? One of the world’s mathematical geniuses? “I had no
idea…why, this is certainly a great honor. I use some of your
mathematics as models in my work.”

“And what is that?”

“In a nutshell, quantum genetics.”

Father Micah raised a brow.

“I know, I know, sounds like science fiction.
I wish I could say more, but if I did, we’d have to shoot you.”

“Unlike you and me with our suspect
allegiances, Maria has the highest level security clearance,” Leo
said. “She sits at the table of the President. Need I say
more?”

“Not quite at the President’s table, Dr.
Lazzard. Father, I’m waiting for more of your genius to be
published. I’ve been trying to do some calculations on the
inversion process of your geometries—”

“Now, now, let’s not talk shop,” Leo said. He
took Father Micah’s arm. “Excuse us, Maria, I need a moment with
the good Father.”

The two men wandered into the dark of the
garden, the physicist’s casual lope reminding Maria of a lion, and
the priest’s waddle like a penguin. How different they appeared,
the pale eminence of the physicist who radiated authority, and the
short, black, chubby priest who looked like he could have been
plucked from the doll rack at an ethnic toy store. Only the common
ground of mathematics could make for such an odd pairing.

 


Leo Lazzard paused on the well-lighted lawn,
the scent of coming summer rising from the freshly mown grass. He
turned and faced Father Micah with a wry smile. “Look at you,” he
said.

Father Micah spread his short arms. “I’m not
what you expected?”

“Even the power of your mathematical papers
alone I had imagined you as a magnificent giant among men.”

“One doesn’t need muscles to pray. Or to do
math. But doctors advise me to watch my blood pressure.”

“Ah, yes, the frailties of the human body.”
Leo Lazzard spread his arms in imitation of Father Micah. “And I?
Am I as you imagined me?”

“Your fame extends through the heavens and
the earth.” Father Micah’s lilting voice was dry. “I didn’t need
any imagining.”

They began strolling again. Father Micah
said, “You saved Eldie’s life at zoo. Everyone is overlooking
that.”

Leo stopped and bent to a rose still casting
its scent into the night and inhaled deeply. “I tell you, my dear
Father, there are times when the beauty of this world fills me to
overflowing and I want to weep with the joy of it.” He
straightened. “Eldie is my goddaughter. I take that responsibility
seriously. I’m warning you, I will do whatever I can to keep the
Church from getting its hands on her and poisoning her with its
teachings.”

Father Micah chuckled. “Do you think that’s
possible? You know Eldie. She’s so suspicious and
independent-minded she doesn’t even listen to you when you tell her
a spider’s crawling up her leg.”

Leo’s flinty expression relaxed in a smile.
“That’s true. But I don’t trust you people. The Archbishop is a
wily bastard. Is he after Eldie’s money?”

“I think he’s after her soul.”

“I’m quite serious. You keep your hands off
her.”

“Your warning is noted,” Father Micah said
mildly. “By the way, belated congratulations on the Nobel.”

Leo started to make a dismissive gesture then
lowered his hand. “I was going to say a trifle, but in truth, I am
tickled pink. I didn’t realize how much it would please me. And how
is your work going?”

“I am preparing a series of liturgical
homilies—”

“Don’t play me for the fool.”

“My work has been fruitful.”

“You haven’t published in some time. You
aren’t being like Wiles, are you, hiding in obscurity as you
conjure some glorious mathematics to spring upon the world?”

“Wiles got his Fermat proof wrong and needed
help to correct it. Not my work.”

Leo studied him and then gave him a sardonic
smile. “Watch your pride there, Father. Pride’s unbecoming for a
priest like you. So you will publish?”

“I doubt the world would be much
interested.”

“Oh, you are very wrong.” Leo halted by the
boundary hedge and gazed up at the stars sprinkling the clear soft
sky. “What’s out there? I don’t mean what we can see or measure.
Frankly, for all my weeping of joy in this realm of the senses, I
am getting tired of our Universe which we poke and prod like a
patient spread upon the table. I know this Universe and mankind all
too well; we’ve conquered this world, and all that is left is the
mopping up.” Leo inhaled deeply, as though trying to smell the
starlight. “At times a sense of claustrophobia nearly overwhelms
me. I feel hemmed in. I want to know what is outside. I have
sacrificed dearly to be what I am, in order to find that doorway.
What lies beyond? My spirit yearns for it.”

Father Micah was silent, his eyes resting
upon on Leo’s face, which was turned up to the heavens and full of
desire.

Leo lowered his gaze to Father Micah and said
softly, “Join me, my brother. When you look up there you feel the
same as I do. You wonder. You feel an unquenchable desire to know.
Join me, and I will give you freedom to do as you wish. Join me,
and together we will travel beyond the stars.”

Father Micah did not immediately reply.
Emotions flickered on his plump face, too swift to be read, and
then settled into one of calm. “I’m not doing any more
mathematics,” he said at last. “I’ve asked to be assigned to
mission work among the poor.”

Leo absorbed this without reaction or
comment. Then he said, “And the work you have done, will you
publish that before the poor and needy suck you empty and discard
you like garbage?”

“No.”

Leo’s scar twitched. “I suppose you think
that is true humility and piety. But it is nothing more than
supreme selfishness and arrogance.”

A man’s voice rang out from the mansion’s
patio, asking for the guest of honor. “Your host is calling you,”
Father Micah said. “I’ll see myself out the gate.”



The following day Eldie said goodbye to her
godfather, who was returning to Europe. They’d spent the day
strolling the halls of the Museum, and now stood in the shadows of
front colonnade. Sam lounged a distance away, watching the pigeons,
allowing Eldie her privacy.

Uncle Leo handed her a small wrapped box. “I
found this the other day,” he said.

Eldie eagerly unwrapped it. It was a
gold-trimmed pen, its body made of a fragrant wood the color of her
skin. She put it to her nose and inhaled deeply, the scent luring
up old, old memories to the very edge of her awareness.

“That’s sandalwood,” Uncle Leo said. “From
your mother’s home island.”

“Ah,” Eldie breathed. “Thank you.” She tucked
the pen away in its box.

“I guess I won’t see you again until
Christmas.” That’s how it always was, but this time she felt a
tremendous pang of heartache. Uncle Leo was about the only family
she had. Christmas was so long to wait.

Uncle Leo pressed his lips together in a
strange smile, almost as though he too were trying not to cry. He
tossed the last of his sunflowers and gathered her up in a wordless
hug. When he released her, tears were dampening his eyes. Eldie was
a little astonished to see them, and pleased, and fearful.

“Christmas, right? You’ll come see me?”

He chucked her under her chin. “Christmas
will be here before you know it. It’s getting late. You’d better
run on home.”

He watched her run off. Before she dashed
around the corner she gave him a wave, which he returned.

When he lowered his hand, it was clenched
into a fist. “How I have sacrificed and suffered,” he whispered,
“but this is almost too much to bear.”

 



Chapter 7

 


Ten thirty on Sunday, Eldie was at church,
seated beside her aunt in one of the pews. Even for a hot summer
day it was crowded. Silk and linen rustled, and on the discreetly
air-conditioned air wafted the scent of expensive colognes and
perfumes. Several rows up, on the aisle, sat Dr. Maria Lovejoy,
flexing her jaw as though stifling yawns. She’d been attending Mass
sporadically the last few months, and she always looked tired and
bored.

In the pew in front of Eldie, Caitlyn Young
perched regal as a royal between her mother and father, the three
of them so perfectly groomed and anointed that Eldie could almost
see halos above their blond heads.

Father Micah was one of the officiating
priests. He’d been as relieved as a pardoned sinner to be at last
done with Eldie, and she’d felt the same.

Sam sat beside old Mr. Hulet, the hearing aid
in the old man’s thick red ear tuned into the small radio in his
suit pocket. He was listening to a baseball pre-game talk show. Sam
leaned close, practically ear to ear, to listen in on the hearing
aid. He was as much a Yankees fan as Mr. Hulet.

Eldie was restless and couldn’t focus on the
liturgy. She missed Uncle Leo. And she’d had a wonderful,
disturbing dream the night before. She was a baby in her mother’s
arms, and her mother was crooning a lullaby in Balinese. They were
seated in the leather armchair in her father’s study—out of the
corner of her baby eyes she could see the Barong mask on one wall
and the Rangda on the other. A corner of a handkerchief stuck out
of her mother’s bodice, and Eldie became fixated on it as a baby
might. As her chubby hand tried to grab it, a shadowy figure
appeared in the space that her mother occupied. Not a menacing
figure, but an alluring one, and her mother’s lullaby became a
haunting, enchanting song of love and loss and hope.

A loud, burbling noise resounded in the
church. One of Sam’s farts. He was as casual with his intestinal
byproducts as he was with his nose picking. Fortunately, only Eldie
could hear his farts, and just as fortunately they were odorless to
her, although the noise was bad enough. She gave him a glare. Not
in church!

Archbishop Styers rose to give his homily,
his robes glistening like a patch of heaven. Usually Eldie paid
attention, for a priest was to be listened to carefully and
respectfully. Today, though, the Archbishop’s words sounded faraway
and garbled. Then she became aware that the Archbishop was saying
something very important.

“Upon you a grave responsibility has been
placed,” he said. His watery eyes roved the congregation and
settled on Eldie. His gaze grew powerful and filled her. “These are
momentous days. The world hangs in the balance. The faith of one
child can make the difference. Much, so very much, depends on
you.”

The Archbishop lifted his gaze. The moment
receded into the passage of ordinary time, and Eldie was no longer
so sure that the Archbishop had been speaking to her at all.

Across the aisle, Dr. Lovejoy was wiping her
forehead with her handkerchief, as though she were uncomfortably
warm. Dr. Lovejoy had known her father, and perhaps it was this
thought, combined with the lingering effects of the Archbishop’s
words, that caused Eldie’s mind to tauten and vibrate like a
plucked string.

No more of this warm fuzzy thinking that one
day she was going to find her parents. She had to start
looking.

Today.

Eldie straightened in her pew and whispered,
“Sam!” Over the years, she’d developed a method for getting his
attention in public, squeezing his name out of her lungs and
between her teeth, a sound that passed for a strangled cough.

He didn’t hear her.

Eldie coughed his name with more oomph.
Caitlyn turned around and gave her a prim look, which Eldie
returned with a strained smile. Caitlyn was Eldie’s age, a social
acquaintance who attended Mounbatten Prep, and whom Eldie knew from
various birthday parties where Caitlyn traipsed the spotlight while
Eldie lurked among the potted plants. Eldie, the other girls
whispered among themselves, was weird, always muttering to herself,
acting strange.

Sam heard this time and reluctantly wandered
down the aisle to her side as the congregation stood to sing a
hymn. Under the cover of the singing, Eldie whispered out of the
corner of her mouth, “We have to start looking for my parents.
Today. What do we do first?”

“Doesn’t look good,” Sam said. “Starting
pitcher’s got rotator cuff problems.”

Eldie repeated her question, louder this
time, unfortunately just as the song leader halted the hymn a
stanza short. Her last few words (“Sam, pay attention, will you?”)
were spoken into the silence.

Caitlyn gave her another longer, cooler look.
Aunt Carmen whispered to her, “For heaven’s sake, not in here!”

Her face flaming, Eldie shrank down onto the
pew. A few minutes later, she followed her aunt forward to receive
communion. Caitlyn Young knelt on the rail beside her. She held out
her glossy palm for the host, ignoring Eldie.

Eldie closed her eyes and composed herself as
best she could. Communion was important. It helped keep things both
seen and unseen in balance. The Archbishop himself placed the
wine-dipped host on her upright palm, murmuring of blood and body,
and Eldie put it on her tongue.

A taste of rotten meat flooded her mouth. Her
eyes flew open. Without thinking she spat out the host, gagging on
the foul gamey taste that still remained, although it didn’t make
sense, for the soggy mess on the plush carpet was simply cracker
and wine.

 


After church, Aunt Carmen cornered the
Archbishop in the transept and apologized profusely for Eldie’s
appalling behavior. Eldie stood by her side, her gaze fixed on the
shiny tips of her shoes. She wanted to say sorry, but her aunt was
doing all the talking. Sam was so upset he was part of her
shadow.

The Archbishop interrupted Carmen and said,
“Eldie, dear?”

“I’m sorry, I really am, it just tasted bad,
I don’t know why.”

“Hmmm. You may be coming down with a cold.
That can alter one’s taste. Things like this do happen. Why, I
remember once the choir soprano in full voice and a fly buzzed
right into her mouth. She coughed so hard her dentures flew
out.”

Eldie lifted her eyes to the Archbishop. He
winked at her and she smiled, feeling much better.

“My God, how you embarrass me!” Aunt Carmen
said in the car ride home. “Sometimes I think you do so
deliberately. Everybody’s going to be talking about this. Do you
realize that? What am I going to say?”

Their chauffeur, Hector, looked in the
rearview mirror at her.

“You tell them I’m coming down with a cold,
like the priest said,” Eldie muttered.

“You’ve never had a cold in your life.”

That was true. Eldie could never remember
being sick. Not even a fever.

The weekend maid had set the side table for
Sunday lunch, a standard array of breads, cold cuts, and salads to
cater for Eldie’s vegetarianism.

After lunch, Aunt Carmen said Eldie had to
practice her piano. No playing in the park today, not after that
humiliating scene in the church. Windsor sat on his haunches and
grinned up at her with his sly little smile.

The baby grand was the drawing room. Eldie
started plunking the keys as her aunt gathered up the Sunday paper
and weekend magazines for her Sunday siesta. “Come along, Windsor,”
she said, and the wispy dog trotted after his mistress.

After several minutes, Eldie stopped playing
and retrieved her father’s tape recorder. The other month she had
recorded two hours of practice for an occasion just like this. She
put the player on the floor beside the piano and pressed the play
button. After a moment of listening she said to Sam, without
sarcasm or irony, “Gee, I’m pretty bad. I should practice some
more.”

“You should,” Sam said. “You could be a
pretty good piano player. Or guitarist. You could be in band and
become famous. All those pizzarazis chasing you.”

“Paparazzi.”

“You really think you’re coming down with a
cold?”

“I feel fine.”

“You could be coming down with one of those
super flus. There’s this kid out in California died of it. A little
leaguer. One day top league hitter, next day, bam, dead—hey, where
you going?”

“The park. We got to start thinking about how
to find my parents.”

Sam sighed and followed her as she snuck out
the vestibule, which was the house’s grand entrance; the other
tenants had a plain foyer around the corner. Above her, the
decorative angels with trumpets to their lips did not blow the
alarm of her unauthorized departure. The enormous heraldic door of
polished oak swung silently on its gleaming hinges, and she
scampered down the wide steps and onto the sidewalk.

Across the avenue, the leafy park
beckoned.

There was no point in trying to sneak into
the zoo, as the Komodo exhibit was still shut. As usual the
incident had turned into a big political stink. There was even a
band of crazies insisting the dragon be executed for being a
man-eating menace. Even though Eldie still shivered at the memory
of that hissing Komodo charging her, she thought that was
ridiculous. If anything, the Komodo should be taken back to where
it was caught and released to the wild. Why, in Australia, great
white sharks that munched on people were given an escort out to sea
where they’d be safe from people wanting revenge.

On the Great Lawn, softball teams hustled and
cheered, and the sunbathers were scattered like somnolent sheep on
the luxuriant green grass.

A bat thunked with a solid hit, and Sam
turned his head to watch the sailing ball. “Man,” he said, “I wish
that for just one minute I could have real body so I could hit a
ball like that.”

“You’d probably strike out,” Eldie said.

“Sandy Kaufax had 15 strikeouts in a row.
Course, he was a pitcher. But hitting a baseball is one of the
hardest things in all of sports.”

“You could probably pitch a pretty mean
snot-ball,” Eldie said. “All that secret substance you keep up your
nose.”

They stopped at the top terrace of Belvedere
Castle, itself perched on a high outcrop of rock, affording
magnificent views. Her habit was to scan the park for anything that
looked interesting. Today, though, her survey was desultory.
“What’s our first step, then, Sam?” she said, causing a young
teenaged boy to look at her and then nudge his friend. Eldie was
used to this and ignored them.

“Ask Aunt Carmen?”

“Are you kidding?”

“Ask the police?”

“They don’t have a clue.” Eldie knew this
from many conversations she had overhead. Even the police chief
himself had said as much to Aunt Carmen at one of the children’s
cancer charity events they’d attended. This was at FAO Schwartz.
All those wonderful toys in that store, and all Aunt Carmen ever
bought her were Barbie Dolls.

“I know,” Sam said. “We hire a private
detective.”

“With what? You know how much Aunt Carmen
gives me for allowance.”

“We save it up and put an ad in the
paper.”

“And get a whole bunch of weirdos who believe
my mom was kidnapped by aliens?”

By this time, they were wandering down the
castle’s terraces, the two boys following them. “Hey, girl, who you
talking to?” one said.

“You can talk to me, if you want,” said the
second.

Eldie turned and faced them. “If you don’t
stop following me…”

“What?” the bigger boy said.

Eldie tapped the shoulder of a man with a
pretty woman. Men with pretty women always wanted to show off. She
said, pointing at the two boys, blinking rapidly as though to hold
off tears, “Excuse me, mister, but those two boys keep talking
dirty and pinching me.”

The man faced the boys, his chest swelling
and his jaw jutting. The boys ran away. The pretty woman gave the
man a kiss on the cheek.

Gah, people could be so predictable. But
Eldie thanked the man as prettily as she could.

She and Sam decided to do another Internet
search. Maybe there were some new facts. Eldie didn’t want to use
her Aunt’s computer, so she and Sam walked to a cybercafé on Third
Avenue. Boys playing war games packed the place. The middle-aged,
gum-chewing matron at the front desk looked up from a book titled
“A Thousand Words Everyone Should Know” and wordlessly pointed to a
spare terminal in the corner.

As the boys hollered and the computers
blasted out whiz-bang-boom sound effects, Eldie pecked at her
keyboard. “Ladron Veldhuizen,” she typed.

The monitor listed a bunch of Veldhuizens,
most in Holland. There was some history about the prominent
19th century New York Veldhuizens, and new anecdotes
about Eldie’s robber baron great-grandfather that she read with
interest. Pieter Veldhuizen was quoted as saying on his deathbed,
“I only stole from the rich to give to the richer.”

But little about her father—only a few
mentions of him as a minor scientist and two articles he’d written
for a journal of Far East studies. They were mostly on politics,
though, and boring. She followed attached links and came to another
article about Balinese children mysteriously disappearing from
their home island. The article said the islanders were sure the CIA
spiriting them away in order to do secret research on them.

Eldie was skeptical. That sounded awfully
farfetched.

She next stumbled across a news article from
an Asian magazine that she hadn’t seen before, concerning an
American being held by Balinese police on charges of spying and
kidnapping. The spy charges were dropped for lack of evidence, and
the kidnapped victim turned out to be the man’s eloped bride who
had no wish to return to her family.

“Hey, Sam, look at this!” Eldie raised her
excited voice over the cybercafe’s din.

Sam leaned over her shoulder and read the
article.

“Are they talking about my parents?”

“It doesn’t say.”

“Sounds like it could be them.”

“Will you stop talking to yourself?” the boy
at the adjacent computer said. “You’re bugging me, I can’t
concentrate.”

Eldie shot him a fierce look. “Mind your own
business.”

The boy started to rise out of chair.
“Listen, you mongoloid,” he said.

Eldie made a fist and punched him hard just
on the underside of his jaw. He swayed for a second and plopped
glassy-eyed onto his seat.

“Man, that was a great shot,” Sam said.
“Technical knock-out in the first round.”

No one else had noticed. Eldie paid the
attendant, and she and Sam left.

Back home, Eldie knocked on Hector’s door.
The chauffeur lived like a hermit in his servant’s quarters, a
Cuban immigrant waiting for his wife to be allowed to join him.
He’d been waiting for nearly ten years, the same length of time
he’d been working for the Veldhuizens, first for Eldie’s father and
then for her aunt.

Hector opened the door, dressed as usual in
his off-duty uniform of suit and tie. “This is a nice surprise,” he
said, and served her iced coffee in the small sitting room, adorned
with photographs of his wife. He saw her on his annual vacations to
Cuba, so his waiting wasn’t one of complete deprivation. In fact,
Eldie had the suspicion that the enforced separation was to their
unspoken, but mutual, satisfaction.

Eldie got straight to the point. Her mother’s
kidnapping. Hector reminded her that he had not yet arrived in the
States when that had occurred. His boss Mr. Veldhuizen hadn’t
revealed much, “and I did not pry,” Hector added. “Georges, on the
top floor, he was a tenant when your mother was still here. Perhaps
he knows something.”

So Eldie went around to the tenant’s entry
and climbed the public stairs to the fourth floor. Georges was an
ill-tempered old man, a former stage magician, and he didn’t like
children. Hector had already phoned Georges to smooth the way, but
the old man still answered the door with grumpy reluctance, and
pointed to a old-fashioned sofa as though they were on a stage and
he were going to make Eldie disappear. Eldie sat down on the sofa
as Sam ogled the lurid magic show posters hanging on the adjacent
wall.

Georges sat enthroned on a large armchair,
one leg draped over the other, long-fingered hands dangling from
the armrests. The lapels of his satin smoking jacket shone, while
dandruff dotted the shoulders. In the living room’s soft lights it
looked as though his perfectly formed, perfectly black hair had
been crayoned onto a bare scalp. Or maybe it was a wig. “What is it
you want?” he asked with considerable suspicion.

Eldie cleared her throat. “Did you know my
mother?”

“She would put these ridiculous offerings in
our foyer,” Georges said at once with a moue of disdain. “I
couldn’t abide the smell of that incense. I asked her to stop but
she said it was for our safety as well as hers.”

“You didn’t believe her?”

“Young girl, I spent a considerable part of
my career exposing charlatans.”

“My mother wasn’t a charlatan.”

“She was deluded, as people who believe in
the supernatural often are.” He inserted long fingers into his
jacket and withdrew a silken gold handkerchief. He held it its
corners, folded it twice, and then flapped it open, allowing an egg
to fall into his hands. He crushed the egg, but instead of yolk
dripping on his hands, there appeared a pack of cards. “I finally
filed a lawsuit over the offerings in our foyer. She was
considerably offended. Shortly after, I gave a minor performance at
a soiree with her and your father in attendance. Afterwards she
came up to me and showed me her handkerchief. This has more real
magic in a single thread than you’ve ever had, she scoffed,
although I paraphrase of course, for her English was poor. Show me,
I said, but of course she couldn’t. She made some miserable excuse
that to use the enchanted handkerchief would rouse a dreaded but
dormant spirit and change her forever. Bah.”

Eldie’s hands clenched in her lap. “Where
were you when the kidnapping happened?”

Georges regarded Eldie down the length of his
long nose and then slapped the chair’s arm with a bark of laughter.
“My alibi is ironclad, I’m afraid. I was taping a TV show.” He
fluttered his silken cloth and folded it away with one hand into
his inside jacket pocket. “Enchanted handkerchiefs indeed.”

Sam was pondering the last poster. “I’ll show
you some magic,” Eldie said loudly.

Georges waved a dismissive hand. “Go
home.”

“No, I will. Pick a card out of that pack,
any card, and I will tell you what it is.” Sam still wasn’t paying
attention. She raised her voice. “SAM-thing will happen, SAM-thing
wonderful will happen.” Sam still had his back to her. She fairly
shouted, “A SAM-ple of my magic.”

That finally got his attention. He turned
around with a puzzled look on his face.

“Everybody says you are a queer little girl,”
Georges said. “And I must say I agree.”

“Pick a card,” Eldie said, “any card and I
will cast forth my mind and read it for you, I will cast my mind
over there to read it,” she stared meaningful at a confused Sam,
“THERE my MIND will be to TELL ME what the card is.”

Phew. Sam caught on. He drifted over to stand
behind Georges, who was chuckling with ill-humor. “If this is what
it takes to get rid of you.” He split the deck and glanced at card
in the middle.

“Eight clovers,” Sam said. Of course, Georges
couldn’t hear him.

“Eight of clovers,” Eldie said. “I mean,
eight of clubs.”

Georges grunted. He shuffled the pack and
split it again, this time poking just the corner of the card into
his view.

“That J guy with the hearts,” Sam said.

“Jack of hearts,” Eldie said.

Georges clamped the deck shut and looked
around him.

Eldie knew what he was looking for, mirrors
or reflective surfaces around him. “No mirrors,” Eldie said. “This
is real magic. My mother was not a charlatan. Try again?”

Georges held the deck inches away from his
chest, tucking his chin to read the selected card. Sam had to
stretch his neck over the man’s shoulder to have a peek.

“Nine of diamonds,” Eldie announced,
repeating Sam’s cue.

“Wrong,” Georges said coldly.

Sam jerked back and glared at the old man.
“Liar.”

“It was too the nine of diamonds,” Eldie
said.

“No, it wasn’t.”

“Yes, it was. Nine of diamonds, I saw it
clear as day.”

“I want you to leave.”

“You’re cheating. You’re the
charlatan. You’re scared of real magic, aren’t you? You got nothing
compared to a real magician, you’re a fake, a fraud,” but by this
time, Georges was not so gently pushing Eldie out the front
door.

“Don’t bother me again,” he said.

 



Chapter 8

 


The next day, Aunt Carmen told Eldie at
breakfast that they had a mid-morning doctor’s appointment.

“Just a required check-up for your new
school,” her aunt said.

Hector dropped them off in front of an
elegant office building near the University. Aunt Carmen took
Eldie’s elbow. They marched through the lobby and across an indoor
garden area to a first floor suite. A discrete bronze sign beside
the frosted glass entrance announced this to be the entrance to the
offices of James P. McDonald, the name followed by a bunch of
letters. They were greeted by James P. McDonald himself. Two warts
adorned his cheeks. He wore khaki trousers with an open-necked
shirt, exposing a large Adam’s apple that Eldie had a strong
impulse to squeeze, certain it would produce a spectacular honking.
His pale blue eyes twinkled in a warm smile.

“Have a seat, Ms. Veldhuizen,” he said to
Aunt Carmen, indicating a comfortable sofa in the foyer. “I’ll have
a chat with Eldie in the playroom.”

Playroom? And no receptionist? What sort of
doctor’s office was this?

“Call me Jim,” the man said to Eldie as he
led her through solid doors into a large room lined with toys of
all kinds. In lieu of chairs, beanbag cushions were jumbled on the
floor in front of a large mirror. Jim sat down cross-legged on a
cushion, his knee joints creaking, and Eldie followed suit.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“Who do you think I am?”

“My aunt said you were a doctor. You don’t
look like a doctor.”

“My real job is Santa Claus. Not Santa
Claus Santa Claus, just a Christmas one. I wear a Santa suit around
town. I can ho-ho-ho with the best of them.” He proceeded to do
just that with a booming voice. Despite herself, Eldie
giggled. Jim smiled. “The rest of the time, though, I’m a
psychologist. I work with children a lot.”

Ah. Eldie now knew what this was about. She
had to keep silent about Sam and engage in a protracted battle of
wits.

Jim took a pack of bubble gum from his
trouser pocket and offered a piece to Eldie. She declined. Jim
popped one into his mouth. “I’m bubble king champion,” he said as
he chewed vigorously. “Won the university championship back in my
grad school days, when I was younger and in shape. I’m still not
too shabby. Watch.”

He blew a gum balloon that grew, and grew,
and grew, until it obscured half his face. Eldie and Sam watched in
amazement. Then the bubble popped, and Jim sucked up the gum.

“Listen, Eldie, you look like a real smart
girl, so I’ll level with you. Your aunt’s brought you here because
she’s worried there’s something not quite right with you. In your
head. About your invisible friend Sam. She wants me to help you get
rid of him.”

Eldie’s skin tightened, and Sam turned
pale.

“I know it’s hard on you, having an invisible
friend. People think you’re strange. You don’t get invited to
parties. Kids whisper about you. You embarrass yourself a lot.
Stuff like that. Right?”

Jim sounded so sympathetic, and those blue
eyes were so kind, that Eldie relaxed enough to nod.

“A lot of children I see, their invisible
friends are all up here, in their heads.” Jim tapped his forehead.
“With them, it’s not easy, but I can help them get rid of their
friend so they can make real ones.”

“But Sam’s not like that, he’s not in my
head, he’s real!” Eldie cried out, and then shut her mouth,
dismayed how she’d walked right into that one.

“I believe you. You’re different. Listen,
let’s do a little experiment, okay?” He held out the bubble gum
pack again, with such gentle insistence that Eldie took a piece.
“Blow your own and let’s have Sam pop it.” He bent open a safety
pin.

Eldie hesitated.

“It’s something I have to know, okay?” Jim
said. “To figure out what to do here, because I’m in a delicate
situation. Your aunt is going to insist I give you medicines and do
things. If I don’t, she’ll take you to some other doctor who will
do what she says. So you got to help me out here, first by showing
me Sam is real.”

Eldie’s mind filled with images of people in
white stuffing medicines down her throat, of strapping her to a
table and zapping her with electricity, maybe of even operating on
her brain. “Sam gets tired real quick if he does physical stuff,
and I get awful dizzy,” she said.

“It doesn’t matter,” Sam said. “Let’s show
the doc I’m real.”

Eldie chewed a piece of gum, and blew a
decent bubble. Sam reached for the pin in Jim’s hand. Eldie winced,
anticipating the rush of dizziness, but there was only a mild
lightheadedness as Sam popped the bubble.

“Well, that was easy,” Sam said, surprised
himself.

“Good, good,” Jim said. He spat out his gum
into a paper cup and then handing Eldie a fresh cup to do the
same.

She spat out her wad. “So you believe me
about Sam?”

“Yup.”

He said that so casually and cheerfully that
Eldie said, “What do you think he is?”

“I’m not a what, I’m a who,” Sam said.

Jim stacked Eldie’s used cup on top of his.
“I don’t know.”

Something drifted down into Eldie’s brain,
like a feather. “Father Micah was working on a Theory of Everything
and other worlds. He had this special equation—Sam, maybe you’re
from another world.”

“Like an alien? I’m not an alien. Aliens got
bug eyes and green skin.”

A light was blinking on a phone. Jim picked
it up and listened for a moment. When he put down the phone he said
to Eldie, “This is Father Micah Malaikat?”

“He was my tutor, but he was always more
interested in his math.”

“Do you recall the equation?”

“Are you kidding? I have enough trouble with
negative numbers.” She sighed in exasperation. “I’m so dumb, I mean
really dumb, I should have asked Father Micah if there could be
people from another world in this one. It’s possible, isn’t
it?”

Jim shrugged. “My mother-in-law comes from
another planet. Eldie, listen. Don’t tell your Aunt Carmen what
just happened with the pin and bubble because then she’ll think
you’re making it all up and that I’m not a good doctor.”

“I won’t,” Eldie promised.

“And try not to aggravate her. Now, stay here
for a minute and entertain yourselves while I go and have a word
with your aunt.”

 


In the outer office, Carmen leaned forward as
James P. McDonald took the seat across from her. His eyes no longer
twinkled, but were grave as tombstones. “The human psyche is an
enormously complicated thing—”

“Forget the fancy words,” Carmen said. “Just
give me the bottom line.”

“Bottom line? Okey-doke. I’d say the bottom
line is Schizotypal Personality Disorder.
Characterized by—”

“Never mind that. The question is, would you
be willing to give the required recommendation for Lakeview Academy
if I requested it?”

James P. McDonald rubbed both his knees with
the palms of his hands. “If you wish.”

Carmen frowned unhappily. “I don’t wish. But
I might have to. Thank you for your time.”



As Eldie sprawled on the playroom’s beanbags,
Dr. Maria Lovejoy stood in an adjacent observation room before the
one-way mirror, watching the girl. A tiny American flag shone on
the lapel of her suit. For two presidential terms the Genie Project
had been sidelined, her party out of power, but how she had waited
for this moment.

She had watched the whole interaction with
the girl and the pin and bubble, her face remaining emotionless
throughout. She uttered only one word after the pop.
“Gotcha.”

The girl looked remarkably like her mother.
Maria let her mind unfocus and drift back over the years to the day
Ladron had first brought Rani to New York. Maria had done her best
to help Rani settle into her new and foreign environment. She
walked Rani through the bus and subway system, taught her how to
shop at department stores and supermarkets, showed her the basic
city ropes, all the while wondering if Ladron had taken leave of
his senses. What did Ladron see in such an untutored girl apart
from her dusky beauty? Maria had not realized then that Rani
possessed a secret—

The girl was saying something about Father
Micah and math. Maria broke over her reverie and listened closely.
She picked up the phone and told Jim to ask Eldie several more
questions.

She was pondering Eldie’s replies, and what
Father Micah Malaikat might be keeping up his sleeve, when Jim
opened the secret door to the observation room. He handed Maria the
paper cup into which the girl had spit her gum.

“I wish you’d gotten me a blood sample,”
Maria said.

“I don’t hurt children. Saliva will do just
as well.”

Maria held Jim’s gaze with an unblinking one.
“I don’t hurt children, either, Jim. It’s the job that
requires the lesser pain for the greater good.”

Jim looked away.

“I’ve never seen a child’s genie physicalize
that quickly and strongly,” Maria said. The official and top secret
term was Gene-linked Hyperdimensional Psychopersonality
Manifestation, but genie was a lot easier to say. She patted the
psychologist’s shoulder. “Well done. Very creative, that bubble gum
trick. University champion? The things I keep finding out about
you.”

“I gotta tell you, I don’t feel easy about
this one. Ladron was a good colleague.”

Maria stiffened. “He was a traitor.”

“There’s no proof of that.”

“He sold out, Jim. He was a double for those
rice eaters. He staged his wife’s kidnapping so he could have an
excuse to disappear himself.” Maria looked down at the wad of
chewing gum in the cup she was holding. “Eight years is a long time
to have kept the program on hold. We’ve no time to waste.”

 


An hour later, Maria Lovejoy hurried across
the university library plaza to her office. With a new and
sympathetic administration in power, the purse strings had been
opened and her government work had moved to the new lab out west.
She had taken a sabbatical from the university to spend most of her
time there, but she still had projects going on in her New York lab
as well, the most important of which was the cloning.

Maria entered an unmarked rear door of an
unprepossessing brick building and, after a brisk walk down a
hallway, turned into the outer offices of her lab. She really
should poke around and see what her graduate students and post-docs
were getting up to that weren’t in their reports, but she didn’t
have much time and she wanted to see what progress Tiny had made
with refurbishing the old cyclotron, which had fallen into disuse
when the project had moved west.

She used the secret passage in the back of
her office to access the stairs down to the Clinic. When the Genie
Project had first begun twelve years previously, a good portion of
the initial funding had gone into constructing the secret Clinic,
where the genie hosts were kept after the separation.

The Clinic had been built in a deep
underground lair that had been the site of top-secret wartime
experiments conducted half a century previously. The fact that an
ancient cyclotron had been part of the abandoned equipment was
simply a stroke of good luck.

Good old fashioned atom smashing was vital to
her experiments. And she needed this cyclotron as her own private
backup to the government funded work. She was a loyal citizen, and
adored the new President, but she couldn’t trust bureaucrats.
Indeed, there was already some grumbling about her methods. Damn
shortsighted fools.

“No problem,” Tiny said to her, a cigar
clamped between his lips as he patted the cyclotron with a
ham-sized palm. “The only trouble might be the stealing of the
power supply to run it.”

Tiny was a seven-foot giant with a pony-tail
and a shaggy mustache. He’d undergone a lobotomy in a state mental
institution to control his violent behavior, an operation that had
made him docile as a lamb. But he hadn’t lost any of his mechanical
genius. Maria had rescued him and had given him back his dignity
and courage, and was rewarded with unswerving loyalty. Tiny hated
sunlight and open spaces, and had taken to this subterranean life
like a mole to damp earth. He lived in an apartment off the Clinic,
and took care of the residents.

“I’ll make sure there’s power,” Maria said.
From her handbag she withdrew a box of illegal Cuban cigars. “Here
Tiny, a present for you.” She left him standing there in the dim
dankness, reverently smelling one of the stogies with closed
eyes.

She punched the code for the computerized
lock to the Clinic’s front door. In the small but gleaming ward
beyond, she picked a cubicle at random and sat by the bedside of a
brown-skinned lad lying comatose in his clean sheets. The machinery
that kept him alive hummed softly. He was one of the first genie
hosts, and had been ten when the separation had been done, and was
now growing a sparse beard that Tiny trimmed each week. Tiny also
said that every once in a while the boy would mutter some Balinese,
even though the monitors showed his coma to be as deep as all the
others.

Maria Lovejoy stroked the boy’s forehead with
gentle fingers. Her eyes moistened with tears as she thought of the
childhood he’d forever lost. How she wished it didn’t have to work
this way.

 



Chapter 9

 


Father Micah sat before his laptop computer
in his cramped bedroom at the Bishop’s mansion, munching through a
bag of potato chips. So many people sought the Infinite and
Eternal, but he, who walked with God, reveled in the grittiness of
living. Greasy salty things were one of the great pleasures of
life. Another, of course, was mathematics. His brain, a cramped
collection of neurons, nonetheless had the freedom, the utter and
glorious freedom, to discover things never before known.

His final paper scrolled on the monitor
before him. It would never be published. A shame. Such deep and
beautiful mathematics. Such elegant theorems. He felt as though
he’d soared into the mind of God to behold the Theorems of
Creation. That the governing equations for the universe fell out of
them like apples from a tree was really of minor significance.

There were other solutions for other
universes as well. Furthermore, since this universe existed, then,
by the deep symmetry of his equations, the other ones described by
the other solutions had to exist as well, and many no doubt
harbored intelligent life. Which raised certain interesting
questions other than mathematical. For example, did each separate
universe have its own equivalent of the Garden of Eden?

Leo Lazzard had shrewdly guessed his
weakness. The desire to know not only the unknown but the
unknowable. Through mathematics, he, Micah Malaikat, born of pain
and poverty, had been led to worlds unimaginable.

How ironic that as weak flesh and blood he
could be filled with such great ambition. Why, even the angels of
God’s inner counsels, who with one flap of their wings could soar
across galaxies, did not think to wonder what was beyond what their
eyes could see.

But ambition could be deadly to the soul. He
had strolled to the edge of the unknown and shuddered with terrible
longing before bowing to the Almighty and surrendering his pride.
What was math, and the knowledge of things never before known,
compared to Love and Grace and Mercy?

He licked salty grease from his fingers
before typing on the keyboard, calling up a program he’d written to
calculate from a particular solution its specific constants—of
gravity, the electroweak force, and other things that physicists
drooled over. The specifics of another world. Just for fun. Then he
would erase forever what he had discovered. Mankind did not need
such dangerous knowledge.

The computer beeped, presenting the
constants, a portion of the screen showing the geometries of the
first alternate world. Then blue screen went white with light that
slowly intensified. The hair on Father Micah’s neck prickled, and a
sense of awe and dread spilled into him. He flung back his chair
and prostrated himself on the ground, his spirit trembling.

“Blessed be the Ancient of Days,” he
murmured.

From above him came a chuckle. “That’s no way
to describe a woman.”

He glanced up. On the monitor was the amused
face of lady, her features plain as a cleaning lady’s. “Forgive
me,” Father Micah said. “My theological training has taught me to
think of You as masculine.”

“You should know better, though.” She smiled.
“I see you have been busy unlocking the mysteries of the Creation.
Oh, stand up, for heaven’s sake.”

Father Micah stood. “It helps pass the time.
It’s very enjoyable.” He hesitated. “Is your Creation only this
world? Or are there others we don’t know anything about, that you
have kept from even your angels?”

“If I have kept it, then don’t desire
it.”

Father Micah bowed his head.

“I have one last task for you regarding the
girl. She has recently been given a pen. A sandalwood pen. You are
to bless it on her birthday.”

“As you wish.”

“Do I detect a lack of enthusiasm?”

“She is so very trying. I must admit I am
bemused. What is your purpose with that child?”

“My ways are not your ways. Sound
familiar?”

“The Adversary has plans for her as well. I’d
be very careful with her. Forgive me if that sounds presumptuous,
but you have given her the freedom to choose, after all.”

“That is true. It’s a tremendous risk I’m
taking. So very much depends on her, for it is she who will either
conquer hell or make hell triumphant.”

Father Micah bowed his head, alarmed by this,
and confused, but also trusting. A tremendous weariness came over
him. “After I bless the pen, must I really stay on here and work
with the poor? Your will be done, but I long for home and my true
service.”

The woman’s plain, ordinary face grew more
radiant. “You have pleased me. You have had the obedience and
humility to put it aside the unknowable just as you were starting
to know it.” She raised a hand. “I bless you.”

A river of peace flowed through Father
Micah’s soul.

“It’s very nearly finished,” the woman said,
but she was no longer a woman, but a presence of scouring light.
“Have courage and keep faith.” With that the light died, and the
laptop’s screen reappeared through the haze, showing a landscape, a
vast lawn and garden and trees of stunning beauty, with the tops of
crystal towers visible beyond the lush canopies.

The Almighty was giving him a glimpse of the
Unknown after all. And it looked like a version of Central Park.
Father Micah laughed. Who said the Almighty didn’t have a sense of
humor?

 



Chapter 10

 


Mountbatten Preparatory School’s main
building hunkered stern as an asylum on Central Park West. It was
Eldie’s first day at the school. Excited children pushed through
the stout doors, and the cavernous front lobby echoed with shouts
and laughter as they greeted each other with the camaraderie of old
friendships renewed after summer vacation.

Eldie caught sight of Caitlyn by the big
announcement board. She was surrounded by several girls, but she
was watching Eldie with keen interest. Eldie lowered her gaze, but
not before she saw Caitlyn whispering to the others, nodding her
chin at Eldie.

The school was affiliated with the church,
and oil paintings of Archbishops and Cardinals hung on the lobby
walls and stair landings, severe eyes observing Eldie as though
counting her sins past and future.

She climbed the broad wooden steps, worn in
the center by decades of rushing feet. Her classroom was on the
second floor, and she was the first through the door, ten minutes
early according to the wall clock. Not even the teacher had
arrived.

Despite her apprehension, Eldie marveled at
the big gleaming desks and the glossy charts and maps and the huge
blank blackboard. The prospect of learning was rich on the air,
like ozone, perhaps exuded by the sleek computers along one wall.
The glass plate windows on the street side provided a view of
Central Park’s green trees. The desks were assigned in alphabetical
order, and Eldie’s was right by the window.

Eldie contemplated the park. The completely
man-made park. Sheesh, what a naïve girl she’d been.

“Nice view,” Sam said. “I’ll sit right here.”
He perched on the windowsill and picked his nose, a deep one
knuckle effort.

On the sidewalk below a mother approached the
school doors, clasping her young daughter’s hand. The girl was
wearing the pre-school’s white-and-blue uniform. The mother hugged
and kissed her daughter, and then a pre-school teacher gently
ushered the girl to the doorway. The mother waved, a wide smile on
her face, but after the daughter stepped through the doors, her
smile died away as she pressed a fist to her lips.

Eldie had to turn away, a sharp ache biting
the back of her eyes.

“What’s the matter?” Sam said.

“Remember my first day of school? Hector
dropped me off. I was so scared. Where was my mom?”

A woman said from the front of the classroom,
“Who’s that you’re talking to?”

Eldie spun around. The teacher had just come
in through the door, her smile nearly hidden by a stack of books
and a laptop computer in her arms. She put the stack down on the
desk, catching the laptop as it wobbled. “You must be—”

“Eldie Veldhuizen.”

“The new student. Yes. I’m Mrs.
Kettering.”

Other students filed in. Caitlyn Young
skittered in with the last group just before the late bell rang.
Eldie realized with sinking heart that the alphabetical seating
meant Caitlyn had the remaining empty desk beside her. She sat down
without a glance at Eldie. Mountbatten had a strict rule forbidding
girls to wear makeup, but Caitlyn needed none, her blue eyes
casting their own grace, her pink lips smooth and glossy without
artificial help. And she was already wearing a bra.

“Class, please rise for the pledge and the
prayer,” Ms. Kettering said. “Caitlyn, would you lead the
prayer?”

Eldie was accustomed to the pledge of
allegiance, but praying in class was new. Caitlyn accepted the duty
as though it were both her divine right and her obligation, like a
prophetess interceding for her people. Polished words flowed out
her mouth and came to a resonant “amen.”

“Class, before we begin, I’d like you to
welcome a new student,” Ms. Kettering said. “Her name is—”

Eldie shot to her feet. “Eldie. Eldie
Veldhuizen. Eldie.”

Ms. Kettering did not pick up on Eldie’s
little panic. “Yes. Griselda Veldhuizen.”

Oh boy, Eldie thought as she sat back
down. Sure enough, several girls snickered.

“Griselda?” said one. “Isn’t that the name of
some wicked witch?”

“My dad named me after my grandmother,” Eldie
said, once again bemoaning her father’s stupidity.

She became aware of Caitlyn giving her a
cool, speculative look. Eldie attempted a small smile. Caitlyn
slowly turned her gaze away.

 


It didn’t get any better. That very first day
at lunch, Eldie was already hearing the girls whisper about
Sunday’s Communion disaster. “She spat out the host!” one girl told
a horrified group of girls huddled around the drinking fountain.
This continued over the next few days. Her mother had been a pagan
heathen. A witch. There were idols in the Veldhuizen’s house that
Eldie worshipped.

Ironically, there were a group of girls who
were quite interested in Eldie, asking at discreet moments in dark
corners, and with keen smiles, if she really were a witch and if
she really did worship idols. These were the girls who sauntered
the hallways with bored air, the possessors of hidden and exciting
secrets, the girls who smoked cigarettes behind the back hedges and
in the toilets, who unclipped a dozen earrings and body piercings
before entering school, and who applied black makeup after classes
were over.

But Eldie wanted nothing to do with them. She
was much more intrigued by Caitlyn and her glowing friends. By
comparison, Eldie felt dull and gauche. She told herself it didn’t
matter, but it did.

One evening at home, when she went into the
bathroom for her shower, Sam followed. They’d been taking baths
together as long as Eldie could remember, although Sam couldn’t get
wet or use soap. What he did to get clean was to vibrate parts of
himself in and out of sight, which gave him a checkerboard
appearance. As she took off her clothes, she examined her chest,
which was bony and flat, unlike Caitlyn’s.

“Don’t worry,” Sam said. “You’ll get them
soon enough.”

A most curious feeling came over Eldie, not
quite embarrassment, but a new sense of needing privacy. “Sam,
would you please leave?”

“Hunh?”

“So I can shower in private.”

“You want me to leave?”

“Just step outside the door, okay? Go play
with Drago or something.”

“You’re asking me to leave.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, it’s no big deal. I
just want to shower in private, okay?”

Sam slunk out the door, and was so quiet that
Eldie stepped out of the shower with the water still running to
have a worried peek through the open door. He was muttering to
Drago. “She wants to be like that awful stuck-up Caitlyn,” he
said.

That wasn’t true. What she wanted to be was
grown-up. She couldn’t rush it, of course, but like the St. Paul
said, she could start by putting away childish things.

A question slunk into her mind, furtive as a
weasel. Was Sam a childish thing?

She took a deep breath and forced the thought
away, ashamed of herself for even considering it.

 


During lunch hour Eldie ate alone, taking her
sandwich to the park. One day, she wandered into the Ramble. She
swung under the path’s pipe rail and had a look at the former crack
in the big rock face. Not only had the work crew cemented it over,
but they had made the cement look just like the rock. She rapped
it. Hard and solid. You’d never know there was a cave within.

“Did we really ever go down there?” she asked
Sam. “It’s like dream.”

“Yeah, me too,” Sam said.

From deep in the copse of trees behind her
came a strange noise. Eldie whirled and listened. Again the noise,
a twisted rumbling between a mewl and a growl. Feral cats inhabited
the Ramble, and Eldie often heard and sometimes saw them, but this
sounded different than anything she’d heard before.

“Let’s get out of here,” Sam said. “Look, I
got geese bumps.”

“Goose bumps.”

“Goose is one bump, geese is a lot of
‘em.”

“Well, I got geese bumps, too.” Eldie took a
step toward the growling.

“Bad idea,” Sam said. “You already had a
Komodo attack you. What if a lion or something escaped from the
zoo? Whatever that is sounds like it’s got mad drool disease. And
maybe it’s got those fleas that bite you and you swell up with zits
and die in twelve hours.”

Eldie ignored him as she pressed forward into
the thicket. The sticks breaking under her stout shoes did not
scare the creature away. Insects buzzed on the humid air, and
pieces of bark and bits of leaves stuck to her sweaty neck. The
growling seemed to come from right in front of her. Her gaze swept
back and forth on the uneven, heavily shaded ground. Underneath an
arch of fallen branch something twitched, and then Eldie saw it,
first the badly crooked tail snapping back and forth, and then the
rest of the large cat, its black and orange coat matted with dirt.
Eldie gasped at cat’s one orange eye in the middle of its forehead.
Its twisted mouth gave that half-strangled growl.

“That thing’s not natural,” Sam said.

The cat sank lower to the ground, the notched
ears lying flat to the misshapen skull.

Eldie’s revulsion passed. “Oh, you poor
thing. Are you hungry?” She opened her lunch box and placed her
tuna fish sandwich on the ground.

The cat slid back into a screen of leaves,
disappearing from view.

“Let’s get out of here,” Sam said. “I don’t
like this, not one little bit. You were lucky it didn’t attack
you.”

“It wasn’t going to hurt me,” Eldie said.

Back at school, the image of that poor,
misshapen cat wouldn’t go away. It didn’t take any deep
psychological insight for Eldie to realize that perhaps others saw
her in somewhat the same way, as something mutant. She decided then
that if she wanted to belong and be accepted by the other students
then the best thing to do would be to talk to Caitlyn in private
and try to explain everything, even Sam.

 


In the copse the cat crept out into the open
again. It sniffed the air. No dangers, now that the girl with her
unsettling aura had gone. It wrinkled its nose at the tuna
fish—despite what Eldie had thought, it had just that morning fed.
But even if it were hungry, it had no desire for such unappealing
meat. It preferred struggling flesh and squirting blood. Yet
another odor clung to the sandwich, the scent of Eldie’s hands, and
it was this the cat inhaled with suspicion and then longing,
longing for a mistress it had never known, a mistress of shadows
and dark desires. It raised its grotesque head and mewled with
anguish and pain.

There came to it a voice as soothing as
stroking fingers. Be patient. My time has not yet come. At the
first flowing of the girl’s blood, she will become me, and I will
become her, and as one we shall rule your country, and grant you
honor.

And the cat was comforted.



Friday, during lunch period, Eldie and
Caitlyn sat down at a sidewalk table in front of an upscale
deli.

As Caitlyn nibbled her tofu sandwich, Eldie
nervously told how her father had met her mother in Bali, fell in
love and married her, and took her to New York where she was
kidnapped by unknown people, and how her father went looking for
her and never came back.

Sam stood behind Caitlyn, his arms folded,
his face glowering. He had not liked this lunch idea at all.

“I know all this,” Caitlyn said, but not
unkindly.

“My mother was a Balinese Hindu,” Eldie said,
her voice trembling with anxiety that Caitlyn believe her. “She
made flower and incense offerings but they were like arrangements
to put around the house. It’s just the way she was, like Catholics
light candles and stuff. There aren’t any idols in the house. I go
to church like you, I don’t worship idols. That communion, I was
like coming down with a cold, it changed my taste buds—.”

“Eldie, can I ask you something? I don’t mean
to pry, but it might explain a lot.”

“What’s that?”

“Are you a schizophrenic?”

“I’m not crazy.”

“It’s no shame being schizophrenic, a lot of
people are, and they can get help for it.”

“You’re talking about Sam. He’s real,
Caitlyn. He’s been with me for as long as I can remember. I don’t
know why or how, but in his own way he’s as real as you are.” She
hesitated and then said, “I think he could be from another world
somehow.”

Caitlyn put down her sandwich to sigh deeply.
“The first step in getting better is to admit you have a
problem.”

“He’s standing right behind you, and not
looking very happy I’m talking about him.”

Caitlyn turned her had and scanned the area
behind her. “Get help, Eldie.”

“I can show you he’s real.”

“No,” Sam said.

“Please Sam. Do something. Prove you’re
real.”

Caitlyn’s shook her head. “Poor Eldie, if
this wasn’t so sad it’d be funny. Get help, girl, or this Sam is
going to make a misery of your life.”

Sam glared at Caitlyn. He summoned his
energy, quite a bit of it by the way Eldie’s head spun, and picked
up the remaining half of tofu sandwich on Caitlyn’s plate, which he
crammed into Caitlyn’s mouth, smearing much of it over her nose and
chin.

Caitlyn screamed and spluttered.

“Sam, how dare you!” Eldie said, but Sam was
already too weak to do anything but give a little shrug. Through
her own swirling dizziness Eldie could see Caitlyn’s eyes were wide
with shock and fear.

“Ohmigod, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Eldie said,
“but see, I told you he was real.”

Caitlyn wiped her mouth, taking her time to
recover from the shock. The fear in her eyes receded. “I was wrong
to doubt you,” she finally said. “I’m sorry. And I’m sorry to you
too, Sam,” she said with a smile, back to her usual poised
self.

Sam rolled his eyes and muttered yeah,
right, but despite her aching head and slight nausea, Eldie was
ecstatic, seeing before her a new and shining future of friends and
gossip and long phone calls and parties.

In fact, after school in the main lobby,
Caitlyn invited her to a sleepover at her house the following
evening, Saturday night.

“I know it’s late notice, but I hope you
can,” she said. Three other girls, who were the brilliant moons to
Caitlyn’s sun, stood beside Caitlyn, regarding Eldie with smiling
interest they’d never before shown her.

“It’ll be so much fun,” Amanda said in her
posh English accent. She was a tall black girl with a big silver
crucifix around her neck. “Please say you’ll come.”

The next day was Eldie’s birthday. Aunt
Carmen had made reservations for a birthday lunch at Tavern on the
Green. But a sleep-over at Caitlyn’s sounded better than anything.
“Sure,” Eldie said as casually as she could.

After a few more minutes of chitchat, Eldie
giddy with the ordinary friendliness of it all, they said goodbye.
Caitlyn and the girls headed for the gym for cheerleading practice.
“Remember!” Caitlyn called out to Eldie, giving her address again,
just a few blocks from Eldie’s house, as if Eldie could forget.

“Don’t go,” Sam said.

“Oh, hush, Sam. A slumber party at Caitlyn’s!
Isn’t that wonderful?”

“Why can’t we just stay at home and watch a
ballgame?”

“We’ll have fun.”

“I’d rather be tickled by porcupines,
myself,” Sam muttered

 



Chapter 11

 


Eldie slept in late the next morning, and was
wakened by her aunt who said he had a visitor who wanted to wish
her happy birthday.

Eldie’s first happy thought was that Uncle
Leo was back in New York. But it was Father Micah. He stood
placidly in the foyer, his plump hands folded in front of him,
holding no gift. “Happy Birthday, Eldie,” he said.

She brushed back her sleep-tangled hair.
“Thank you.”

“Very kind of you to stop by,” Aunt Carmen
said. “A cup of coffee?”

“May I have a word with Eldie in
private?”

Aunt Carmen retreated to the sunroom. Eldie
stared curiously at Father Micah. What was this about? Her
perplexity increased when he asked for her sandalwood pen. How did
he know about that? Perhaps Uncle Leo had told him. She went and
got it but didn’t hand it over immediately.

A flicker of irritation crossed his face.
“I’ll give it back,” he said.

He held it in both hands, longwise across his
pink palms, and murmured a prayer over it. When he handed it back
to her, something had changed in his eyes.

“You have a gift for storytelling, Eldie.
Where I use mathematics, you use words to make a world. Words can
have a special power. In the beginning was the Word. If you
speak the truth, the truth will be.”

She looked down at the pen in her hand. Did
it feel slightly warmer than before?

He nodded at the closed study door. “Is that
mask still in there?”

“It’s just a mask,” Eldie said with surging
annoyance.

“Objects can represent reality. You and Sam
are in danger. That pen will come in handy one day. Remember this:
If you write the truth, it will come to pass.” He fell silent and
studied her with such intensity she started to feel frightened.
“And above all, Griselda Veldhuizen, always choose the light no
matter how glorious the darkness may seem.”

 


Eldie twirled the sandalwood pen in her
fingers. The unease caused by Father Micah’s strange visit passed
into curiosity. Write the truth and it will come to pass, he
had said.

She had no idea what that meant. Did that
include stories? Stories were made-up truth, in a way, but it was
ridiculous to think that something she wrote would actually
happen.

Still, she could try an experiment. She’d
write a story about the Alice in Wonderland statue in the Park,
which had always fascinated her. When Eldie was little girl, Aunt
Carmen had read the book to her. As Aunt Carmen read how Alice had
gone down the hole after the pink-eyed rabbit, “never once
considering how in the world she was to get out again,” Eldie had
thought Alice to be a rather stupid girl. Indeed, Eldie had somehow
become convinced that Alice had been turned into that bronze statue
in the park. That was a much more satisfying ending than the one in
the book. For a long time as a little girl Eldie was certain that
the statue came alive when no one was watching, and would wander
the park.

That alternative ending, of Alice becoming
Central Park’s bronze statue, was the story Eldie started writing
with her sandalwood pen. The blue ink flowed smoothly. She got so
caught up that she ignored Aunt Carmen’s summons for her birthday
lunch. Coming to the end of her story, she introduced a small boy
who climbed up on Alice’s bronze just as Alice became alive. “When
Alice stood up, the boy on her lap tumbled to the ground,” she
wrote.

That was when Aunt Carmen burst into the
room. “We have a reservation, Eldie. We have to go.”

Her creative spell broken, Eldie put the pen
down with a sigh.

Her Aunt was taking her to Tavern on the
Green for a birthday lunch. No parties, not after the previous
year’s fiasco when she’d let Drago let loose among the girls her
aunt had invited.

The hostess sat Eldie and Aunt Carmen in the
glass pavilion, at a table next to the high windows overlooking the
park.

Aunt Carmen ordered the sautéed calf’s liver
and Eldie a cheese omelet. She was a vegetarian because her mother
had been one, and because she didn’t like the idea of eating
creatures that had been killed for their meat. The image of blood
running and spurting during the butchery always made her
nauseous.

Sam, never one to sit still, walked around
the room, peering at what everyone was eating. Gazing into one bowl
of Caesar’s salad laden with stinky blue cheese, he farted in
sympathy.

Several tables over sat a boy too old for a
high chair but still young enough to sit on several cushions in
order to reach his knife and fork. He was telling his parents, “She
really did come alive. I was on her lap when she started to stand
up and I fell off.”

“Good thing you didn’t hurt yourself,” the
father said.

The boy scowled. “You don’t believe. You
never believe me.”

“We do believe you,” the mother said. “Now
eat those carrots, please.”

Eldie, though, did not catch this exchange
for Aunt Carmen was pulling out a wrapped present from her
handbag.

Eldie inwardly groaned. Please, not another
Barbie doll.

It wasn’t. It was Ken.

“To go with Barbie,” Aunt Carmen said.
“You’re getting to be that age. Boys. First love.”

That was almost enough to put Eldie off her
lunch. She held Ken in her hand and studied his smug face. He would
fit well in the terrarium. Maybe she’d stick his head in the
sand.

Aunt Carmen started in again on the
how-to-behave-at-a-sleepover lecture again. “Above all, don’t leave
the bathroom a mess,” she said.

When Eldie had told Aunt Carmen about
Caitlyn’s invitation to the sleepover, she’d been suspicious that
Eldie was making it up, but her suspicions turned to delight when
Mrs. Young phoned confirming the invitation. Later, Eldie had heard
her aunt on the phone to Mr. Oka, telling him that “perhaps my
fears about the necessity of Lakeview are coming to nothing after
all, thank God.” Eldie had no idea what that meant, but her aunt
was sure in a good mood.

After the birthday lunch, Hector drove them
downtown. Mr. Oka needed to see Eldie. There were things to be
discussed, documents to sign.

This being Saturday, the business streets
were deserted. The emptiness of Mr. Oka’s bank building was almost
spooky, as though ghosts were drifting around the foyer and
accompanying Eldie and her Aunt in the elevator.

Mr. Oka’s office was on the 20th
floor. He greeted them in his outer office, and wished Eldie a
happy birthday. Even though he was half-Balinese like Eldie, and a
trustee of her estate, she didn’t know him very well. He was always
cautious and reserved with her, as though he was never sure what
she was going to do.

Mr. Oka asked Aunt Carmen to wait in the
outer office and escorted Eldie into his inner one, with a grand
view of the harbor and the Statue of Liberty. Boats and ferries
scored white wakes in the water, which was about as blue as it
could get in this fine, cloudless weather. Dozens of sailboats
scudded with full sail before the light breeze.

Mr. Oka opened a desk drawer and handed her a
gift-wrapped present. “Happy birthday,” he said again.

Eldie ripped open the wrapping to discover a
flat leather puppet that depicted in profile a crowned monkey.

“That’s Hanuman, the Monkey King,” Mr. Oka
said. “From the Ramayana epic. He helps the hero Rama rescue his
kidnapped wife, the beautiful Sita.”

“Thank you,” Eldie said. She studied the
gilded puppet. This was her mother’s culture, but she knew very
little of it. “Does Hanuman help rescue other kidnapped
people?”

“That wouldn’t surprise me at all,” Mr. Oka
said, his brown eyes twinkling. “Well. To business.” He placed an
open folder in front of her, stickers pointing to the lines where
her signature was required. Eldie neatly wrote her name with his
heavy enameled pen.

He whisked the folder out of sight and from
the inside of his coat pocket pulled out a flimsy envelope.

“This is a letter from your father—”

Eldie jerked upright. “What?”

“—which he requested I hive you on your
12th birthday should anything—should he not—” Mr. Oka
cleared his throat and held out the envelope.

Eldie snatched it away from him. The envelope
was blank. The glue under the flap was yellowed with age. She
ripped open the side and pulled out two thin sheets of paper torn
from a cheap notebook. The scrawled words slanted to the right as
though charging forward to keep up with the writer’s thoughts, the
black ink smudged in places. Sam leaned over her shoulder to read
along.

 


Eldie--

Not much time left. A lot to say. When you
were born, I held you and vowed to be the best Dad any girl could
have. But I haven’t been a very good Dad, have I.

Your mother—we eloped and ran away to New
York. Her family in Bali was very angry and stole her back. She’s
very important to them—expectations and duties. Like a
princess-in-training. She did not want to be queen. She did not
want powers. But now they have her. And my fear, my growing dread,
is that she may have killed herself to save herself—

To keep looking for your mother, or to stay
and be a father to you. What was the right thing? I didn’t know.
Still don’t. I used all my influence to search for her—got
important people in my government involved—and you, you I leave
parentless with Carmen.

I couldn’t let them win. I had to have your
mother back. I am a proud man. Maybe pride is my fatal sin. I’ll
soon know.

Here the paper was smudged not by ink but by
dried blood, at the center of which was a squished blob.

Sorry about that. A lot of mosquitoes in the
room

Where was I. The universe is not only queerer
than we know, it is queerer than we can ever know. Genetics of
higher dimensions. Quantum beings. A strange new physics of
reality. All hush hush. VERY hush hush. Wish I could talk to
Lazzard, but he doesn’t have a security clearance..

Lovejoy thinks she has solved the problem of
spirituality. If barong lions and genies come from another world
through hyperspace—Jesus to the Jews, these beings to Balinese--why
not devils and angels? God an advanced species. Devil too. But all
spirituality as science? I don’t know. I don’t know—

But do you remember our last little talk?
About doing good all the time? It is more vitally
important than ever that you nourish what is good and do what is
right especially as you approach puberty. (Now you are
twelve, I’m sure you know what puberty means).

If you get this letter it means I like so
many proud men before me have challenged the unchallengeable and
failed. Full of fear and doubt and am feverish. I think a violent
spell has been cast on me but I must press on tonight I will find
the answer

I am a proud man make me even more proud,
Eldie, make me proud of you

 


There was no ending period, no signature.

Eldie read the pages twice, noticing how the
handwriting deteriorated toward the end.

The letter was confusing, even a little
frightening.

She asked the banker questions, sometimes
breaking into Mr. Oka’s measured replies to blurt out another
question before he’d even finished answering the first.

Slowly, though, she pieced together his
interrupted explanations into a more-or-less coherent whole.

Oka had not been with his friend Ladron
Veldhuizen when the letter was written. Ladron had left the sealed
letter, in another larger envelope addressed to Oka, with Oka’s
family in their village high on the slopes of the holy Mount Agung,
an active volcano, home of the gods. It was Nyepi, the holy day of
silence, when everyone was to stay inside their houses as the gods
cleansed the island of evil influences. Ladron Veldhuizen had set
out to climb Mount Agung that evening. Earthquakes and fire were
reported. He was not seen again.

As for Eldie’s mother, Mr. Oka said, her
family was a clan of shamans and healers and wizards. They
possessed ancient writings called lontars that no other
Balinese, scholar or priest, had either owned or studied. They
provided the clan with mantras and magic. Some of their most rare
and precious texts foretold the birth of a powerful shaman, and all
the prophesied signs pointed to Rani. She didn’t want to accept the
role, and ran away with Ladron. And her family kidnapped her
back.

Yes, Mr. Oka said, it was possible she might
have chosen suicide, not out of weakness, but strength, for in
Balinese culture suicide can be a brave and honorable act.

No, Mr. Oka did not know anything about
genetics of higher dimensions and quantum beings. Ladron had been
feverish.

“And that is all I know,” he said.

But from the way he looked at her, the
concern in his soft brown eyes, Eldie suspected he knew more than
he was telling.

 


When he arrived at his apartment, home, Ida
Bagus Oka removed a video cassette from his brief case and placed
it in his wall safe. Ladron had left instructions for Oka to play
the tape for Eldie on her 12th birthday. Frankly, he
hadn’t been sure of the wisdom of doing so, and had decided against
it.

He replaced his banker’s suit with a sarong
and a high-necked blouse, tying a prayer sash around his waist and
wrapping a white turban around his bald head. From the silver bowl
his maid kept filled, he plucked a fresh frangipani blossom and
tucked it behind his ear. One of his few indulgences was to have
fresh tropical flowers in the house. This was for a practical as
well as a decorative reason, as he needed blossoms for
offerings.

In a bag in the kitchen was the freshly
slaughtered corpse of an undressed pigeon he had purchased from a
small Korean grocery. He chopped off the head with a cleaver, and
assembled a caru offering, substituting green construction
paper for the woven coconut leaf base. The headless bird was the
important central ingredient.

Normally his evening meditations were on
benign subjects, but lately he’d been troubled by young Eldie
Veldhuizen. This evening he was going to poke around the edges of
dangerously charged subjects. The caru would purge all negative
influences around him.

He placed the caru offering on the tiny back
veranda overlooking the East River, and sat cross-legged on the
bare concrete. He composed his mind and recited the mantras. He
added a personal prayer to Sanghyang Widhi Wasa, asking for the
Eternal Lord’s protection, after which he retreated to his spartan
meditation room.

Oka had, through various means, procured
copies of some of the ancient texts that belonged to certain
shamans of Eldie’s Balinese clan. These were shamans of the left
hand, those who practiced the dark arts and transformed themselves
into leyaks, vampires of the night.

For the next hour, sitting on a woven rattan
rug in his meditation room, Oka studied the thin strips of brittle
lontar palm leaf, each inscribed with several dark lines of sinuous
Sanskrit text. He touched them as little as possible, placing them
on a reading stool and peering at them through thick reading
glasses. The first of them gave instructions on how to go about
trapping and binding certain spirits to unborn babies. These
spirits, the lontars warned, were stupid and useless for dark
magical purposes, but they came from a world where the rice bins
overflowed and the water ran as pure as the most sacred springs in
Bali.

A world to be conquered.

The trapped spirits might be able to provide
an entryway.

Oka took off his reading glasses and rubbed
his eyes. He thought of Eldie’s invisible friend, Sam. Was he one
of these spirits? Were they what Ladron meant by quantum
beings?

Perhaps science was trying to achieve what
the sorcerers had not been able to, which was just as disturbing.
For whatever science accomplished could be turned to great
wickedness.

From connections back in Bali, Oka knew that
certain Balinese children were disappearing from Balinese mental
asylums, and several directly from their homes. Kidnapped, or sold,
or perhaps simply enticed by promises of candy and video games. The
latest child to disappear, and that only the other week, had been
one whom priests had determined to be the reincarnation of an
important water god. There was talk the CIA was involved.

Could scientists be experimenting with these
children?

Troubled, he put aside those lontars and
replaced them the ones even more troubling yet. For these rarest of
texts were prophetic, foretelling the coming of a sorcerer of
exceedingly great power. The shamans had been certain that Eldie’s
mother Rani fulfilled those prophecies, and in truth, Oka had
believed the same thing. Rani had had extraordinary mystical
powers, powers that she had not wanted and did not cultivate. In
the end, to avoid her destiny, she had run away to New York.

Then he assumed the lotus position and
meditated. Monsters formed out of the raging murk of his thoughts
and then dissipated with yowls. He remained steadfast and soon came
to the truth, convinced beyond any doubt that the clan had
misinterpreted the prophecy.

The lontar texts did indeed speak of Rani,
but as the spark that creates the flame. It was her daughter Eldie
who was the anointed one. She would one day be Rangda, Queen of
Witches, eater of light, devourer of worlds.

 


The cat slunk through the neighborhood,
keeping to nighttime shadows and pausing now and again in dark
corners. It growled constantly, not because it feared the
pedestrians who crossed its path, but because it smelled traces of
chemicals that reminded it of its unnatural origin. Somewhere along
these streets was the laboratory of its birth, where it had been
fashioned into mutant life out of frozen blood cells.

There was another odor on the air, stronger
than the chemicals, a scent that imperiously summoned. Not fully an
earth-scent, but something supernatural as well. The strengthening
scent led the cat to the other side of a narrow street. On the
corner was an apartment building, and the source of the scent was
high above. Without hesitation, the cat began to climb, claws
digging hard into the sandstone brick, powerful muscles propelling
it up the vertical surface. It came to the ledge where the scent
was strongest and jumped over the verandah wall.

Already the headless pigeon was decomposing.
The cat preferred live prey, but there was something appealing
about the faint stink of this dead bird starting to rot. Hunched
over the bird, it crunched flesh and bone and feathers and guts.
Within a minute the entire pigeon was consumed. The cat felt power
surging into its blood that live prey had never provided.

 



Chapter 12

 


Using a razor knife, Eldie cut open Ken’s
back. The plastic was harder than she thought, and she almost
sliced herself a couple times, but at last she made a slit just big
enough to hide her father’s folded letter. She could have put it
away in her drawer, true, but there was something about the letter,
as though her father were divulging dangerous secrets, that made
her want to hide it

Eldie straightened Ken’s jacket and put him
in the terrarium, not upside down in the sand, but hanging from a
rock like a true hero, wounded but not giving up.

She opened her desk drawer and read again the
birthday card Uncle Leo had sent her. She put the sandalwood pen to
her nose and inhaled deeply with closed eyes. In the rich exotic
scent she tried to conjure up images of her mother, but nothing
came.

Before her was the notebook, still open to
the Alice story she’d left unfinished. She had no desire to
continue it. If you write what is true, it will come to
pass, Father Micah had said, but it was silly to think that she
could make a bronze statue stand up and walk around. Statues didn’t
come to life. Neither did dead mothers and fathers. That was what
was true.

She looked up at leather puppet of Hanuman
the Monkey King, propped up on her dresser.

It was nice to think of monkey gods helping
to rescue kidnapped princesses, but it was just a myth.

She at last allowed sadness to fill her
heart. Her mother was dead. And her father, too.

“What’s wrong?” Sam asked, his face eyes wide
with shock. He’d never seen her crying before. “Why are you
crying?”

“You read the letter. My parents are
dead.”

“They are not dead.”

“Oh, Sam, part of growing up means learning
to accept the truth even if it hurts.”

She let her tears fall with quiet sobs. Sam
sputtered, trying to comfort her. But it was good cry, a cleansing
cry. When she rose from her bed, it felt as though everything was
beginning anew, with light shining through thick but parting
clouds.

The sleepover at Caitlyn’s would be the
perfect start to her new life.

Sam didn’t want to go.

“Why not?” Eldie asked.

“She’s been snotty to you all this time and
now she wants to be your friend?”

“You’re right. How dumb of me. I don’t want
her to be my friend. I want her to be snotty to me.”

“I’m not going,” Sam muttered.

“But if I go you can’t not go.”

“You just wait and see.”

“Fine,” Eldie said. She double-checked her
bag, packed with change of clothes, pajamas, and toothbrush.

Sam remained in the room as she left. Down
the steps she went, and with each tread it felt as though her heart
was stretching like a rubber band, slowing her. By the time she got
to the bottom tread, her heart seemed stretched as far as it would
go, and that one more step would break it.

She wanted to fly back to Sam, but she
couldn’t give in. He had to realize she was growing up, and that he
had to do the same.

A moment later, Sam slouched down the stairs,
dark as a thunderstorm. “I still don’t like it,” he said, and to
prove it, he stubbornly became part of her shadow.

Hector drove her the few blocks to the Young
townhouse (the official Young residence was an enormous Westchester
estate). It was dusk, and the stained glass insert on the front
door shone in bright jewel tones, as though the house behind was
filled with rainbows. Before Eldie could put a hand on the antique
knocker, the door opened. Caitlyn stood in the bright foyer, the
other girls behind her, all looking angelic in white dresses with
long sleeves.

“Hi, Eldie,” Caitlyn said with a bright
smile. “We’ve been waiting. Come on in.”

Eldie entered, feeling shrunken with
nervousness. The girls surrounded her, Caitlyn’s hand on one
shoulder, and Amanda’s on the other. The other two girls, Dakota
and Halley, gave her a friendly smile. Eldie wished she’d worn
something more formal than her favorite blue jeans, and she tugged
at the hem of her dark blue blouse.

Caitlyn said, “Oh, don’t worry about how we
look, we’re just dressing up to act a play I’ve written. I’ve added
a part for you, and you’re dressed perfect for it.”

The other girls chimed in how Eldie was
indeed perfect for the part. Their warmth and friendliness
enveloped her, and Eldie relaxed.

“Make yourself at home,” Caitlyn said.

And it was a home, too. The large living room
was crammed with family photos on walls and shelves, and souvenirs
from trips, including three Mickey Mouse hats attached to the frame
of a picture showing the Young family wearing the same at
Disneyworld. Beside this was an embroidered sampler with a Bible
verse, and a date and name—one of a Caitlyn’s old summer Bible Camp
projects.

Caitlyn’s father slouched in a scruffy lounge
chair, his gym shorts and jersey damp with sweat. His feet, encased
in athletic white socks, rested on a lion rug, the rather
moth-eaten fur spread across a burnished blond floor, the lion
staring glassy eyed at the fireplace. Mr. Young was sipping a glass
filled with a brilliant green liquid, which he waved in hearty
hello at Eldie.

“Wheatgrass juice,” he said. “Good for you.
Would you like some?”

Eldie was a vegetarian, but she wasn’t a cow.
She politely declined, and stared in oblique fascination at the
lion. There was something about the head that looked vaguely
familiar.

“Shot it on safari in Africa,” Mr. Young
said. “Had to because it was charging me. Kept my cool until it was
just ten feet away and bam!”

“Oh, Dad,” Caitlyn said. “You bought it at a
garage sale.”

Mrs. Young stuck her head over the kitchen
counter and waved her long fingers in greeting at Eldie. She, too,
was dressed in athletic togs. “Actually, Eldie, your Aunt Carmen
gave it to us years ago when she was housecleaning. Fred loved it,
and I,” she added with a sigh, “I’ve at least grown to tolerate the
thing.”

Eldie now regarded the lion rug with open
fascination. It must have been one of her father’s things. That’s
when it struck her—the lion, or at least its face, resembled the
Barong mask in the study.

Mrs. Young opened the fridge door to put away
a pitcher of green goop, and maybe it was the fridge’s interior
light throwing out an extra ray, but one of the lion’s green glass
eye marbles seemed to momentarily glow, as though a spark of life
were returning to it.

“Fred and I are going out to dinner,” Mrs.
Young said, “but we’re ordering in Chinese for you girls. You like
Chinese, Eldie? I’m sure you do, being half-Asian.”

“Oh, Mom,” Caitlyn said, “that doesn’t mean
she automatically likes Chinese food.”

Caitlyn and the other girls took Eldie down a
short hall and into a room with a large television and a billiard
table and throw cushions on the carpeted floor. Caitlyn told Eldie
to sit on the red cushion, and the other girls sat cross-legged on
the ones surrounding it, facing Eldie.

“Show us your invisible friend,” Dakota said,
the thick braces on her teeth causing her to lisp slightly. She
wore her ginger hair in two braids.

“Now, Dakota, ask nicely,” Caitlyn scolded.
She said to Eldie, “I told them about Sam and how he picked up my
sandwich so I could take a bite.”

Eldie appreciated the whitewashing of what
had actually happened. She didn’t want Sam to get a name for having
a bad temper. But Sam, she knew, wasn’t going to be very
cooperative. “He’s kind of tired,” she said. “And he’s like anybody
else, you know, I can’t force him to do stuff.”

“Does he make you do things?”
Amanda asked, fingering her crucifix.

“Of course not.”

“So where is he right now?” Halley asked,
tucking a strand of salon-tinted hair behind her neat little
ear.

“He’s in my shadow, like he sometimes
is.”

The lighting of the room cast Eldie’s shadow
in three directions, two angled out front and one behind. “Which
one?” Caitlyn asked.

“I don’t know.” Eldie had never given this
any thought. Was Sam in just one, or all of them? “Sam, which one
are you?”

He didn’t reply.

“I mean it, Sam,” Eldie said, and she did.
She didn’t like not knowing. It made her feel foolish and somewhat
fearful. “Where are you?”

A voice, so indistinct she couldn’t tell if
it came from one or all three of the shadows, said, “Leave me
alone.”

“Don’t sulk.”

“I’m not sulking. I just want to be left
alone.”

“You are too sulking. Don’t lie about it.”
Sam hated to be accused of lying, and Eldie hoped this would prompt
an appearance. But he didn’t show.

The other girls glanced at each other. “So
he’s talking to you now?” Caitlyn asked.

“Yeah. Other people can’t hear him. Sam,
which shadow are you?” She craned her head to look at the one
behind her. “I want you to tell me, I mean it.” She put authority
in her voice.

Dakota screamed. Eldie whipped around in time
to see Sam’s hand releasing the braid it had just tugged and fall
back down into the darkest of the shadows.

“Something—he—it—tugged my hair,” Dakota
said, her voice trembling. “Honest to God.” Tears filled her eyes,
whether from the pain of the tug or fear, Eldie couldn’t tell.

“I saw it!” Halley exclaimed. “I saw
something pull her hair!”

“He doesn’t mean any harm,” Eldie said. “He’s
really a sweetheart.”

Sam’s faint voice growled, “You make me sound
like a toy.”

“Dear God,” Amanda said, both hands now
clasped around her crucifix, her eyes shining. “I scarcely believe
it.”

“I told you,” Caitlyn said, exchanging a
level look with Amanda, who nodded with just the briefest dip of
her chin.

“I guess that’s enough show and tell for
tonight,” Caitlyn said. “We should get back to rehearsing. Eldie,
you sure you want to be in it? It’s just a small part, I’m afraid.
I had to write you in at the last minute.”

“I’d love to,” Eldie said, relieved that all
the hoopla with Sam was over.

“We practicing in the loft,” Caitlyn
said.

Curtains had been pulled across the narrow
loft’s windows. Soft lighting bounced off a bare floor, in the
middle of which stood a chair. The only other piece of furniture
was a coffee-table in the corner, on which rested a bowl of water,
several candles, a short stack of stapled scripts, a coil of nylon
rope, and a Bible.

“It’s a minimalist stage setting,” Caitlyn
said to Eldie.

She lit candles and the girls placed the
candles in a circle around the chair.

“Do you have any acting experience?” she
asked Eldie.

“No,” Eldie said, deciding not to mention the
time she’d been a carton of milk in a grade-school performance,
when she’d toppled into the lead carrot, sending him sprawling over
the stage to break his nose.

“I’m sure you’ll be a natural.”

When the candles were placed, Caitlyn
surveyed the stage and cheerfully said, “It’ll do.” She picked up a
script and handed it to Eldie. “We’ll walk through it once, so you
can get familiar. Look at page one. You’ve been kidnapped and we’re
a girls’ detective group who’ve come to rescue you. So let’s get
you seated and tied up.”

“Tied up?” Eldie said.

“Not really tied up, just some loose loops,”
Caitlyn said. “Even though you don’t have many speaking lines, if
you want to improvise, that’ll be great, you might give me ideas to
change the script.” Caitlyn continued to fuss over Eldie as she
arranged her on the chair, her words soothing and calm, and Eldie
relaxed. Caitlyn was clearly accustomed to directing, and knew what
she was doing.

Amanda looped the rope around Eldie and the
chair as Caitlyn gave Eldie her stage directions, her blue eyes
soft, her smile reassuring. “You’re scared of course, and even when
we come in you don’t know who we are, but our white dresses means
were the good guys, and that gets registered in your subconscious.
No matter what happens, we’re the good guys, okay?”

“Okay,” Eldie said, wincing as Amanda pulled
her arms behind her back and twisted the rope around her
wrists.

Caitlyn turned off the lights and stepped out
of the room with the other girls.

Eldie wriggled her hands. The knot didn’t
seem too loose to her. From her shadow came Sam’s voice. “I don’t
like this, this is a really stupid idea.”

The girls stood in the corridor in a circle,
holding hands, their heads bent in prayer. Eldie caught Caitlyn’s
whisper for strength and victory in the battle to come, and
Amanda’s throaty amen.

What was going on?

The girls filed in. Halley took the bowl of
water from the coffee table, and Dakota the Bible. Act
nervous, Caitlyn had told Eldie, but she didn’t have to act at
all. Sweat popped out on her brow. Shadows cast by the candles
flickered on the walls. Amanda stood before Eldie, holding up her
crucifix. Dakota recited a passage from the Bible. “Then he called
his twelve disciples together, and gave them power and authority
over all devils.” Halley flicked water on her.

Caitlyn stretched a hand over Eldie’s head
and intoned, “In the name of Jesus Christ, thou foul demon, I cast
thee out of Griselda Veldhuizen. Begone!”

“This is the play?” Eldie asked with
faltering voice.

“Remember, it’s for your own good,” Halley
whispered.

“I cast thee out and into the pits of hell!”
Caitlyn said.

“No, no,” Eldie said. “You got it all wrong.
Caitlyn, please.”

“You can’t trick us, you spawn of Satan. In
the authority of Christ, I demand you leave her and go back to the
hell you came from!”

The other girls started praying. Amanda shook
the crucifix in Eldie’s face. Halley threw more water on her,
chanting of holy blood. A metallic, smothering heat seemed to rise
from the girls. Eldie could barely breathe. “Let me go,” she said,
struggling against the rope. “Let me go, let me go, let me go!”

“Pray harder, guys!” Caitlyn said. She leaned
closer to Eldie, shouting for the demon to flee and never
return.

“Sam, do something!” Eldie screamed. “Do
something!”

“It’s working!” Caitlyn yelled. “It’s
working! The blood and power of Jesus casts you out, you wicked
thing.”

Eldie strained against the ropes, working her
wrists, feeling her skin tear against the rough nylon. “Sam!” she
screamed again. Amanda slammed the crucifix against her forehead,
and Halley threw handfuls of water into her face, making her choke.
Caitlyn shouted her prayer, her blue eyes triumphant.

This was beyond anything Eldie had ever
experienced. Her heart banged with terror, her mind was a whitewash
of fright. She cried out once more, “Help, help, somebody please
help me!”

From below in the living rose the
housekeeper’s shriek. Something leaped through the front door of a
loft, a blur of movement too quick for Eldie to follow. From behind
her came a terrible roaring, a primal bellow that swelled the air.
The girls’ eyes widened in horror as they stumbled backwards.
Halley’s bowl clattered to the floor, and Dakota’s Bible smacked a
candle as it fell. Caitlyn screamed, and other girls joined in at
once with shard-like screeching. Caitlyn turned and bolted for the
door, the other girls piling up behind her in their haste.

Something tugged at the rope around Eldie’s
wrists, and suddenly her hands were free. She smelled a powerful
musky scent. From behind her padded into view a strange-looking
lion that seemed to be also part tiger, with a round face and a
black mane, the tip of its tail a big black tuft. Eldie sat very
still, but for some reason she was not at all scared. The creature
was no magnificent beast—wasted muscles hung on an emaciated frame,
and its fur was splotchy with mange. It reached out a paw and
rolled the still burning candle away from the splayed Bible, and
closed the book with a careful touch of its talons.

The lion sniffed the floor and chuffed twice,
as though calling Sam. He appeared, sitting upright in a blinking
daze.

“Sam!” Eldie cried out. She wanted to hug
him. She vowed she would never be mean to him ever again. How she
loved him!

The lion lifted its head to look at Eldie,
and in its rheumy eyes, Eldie saw deep shadows of suffering—how and
why it had suffered, she did not know, but from within her
compassion surged.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered, as though she
were somehow responsible, and indeed somehow she felt she was.

The creature spoke without words, but Eldie
heard them nonetheless. Cremate my body with holy fire. It
lifted a paw and with a talon sliced through the remaining loops of
rope. Then, after one final deafening roar of both defiance and
helplessness, its body hollowed out and shrank, and what collapsed
on the floor was nothing more than a moth-eaten rug, with dead
glass for eyes.

 



Chapter 13

 


Archbishop Styers leaned back in his chair
and tapped the tips of his short fingers together as he regarded
Eldie. The pastrami sandwich he’d eaten for lunch lay heavy in his
stomach, and he swallowed a garlicky burp.

The girl sat quietly in the chair before him,
looking around the office with darting side glances.

The Archbishop had read the police and fire
department reports. Eldie had set the lion rug afire with the
candles. Fortunately, the rug had burned rapidly, with a whoosh of
flame that left behind only ashes and two cracked marbles, but
there’d been enough smoke to set off the alarms and bring a fire
truck clanging from Ladder Company 16. No charges had been filed.
The girls’ aunt had offered to pay for the damages. But the
damages, the Archbishop knew, were more than just scorched floor
planks.

Holding back another burp, he prayed silently
for wisdom.

Eldie studied the picture on the wall, a
painting of man wearing a stained robe and sitting on a rock wall
by a well. He was speaking to a sari-clad woman carrying an earthen
jug. The man’s black hair was short and matted with sweat, and his
swarthy face was weary and smudged with dirt.

The Archbishop stopped tapping his fingers
and pressed them together in a steeple. “A visiting Bishop from
India gave it to me. That’s Jesus. The woman at the well. You
remember the story?”

Eldie’s eyes widened. “That doesn’t look like
Jesus. He’s supposed to have blond hair and blue eyes and look like
a movie star. Like Mr. Young.”

The Archbishop smiled. “I daresay with some
confidence that Jesus, the real Jesus of Judea, looked far more
like that man there than he did Mr. Young.”

The Archbishop’s casual tone belied his
intense interest in the girl perched on the armchair before him. As
a young divinity student, his theology had been systematic and
intellectual, but over the years humbling experience had taught him
the messy truth that the spiritual realm took an intense interest
in the physical. He’d developed a discernment of such things, but a
discrete one, for to speak of spirits and demons and angels caused
many noses to wrinkle in distaste.

From the first time he’d stepped behind the
pulpit he’d been keenly aware of the black-haired, slender-faced
orphan girl sitting in her pew and the way space seemed to bend
around her. He’d already heard whispers of her mental troubles. But
it was clear to him from that first moment that she was a special
person.

In the past year, he had become aware of a
great quickening in the spiritual realm, of forces gathering and
probing, and at the center of it all, for some reason unknown to
him, was Griselda Veldhuizen, a young girl in his pastoral care.
The disturbing incident with the communion host was just one minor
proof of this.

He’d spoken in confidence regarding Eldie
with a close friend who was a clinical psychologist. He’d made
several social calls on Carmen Veldhuizen to assess the home
environment. He’d assigned one of his most promising priests to
tutor her (and kill two birds with one stone, for Father Micah had
more pride than what was good for him). He pulled strings to get
Eldie admitted to Mountbatten where he could keep a closer eye on
her. But mostly he had prayed, prayed constantly, with fervor and
compassion, for it was by no means certain which great divide of
the unseen realm this extraordinary girl would choose.

“Tell me more about the lion at the Youngs,”
the Archbishop said.

“It was a Barong lion,” Eldie replied without
hesitation. “They come from Bali. They are lions who help good
people and protect them from witches and things.”

The Archbishop nodded. “Lions are
traditionally regarded as symbols of righteousness.” He didn’t add
that Saint Paul had also described the Evil One as a lion, seeking
whom it might devour. That brought him back to the question that
greatly troubled him. Which lion would Eldie choose, the Redeemer
or the Devourer? He was sure that more than he could imagine would
depend on it.

But for the moment he had a practical matter
to bring up with Eldie. How could he put it diplomatically? Yet it
struck him that the last thing Eldie needed was coddling. So he
said it straightforwardly. “There’s a ruckus going on in the school
board about you, Eldie, and I’m afraid to say there’s a chance you
probably won’t be allowed to continue at Mountbatten.”

Eldie lowered her head. Oh, dear. Perhaps
he’d been unwise to be so blunt. “I’m sorry,” he began, searching
for consoling words, when she lifted her chin, her remarkable dark
eyes clear as spring water. “That’s okay,” she said. “I sort of
suspected it anyway. I don’t fit in. I don’t fit in anywhere.”

“That means you’re special, Eldie, with a
special purpose in life.”

“What?”

“That is not for me to tell you. All I can do
is pray. May I?”

A beam of sunlight burst through the window
behind him. He was unaware of how it backlit his gray hair into a
silver glow and shimmered around his portly form.

Eldie regarded him with an expression close
to awe, and then closed her eyes and bowed her head.

The Archbishop asked for God’s blessing in
her life, and for his Truth to illuminate her way. His voice
gathered force and rang out in the office. “Grant her peace when
she is despair, grant her wisdom when she is in confusion, but most
of all, strengthen her faith, for great will be her testing.”

 



Chapter 14

 


Eldie was supposed to go straight home with
Aunt Carmen, but she slipped away from the Archbishop’s office and
headed for Central Park. The first bite of fall chill was in the
air. The fair-weather crowds had thinned, and here and there a tree
was changing to its autumn colors.

“What did he mean, ‘great will be her
testing’?” Eldie asked Sam.

Sam was trying to scuff the first of the
fallen leaves on the sidewalk. “Math?”

Eldie didn’t think that was what the
Archbishop had in mind. Truth to tell, the Archbishop’s prayer had
scared her more than it had reassured her.

She bumped into a delivery boy carrying a
stack of packages, nearly causing them to topple. “Hey, watch it!”
the boy yelled but Eldie marched on.

“You could have at least said sorry,” scolded
Sam.

“New Yorkers don’t say sorry,” Eldie said.
“And I’m not ever saying sorry again to anybody.”

They came to the Grand Army Plaza, one of the
park’s magnificent corners and dominated by Eldie’s favorite
statue, of a glittering, gold-leafed General William Sherman on
horseback, led by the Goddess of Victory. The General reminded
Eldie of her father, not so much in appearance as in the vivid
impression of dominant will and certain victory.

So she was going to be kicked out of
Mountbatten. Well, that didn’t matter. Like her father, she’d be
strong and not let the bastards stomp on her when she was down.

Dense clouds rolled in toward the city’s
skyscrapers. As the storm gathered, and people hurried out of the
Park, Eldie and Sam wandered its paths. Eldie knew each one of
them, but as she walked, her mind darkening with the sky, she began
to wish that one would straighten out and lead her to where she was
supposed to go. There was someplace she had to be, something she
had to do, but she had no idea what. It was more than frustrating,
for it increased her awful sense of loneliness. People shunned her,
she was an outcaste and unloved, but that would be okay, that
wouldn’t matter one little bit if only she knew what it was she was
supposed to be doing. What she was supposed to be.

If only she had parents who could tell her.
She was certain her mother knew.

The clouds rolled down, and the wind held no
answers.



Father Micah turned the collar of his
overcoat against the wind as he hurried from the bus stop. The
weather matched his edgy mood. He’d just come from the Immigration
office. Two men in suits had hauled him into a back room for an
interrogation, as if his Green Card had been a forgery, and his
residence in the United States was for treasonous purposes. Of
course, his Green Card didn’t tell the whole truth—how could it?
And loyalty to God over government was always treasonous in some
measure.

His hair prickled, as if his subconscious was
warning him that he was being tailed. He casually looked around but
did not spot anyone suspicious in the thin crowd. Raindrops cut
across his cheek, and he picked up his pace, his heels scraping on
the sidewalk.

“Odd weather this,” the housekeeper said as
he entered the side door to the Archbishop’s mansion. She made the
sign of the cross. “It’s the weather of devils and torments.”

Father Micah didn’t think that devils had
anything to do with his unease. People could be bad enough, people
who wanted to know things he wasn’t willing to tell. People who had
recently been in his bedroom, poking around. Books had been moved
slightly. The crucifix hung just a tad off center. His laptop
computer on the desk was still warm to the touch.

He checked in the bathroom down the hall, in
the closet and under his bed. The latches to the small windows,
which were sunken into garden wells to allow some daylight into the
room, were tightly shut. The murk of the approaching storm pressed
against the thick glass.

Father Micah sat down in his chair, thinking.
What were they after? There was only one possibility: his theorems.
They weren’t anywhere else except his head.

The windows flew open with a bang. Shadows
swarmed into the room. Arms grabbed his elbows. He threw the person
behind him over his head. The attacker, clad in black, smashed into
the computer. Two other men, their faces covered with black masks,
rushed Father Micah. They fought in silence. Despite his fatness,
Father Micah was quick and strong, but he was one, and they were
three. When he was on the verge of being defeated, with a hand
pressing his neck and making him faint, he prayed and summoned more
strength yet, and nearly pulled away. The attackers, with muttered
curses, were quick to overwhelm him.

Blackness descended.

 


As Eldie and Sam finally hurried home,
distant lightning speared the sky above Central Park. The dusk had
congealed into inky gloom. Wind skittered and tugged at her. A few
rain drops slashed her face. The lightning drew closer, and the
thunderclaps louder.

A moving van was double-parked in front of
the Veldhuizen building. Eldie marched up the front steps. The
outer vestibule door was propped open by a rubber wedge. Just as
she yanked open the inner door, a lightning bolt sizzled above the
building, simultaneously accompanied by an enormous cracking noise,
as though the very air had ripped in half.

A woman stood in the inner doorway, the
American flag in her lapel shining against the dark fabric.

“Why, Eldie,” she said. “There you are. Your
aunt’s fairly tied up in a knot, worried where you are.”

Eldie stared blankly at her as the shock of
the thunderclap receded and then remembered the face and the flag.
“Hello, Dr. Lovejoy.”

Dr. Lovejoy’s gray eyes seemed faintly green,
like deep water that had been stirred into excitement. “You look
like a wild child, born of the wind,” she said and patted Eldie’s
cheek. “Well, I must be going. I’ll be seeing you later.” She
swished out the building.

Eldie rubbed the pat off her cheek. What had
that been about? The two moving men in the foyer added to her
puzzlement. The scrawny man bent over a large cardboard moving box,
the top item of which was the Rangda mask, its bulging eyes and
fangs glistening for a second before the man closed the cover. He
sealed the box shut with a squeal of tape roller. Aunt Carmen stood
watching, holding Windsor snuggled against her cashmere
sweater.

The other man, his big butt hanging partway
out of his jeans, said to Aunt Carmen, “That’s that, then. We’ll
send the bill.”

The men picked up the box and pushed by Eldie
onto the front steps. The fat man whispered to his partner,
“Christ, those masks were spooky.”

The door closed, blocking out the noise of
the storm. In the foyer the only sounds were the ticking of the
grandfather clock and the soft scratching of Aunt Carmen’s nails on
Windsor’s fluffy head.

“Where have you been?” Aunt Carmen said.
“I’ve been worried sick.”

Eldie rushed across the foyer and into her
father’s study, which had been completely emptied. There was
nothing except dust mice in the corners and hooks on the walls.

From the doorway her aunt said, “I decided
for your own good to get rid of everything. Those masks for
example—they don’t belong in a good Christian house.”

Eldie whirled on her. “This is my house, not
yours. Put everything back the way it was.”

Aunt Carmen’s jaw tightened, relaxed,
tightened. “What am I going to do with you?” she said. “It’s time
you know the truth. Your father’s affair with your mother…they were
never legally married. You’re an illegitimate child. So don’t be
stamping your feet at me.”

Windsor grinned, showing the tip of his pink
tongue.

Eldie heard the words. She even understood
what they meant. Aunt Carmen was just being mean—but in the hollows
of Eldie’s heart she knew that this was not something her aunt
would make up just to hurt her. Her mind gummed up. She couldn’t
think. She spat out the words that came to her tongue. “You’re
lying.”

“And your brave and glorious father,” Aunt
Carmen continued. “You might as well know the truth about him as
well. He was just a common spy. Grubbing after minor secrets for
his government masters.”

“You’re lying! I hate you! You’re lying, all
you want is my house and my money! Put everything back!”

Aunt Carmen’s cheeks flushed. She slapped
Eldie hard across the cheek. The blow spangled Eldie’s vision with
shooting streaks, and the stinging pain brought tears to her eyes.
She put a hand to her jaw, inwardly reverberating in state of
silent shock. Aunt Carmen had never before hit her.

Windsor’s grin widened into a happy, mocking
pant.

Eldie put her face close to his and hissed,
“I hope you die.” She slammed the study door shut and locked it,
gazing around the room, as empty and violated as she herself felt.
She slumped to her knees on the slate in front of the fireplace,
and knocked her forehead against the rough stone. She kept knocking
it, harder and harder, wanting the hurt of it to fill her up and
drive away the other pain.

“Hey, come on, Eldie, stop that,” Sam said
from somewhere beside her. “Stop that, you’re scaring me.”

Eldie didn’t want to cry, she refused to cry,
she didn’t want to give Aunt Carmen the pleasure of hearing her
cry. With tremendous self-will, she forced her tears back down
inside her. She sat back on her heels and rubbed her nose with the
heel of her hand. Her jaw still ached from her aunt’s blow. “This
isn’t fair,” she said. “You’ve already taken too much and now you
want more.”

This was, she realized with distant surprise,
a prayer. Her prayers had always been proper and formal—this one
was raw, yanked out of her heart.

There was no reply, neither comfort nor
scold. Rain beat against the study’s windows.

Well, if God was going to be silent, then
she’d provide her own inner voice.

“I hate her,” she said. Just saying that made
her feel much better. It seemed a reasonable purpose, to hate her
aunt.

“It’s not good to hate,” Sam said.

“Oh, spare me.” Eldie opened the study door.
Hector sat in a chair, reading a paperback novel. On the floor
beside him was a glass of milk.

He closed the book. “Your aunt wants you to
drink your milk, take a bath, brush your teeth, and go to bed.
She’ll talk to you in the morning” His tone said he was repeating
what she had told him. Then it softened. “Do you want something to
eat?”

To Eldie’s surprise, her stomach grumbled.
How could she possibly be hungry at a time like this? But she was.
In the kitchen she fixed herself a lettuce and tomato sandwich. On
the fridge’s top shelf was a cling-wrapped platter of ham slices,
something she would never touch, but on impulse, feeling a stabbing
need for some solid protein, she grabbed one of the ham slices and
put it between the slices of her bread.

“You’re really going to eat that?” Sam asked
incredulously.

She took a large bite and chewed.

Sam watched alertly, as though she might spit
it out any time, and then asked, “So how does it taste?”

“Delicious,” Eldie said. It was
delicious. She gobbled the rest of the sandwich.

Hector handed her the glass of milk, which
she poured down the sink. “I’m not going to drink one more glass of
milk, ever.”

The front doorbell rang, and Eldie went to
answer. It was Mr. Oka, huddled in raincoat, trying to keep an
umbrella from flying out of his hand.

 


Oka stood beside Eldie as she played the
video on her small bedroom TV, his arms folded across his chest.
He’d seen the video many times, and so he paid attention to Eldie’s
reaction.

He had changed his mind about showing the
tape to her. It had been Ladron’s instruction, after all, and for
better or worse, it had been wrong to disregard that.

A security camera in the downstairs study had
recorded the tape and the best technology had subsequently enhanced
it.

In the video, Eldie’s mother Rani, dressed in
traditional Balinese clothes of sarong and kebaya blouse with a
prayer sash around her waist, placed a flower and incense offering
on one of the display cabinets.

Eldie hit the pause button to stare at her
mother. Oka let her have this precious moment. For things were
going to get worse.

Eldie pressed play.

Rani used a blossom to sprinkle holy water
onto the offering. The study door flew open. In rushed three stocky
and swarthy men, barefoot and bare-chested, wearing checkered
sarongs. They pointed long, wavy-bladed knives at Rani. She froze
for a moment and then tugged a white handkerchief from the bodice
of her blouse. She draped the handkerchief over her face.

And vanished.

The man with the pockmarked face grabbed the
pot of water from the offering tray and flung the water at the
space where she’d been standing.

She reappeared again. Snatching the sodden
handkerchief from her face, her eyes wide and hot with her fury,
she snapped the cloth at the muscular man in front of her. The man
staggered backward and with a horrible grimace turned his knife to
his own chest. The pock-faced man leapt onto Rani and pressed his
hand against her neck. She struggled, but in a few seconds slumped
to the floor, her handkerchief falling out of her hand. The man
trying to stab himself lowered his knife and panted in a daze.
After a few seconds he was able to help the third man carry a limp
Rani out the study.

The tape ended.

“So that’s what happened,” Eldie murmured.
She rewound and replayed the tape. She paused once more to study
her mother’s lovely face, and then paused again at the precise
moment her mother vanished. She didn’t say anything.

Oka asked, “Do you by any chance have that
cloth your mother used?”

“Why do you ask?”

Oka somberly regarded Eldie. “Do you know of
Rangda?”

“Yes.”

“The cloth has dark powers and is Rangda’s
powerful weapon.”

Eldie rewound the tape a little. “You mean
that handkerchief?”

“Yes.”

“That’s why she just vanished like that? It
wasn’t some sort of video trick?”

“No trick. The powers are real.”

“Why would my mother have Rangda’s
handkerchief?”

“She inherited it, Eldie, and it is not
something that can be so easily discarded.”

It was unfortunate that Rani had resorted to
using the cloth. It had at last unleashed the dangerous spirit Rani
had struggled to keep dormant for so long, a spirit that Oka
believed was prophesied to come to full and mature strength in
Rani’s daughter. The only blessing to the kidnapping was that it
had separated Eldie from the roused spirit. “You don’t have the
cloth?” asked her.

“No.”

Oka gauged Eldie’s straight forward response
and decided that she was speaking the truth. “No doubt the
kidnappers took it,” he said. He didn’t add that the dreadful cloth
returned always to the hand of its owner.

Eldie fast forwarded the video to where all
three men were clearly seen. She studied them intently, raising her
finger to trace the outline of the pock-marked man’s face. Oka
noted how cold and hard her eyes were. This was just what he was
afraid of. A wish for vengeance was only natural, but Eldie was no
ordinary girl.

Oka believed that the Rangda prophecy could
not be forced upon her. After all, hadn’t Rani refused the role her
family had expected of her? No, Eldie had to freely accept such a
destiny, which meant developing a predisposition to do so. Ladron
must have had an inkling of his daughter’s potent nature; hence his
underlined insistence on her doing what was good and right.

She pointed the kidnappers frozen on the
television screen. “They are Balinese? My mother’s family?”

“I don’t know. They could be servants.”

“They’re dressed funny, and they have those
funny knives. People here would have noticed them, but nobody said
anything to the police.”

“We only know what the tape recorded in the
study, Eldie.”

“How did they get here? And how did they get
away?”

“Questions your father asked. He chased down
every lead he could. He looked everywhere.”

Eldie asked if she could keep the tape, but
did not protest when Oka told her no. She escorted him to the front
door to say goodbye and thanked him again for showing her the video
tape.

“Always remember your father’s words,” he
said. “Do what is good. Keep to the virtues of goodness and love
and charity.”

She looked at him, her eyes deep and clear
and unreadable.

“I’ll try,” she said, and Oka hoped she was
at least practicing the virtue of honesty.

 



Chapter 15

 


The cat crouched in rear of the girl’s
building. All doors were locked. The girl lay asleep within. The
cat could smell her warm flesh and her troubled dreams. A power
conduit provided an entryway. The cat squeezed through the innards
of the building, along flues and crawl spaces, and found a loose
vent to pop open.

The cat sat on its haunches before the girl’s
closed bedroom door. The power of the caru offering it had
eaten still coursed in its blood. It stared at the handle with its
single eye. The handle turned, the door opened several inches, and
the cat slipped inside.

The girl was asleep on her bed, curled up on
her side, and the strange boy who was always with her floated in
the air. The cat jumped onto the bed. The girl stirred but did not
wake. The cat lifted its paw and touched a red mark on her cheek.
It purred loudly, to comfort the girl as best it could.

The sleeping girl’s troubled face relaxed,
and her lips curved in a dreamy smile.

A movement in the terrarium caught the cat’s
eye. It opened the lid with its paw and with a swipe caught the
lizard, which it gulped on the spot.

The cat padded down the stairs to the
kitchen. The dog was snoozing in its basket, but seemed to sense
the cat’s staring presence, and opened a bleary eye. The cat
attacked. The dog didn’t even have a chance to yip before fangs
sunk into its neck and claws ripped open its belly. Blood soaked
the dog’s blanket as the cat stole away.

 



Chapter 16

 


Father Micah woke. The first thing he woozily
noticed was the lights shining upon him. Not blinding, but
sufficiently bright to keep the rest of the room in shadows.

His arms were draped on something soft. The
rests of an armchair. A leather armchair that creaked as he
tentatively moved. He wasn’t strapped in. He could get up and walk
if he wanted, but he had no desire to do so. The chair felt
comfortable and safe.

From the shadows came a soft voice. “How are
you feeling?”

He couldn’t tell whether the voice was male
or female. His brain, he realized, wasn’t working one hundred
percent. It was as though little bits of it had been switched off.
“Fine,” he said. And he was feeling fine, too. He should be
worried, but he wasn’t. “What have you done to me?” he asked. He
was intensely curious.

“Feel the top of your head.”

Father Micah raised a heavy hand. Electrodes
had been implanted in his scalp.

The voice said, “We were hoping you’d be
cooperative in your unconscious state, but you weren’t. So we’ve
had to bring you to consciousness so you could decide to
cooperate.”

He now made out the speaker, a bland-looking
fellow in a dark suit with an American flag in the lapel. He held
some a small control panel like a television remote in his hand.
Father Micah hadn’t ever seen him before but his steady smile
somehow looked familiar. Flanking him were two other men, as
composed and complacent as cows, and were in fact chewing gum like
cud. But their soft gleaming eyes held an eager burning
interest.

“What do you want?”

The bland man’s smile widened a little. “The
equations.”

“Ah.”

“You remember them?”

They blazed across his mind. “Yes.”

“That’s what we want to know.”

“But I’m not going to tell you.” If he had
been certain before, he was now adamant that this was not knowledge
that man should have.

“Come on, Father. Here, we have your laptop.
You can type them in. We’ve found your special little program for
them.”

One of the men pushed a wheeled tray toward
him. The laptop lay open on the tray, the screen glowing blue. Its
infrared connect flickered, ready to transfer data to another
computer. He shook his head. “Nothing you can do will make me tell
you. You should know that. Nothing.”

“I do know that. Tell me, Father, is the
sense of God’s presence with you?”

“Always.” God was as close to him as his own
heart. Have courage and keep faith, He had said. Or rather,
She. Odd, how in this world one had to worry about gender.

The man lifted the remote a fraction, aiming
it at Father Micah. A little buzz within his brain. An odd itchy
sensation.

“How about now?” the man said.

And God was gone. Just like that. Only a
black void left. That, and the memory of once having believed.

Father Micah groaned in deep agony. It felt
as though his heart had been speared. He broke out in great drops
of sweat.

“God’s only a neuronal pattern in your brain.
Which I’ve just erased.”

Another little buzz, and the presence of God
returned to Father Micah. He slumped in relief.

The man said kindly, “The equations,
Father?”

Father Micah closed his eyes and prayed
desperately. Do not leave me. Do not forsake me. “I cannot,”
he said hoarsely. “I will not.”

And God was gone again. Quickly, silently,
easily. Father Micah arced his back and cried out with the pain of
it.

“The equations?”

Father Micah would have gladly suffered the
most terrible of torture instead of this simple absence of God.
This was beyond agony. “Yes,” he gasped, “yes, okay, just give Him
back.”

“And the first order solution and its
hyperdimensional geometry. Might as well throw in it the constants
too.”

“Anything, but please, give Him back.”

“Okay. A promise is promise, though. You give
me the equations and all that.”

The warmth of God returned. A small voice
said, Have faith and keep courage.

But the faith and courage of all the angels
in heaven wouldn’t have been enough. Forgive me Lord, he
whispered, and typed down the equations with trembling fingers.

“Don’t forget the solution. The geometry
especially. Make sure you get the hyperdimensions correct.”

A short while later, Father Micah said,
“That’s it.”

“I’m impressed,” the man said. “I really am.
This really should be published. Your name would be enshrined
forever with Newton and Einstein. But who are Newton and Einstein
and Darwin in the real scheme of things, hmmm? They played with
their little rubber duckies in the bathtub and missed seeing the
roaring ocean and the raging battle all around them.”

It was then that Father Micah recognized his
tormenter, him and the other two, with their avid thirsty gazes
that no amount of pain could sate. Their bloated, twisted shadows
on the wall behind them were more their true form. “You,” he said.
“You’re fleas. I could send the three of you to the bottomless
depths of hell with a flick of my finger.”

“Not now you can’t,” the bland man said.
“That’s the risk of this kind of earthbound battle, isn’t it? You
can’t do anything.”

Father Micah strained against his own mind,
which had the power to unveil new worlds but was still so puny and
small. The gloating of these three was unbearable. Oh, for the
power of the unfettered and righteous word that would send them
howling to their doom! A mere whisper would do. But his tongue was
human, and he could no longer speak in that language of
authority,

“Let me go.”

“Of course. We’ll need to knock you out
again. But fist I think I’ll erase God completely from you brain.
For your own good. You’ll come to thank me in time.”

A sizzle in his brain left Father Micah
momentarily stunned. Then his mind returned as before.

Except God was forever gone from it. This he
knew without question, as if he were looking at the bleeding stump
of what had been one of his arms. The pain was beyond description.
Perhaps like Jesus he too was sweating blood. Adding to the agony
was the realization he had given the serpent the keys to new
worlds.

“God!” he howled. “Lord of All, release me, I
beg you, bring me to your Side!”

God did not answer.

Father Micah reached up and yanked the
electrodes out of his scalp. That pain was just a minor twitch, and
then he blacked out once more.

 



Chapter 17

 


The video of her mother’s kidnapping kept
Eldie awake for hours. If she could only have a minute with each of
the kidnappers, she’d claw out his eyes.

When she did sleep, it was with nightmares.
She was in the study with her mother while the kidnappers stole
into the house, but it was as though she was caught in sticky glue
that prevented her from moving or speaking to warn her mother. Then
something had touched her, had broken through the glue, and the
nightmare changed to a bright dream, set in a colorful garden,
where she was able to hug and kiss her mother. She poured out her
troubles while her mother listened sympathetically. It was such a
strong dream that waking created an aching sense of loss. She tried
to fall asleep again and crawl back into the garden, but after ten
tossing minutes she sighed and got up to brush her hair with long,
slow strokes, one of her morning routines that calmed her.

“Hey, where’s Drago?” Sam said.

They looked for the lizard. The bedroom door
was ajar, and she noted that one of the vent panels in the hallway
was loose. “Drats, he probably escaped through the vent,” Eldie
said. She wasn’t too upset. Even lizards needed their freedom. She
could understand that.

Eldie quickly dressed and rushed down to the
kitchen to have breakfast before her aunt appeared. The sun was
shining bright as a penny in the storm-scrubbed sky. She decided to
spend the whole day in the park. She had a lot to think about. It
would also be a good way to avoid her aunt.

As she poured orange juice over the cereal in
her bowl she became aware of a heavy metallic smell on the air.
Windsor was still asleep in his basket, his back turned to Eldie,
but there seemed to be something very still and very wrong with
him. She put down the juice. “Windsor?” she said and went over to
bend over the dog. Why was his fur stained and matted brown like
that? Without thinking she picked him up. Intestines spilled out of
his stomach.

At that moment her aunt appeared around the
corner from the stairs, still in her dressing gown. She froze,
staring across the kitchen counter Eldie holding Windsor’s
corpse.

Eldie’s own horror was starting to register.
“I think Windsor’s dead,” she remarked in a daze.

“What have you done?” her aunt said,
clutching the collar of her grown.

“I didn’t do anything,” Eldie said,
shuddering as she put Windsor’s corpse down on the pillow of its
own intestines.

“What have you done?” Aunt Carmen said, her
voice rising. “What have you done, you wicked evil girl?”

 


Eldie’s protests of innocence fell on ears
that were more than just deaf. Her aunt regarded her with fear and
revulsion. She picked up a copper frying pan for a weapon and, with
the pan held high over her head, ordered Eldie into the walk-in
pantry. Eldie was too shocked to do anything but obey.

She sat on the tiled floor, her back against
a stack of Windsor’s dog food, while Sam hunched on the small stool
used to reach boxes and cans on the higher shelves.

“Poor Windsor,” Eldie whispered. Who could
have done such a thing? What was even worse, who ever had done it
had been in the house last night.

“You wanted him to die,” Sam said.

“God, you don’t think I did it, do you?”

“Of course not. But you wanted him to die.
You said so.”

“I didn’t like him, that’s all. I didn’t want
him murdered.”

“Maybe you should be careful what you
say.”

A short while later, there were heavy
footfalls in the kitchen. Two pairs of boot tips appeared in the
crack underneath the door sill. The door opened. Eldie squinted
against the sudden brightness, which silhouetted two men in dark
suits.

“Let’s go, little girl,” one said, and
reached for her.

There was something about the men, and that
big-fingered hand, that scared Eldie. She backed away. The man
grabbed her. She kicked and scratched but was smothered by a pair
of strong arms. Sam knocked a heavy tin of beans from the top shelf
onto the man’s head. The man cursed but didn’t let go of Eldie and
dragged her out of the pantry. She screamed as loud as she could,
kicking her legs and twisting in the man’s solid arms.

Hector was in the kitchen. He grabbed the
second man’s arm. “Let her go!”

The second man swung a fist that connected to
Hector’s jaw, and he toppled against the counter.

The first man panted into Eldie’s ear, “A
real spirited bitchette, hunh. You’ll get that knocked out of you
soon enough.”

A woman in a white coat stepped forward from
the background, a syringe in one hand and an alcohol wipe in the
other. The second man pulled up Eldie’s sweatshirt sleeve, and the
woman wiped Eldie’s forearm. “Just a little sting,” she said and
jabbed the needle into Eldie’s skin. In seconds, Eldie went all
woozy. Her muscles flapped. Her screams deflated. She couldn’t
talk. The two men shoved her into a wheelchair and wheeled her out
of the vestibule and down the front steps to a waiting car. The
last thing Eldie saw as they bundled her into the back seat was
Aunt Carmen, standing at the top of the steps, her arms folded
across her chest, her face pale and her eyes red from weeping.

Eldie sat sandwiched by the two men as the
car drove off. She floated on the surface of rubbery consciousness.
Nausea built up in waves. She retched—they must have been prepared
for this, for the man on her left man put a paper bag to her mouth.
When she was done the woman leaned back across her front seat and
wiped Eldie’s mouth. The city became country. The car pulled
through gates and up to a small jet. The drug was wearing off, and
once out of the car Eldie could stand upright on the tarmac. She
could sense Sam in her shadow.

“No more tricks out of you,” one of the men
said. He had short blond hair. His pink scalp glowed in the strong
sun.

“I didn’t kill Windsor,” she said.

“That’s what they all say,” the other man
said. He had short blond hair, too. Both of them wore wire-rimmed
sunglasses. They spoke with the same bland accent, like their
voices had been overcooked.

The woman in the white coat boarded with them
and sat in a front seat, leafing through a copy of GOOD
HOUSEKEEPING. Once they were airborne and level, Eldie began
squirming. “I have to pee,” she said.

One of the men escorted her to the tiny back
toilet. He wouldn’t let her close the door.

“I can’t pee with you watching,” Eldie
said.

He shrugged. “Then you gonna have to wet your
pants.”

Eldie closed her eyes and pretended he wasn’t
there, although her face burned with the humiliation of it.

“Such a big bladder for such a small girl,”
the man said when she was done.

She kicked his ankle.

He grabbed and twisted her wrist. “You want
another needle?” he asked.

She didn’t.

The man told her to take a window seat. He
sat down next to her and pulled out a Gameboy from the seat pocket
in front. The Gameboy pinged into life. His trimmed and shiny
thumbnails flew on the buttons.

Eldie stared out the window. There was no
point in asking where they were going, not because she wouldn’t get
an answer, but because it didn’t matter. The mosaic of forest,
suburbs and fields far below blurred with her tears. She wiped them
away on the shoulder of her sweatshirt and scowled ferociously at
her dim reflection. She wasn’t going to cry. Not ever again.

Several hours later the jet flew over a large
city draped on foothills. A short while later it began to descend
toward a towering range of mountains. Sheer cliffs thousands of
feet high and jagged gray-white peaks thrust up against an enormous
domed sky. Heavy pine and fir forests covered the slopes. The plane
landed on a short strip in a cleared strip of forest, the pilot
having to punch the brakes so hard that Eldie was jerked forward
against her seat belt.

A dark green transport van with wire-covered
windows was waiting by the airstrip. The two men handcuffed Eldie
again and hustled her off the jet. She barely had time to take a
deep breath of fresh, pine-scented air before they shoved her into
the back of the van, which smelled of cold metal and fear.

On one of the two benches placed the long way
was a young Asian boy about Eldie’s age in handcuffs and ankle
shackles, two guards in black suits on either side of him.

The sun shone through the window. Sam emerged
from Eldie’s shadow. He give Eldie a wan smile that was more
apprehensive than it was encouraging.

“We’ll be okay,” Eldie said. “We’ll get
through this.”

“That’s right,” her pink-scalped guard said.
“But you won’t be the same girl.”

She ignored him and whispered to the boy in
the van, “I’m Eldie.”

He looked at her with dull eyes. “My name is
Putra,” he said with a heavy accent, as though parroting an English
lesson.

“Shut up, the both of you,” the guard
said.

The van growled up a narrow, winding road cut
through a pine forest. The first rank of trees pressed close, and
behind them was dark, deep shadow. Eldie’s nausea returned, but a
normal car-sick one. She closed her eyes and imagined herself on
Central Park’s big open lawn. At last the van straightened, and a
flash of strong light fell on Eldie’s eyelids, causing her to open
them.

They were on a ridge. A white sun hung just
above cliffs and peaks on the western side of a narrow lake sharply
divided by mountain shadow, the water dark on the far side, silver
on the near. A lone, open-hulled sailboat scudded along the far
shore, where woods in fall colors of yellow and red hugged a narrow
strip of flat land before the first steep cliffs. The near shore,
though, housed a complex of log cabins, chalets, and lodges
scattered among pines and gardens already deadheaded for the coming
winter. The place looked like a rustic resort.

The bumpy ridge road connected to a larger
one with well-marked lanes. The van drove for a half mile along a
ten-foot high brick wall with closely spaced security lights. They
came to a gatehouse, its heavy barricade gate pulled back on its
rails. Two men blue-and-white uniforms guarded a lowered boom bar.
An elegant sign stood in front of the gatehouse. Curved letters
branded into stained wood said “LAKEVIEW ACADEMY” and, underneath
that, “Where Discipline Makes a Difference.”

So she was being transferred to a new school.
That word “discipline” worried her, but nonetheless, her spirits
lifted a little at finally knowing what was happening.

 


Dr. Maria Lovejoy hauled on the sail, and the
hull leaned a few degrees to the cold water. On the ridge above the
school she spotted the van, windows twinkling. She smiled. The girl
had fallen neatly into her hands.

She raced the boat back to the dock of the
chalet that was her local residence. It was in its own guarded
enclave behind the school, which provided the perfect cover for the
government’s laboratory that she headed. She tied off the sailboat
to the dock’s cleats with the same meticulous care with which she
did everything. In her office on the chalet’s second floor, she
turned on the monitors. The van had not yet pulled up to the
disembarkation circle.

She picked a framed picture off his desk. It
was a photograph of her and Ladron, arms thrown around each other,
Maria in spotless white lab-coat and looking quite like the earnest
scientist, and Ladron in a wrinkled safari suit, a floppy bush hat
atop his long, tangled blond hair, looking quite like the rugged
adventurer. They were standing in Maria’s hidden New York lab. In
front of them was a caged Balinese lion-like creature Ladron had
nicknamed Barong, after some Asian mythology. This was the first
major fruit of Ladron’s spying. He’d stolen the beast, a form of
genie that had condensed into physical form, from the Indonesian
research team. How galling to think that scientists of a
third-rate, tin-pot country had been the first to stumble across
the existence of hyperdimensional beings from another world.

But the race belongs to those who finish
first. What a thrilling time that had been! Maria had truly felt
the torch of destiny being placed in her hands—she would lead
mankind into a brave new world. How well she recalled those
stimulating evenings he spent with Ladron, discussing the
philosophical implications of the work. Ladron was a daring sort,
but Maria was bolder yet. Why, with the proven existence of
hyperbeings, the angels and spirits and gods and demons that
bedeviled human history could be explained, not as myth, but as
science. In one fell swoop, science could subsume all of religion.
What an advancement for humanity!

The lion had died during the course of the
New York experiments (although Maria was keeping her New York lab
staff busy trying to clone it from preserved blood and tissue
samples). She had watched its death with interest, wondering what
would happen. Would it fizz away into quantum foam? No, it had
simply become a corpse, one that Maria had taken to a professional
taxidermist to turn into a trophy rug.

Then one day Ladron had casually walked off
with the rug, claiming it as his own.

Ladron’s sense of entitlement could sometimes
be staggering.

Consider the day when he returned from one of
his Bali trips with a young village woman at his side, a nervous
and untutored peasant whom he introduced to Maria as his new
bride.

As if she, Maria, his lover, was something to
be discarded at a whim.

But she had befriended Rani.

And in due time had come to suspect something
very interesting about her. A surreptitiously obtained sample of
Rani’s DNA had lit up all the active genie tests. What was
particularly remarkable about this was that Rani was an adult—all
the host-genie subjects that Maria had found in her scouring of
Bali’s orphanages and poverty stricken villages had been
pre-pubescent children. An adult’s genie was of considerable
importance.

By this time Ladron was out of the project’s
loop. Like most flawed men, he could be squeamish when strength of
conviction was most needed, and Maria had thought it best he not
know about the kidnapped children, whom Maria secreted in her New
York underground lab for the experiments and studies.

She put down the photograph. From the pocket
of her jeans she pulled out a handkerchief and put it to her face,
inhaling deeply of its faint sandalwood fragrance.

Be truthful, a voice said within her.
You wanted Ladron for yourself.

“Yes,” Maria whispered.

But it’s okay now.

“Yes, it’s okay now.”

 


The van rumbled behind several log cabin
buildings. Between two stands of pines, Eldie saw a dozen or so
students in casual clothes marching silently in double file,
flanked by two adults. They were headed across a brick quad to a
large lodge, named by a sign of burned letters as the “SUNSHINE
HOUSE.”

At the far back corner of the campus, the van
approached another gatehouse, with security cameras fixed to the
eaves of the guard building. The driver had to sign a docket. And,
Eldie noticed, the guards here were armed with holstered
pistols.

Beyond the second gate, the van braked to a
stop in a small gravel lot close to the edge of an electrified
fence bordering a dense wall of pine trees. The guards in the van
exited, leaving Eldie alone with the boy Putra. They looked at
other, wondering what was going on.

A small but muscular man burst into the van
and shoved his wolfish face up to the boy. “What are you doing in
my van? Get out, get out, get out!”

The boy jerked in alarm and scrambled out the
van. Eldie heard the man scream at him to lie down on the
ground.

A big woman in a khaki uniform appeared at
the back of the van and stood there staring at Eldie with hooded
blue eyes. She oozed such menace that Sam slipped into Eldie’s
shadow. Eldie wished she could do the same. The woman didn’t speak,
but she didn’t have to. Eldie descended from the van and stood
uncertainly before the looming woman..

Thirty feet away the boy was stretched out in
the dirt and pine needles, the man bent over him and shouting how
stupid and useless he was. “Your name’s not Putra, it’s Putrid, you
stinking little boy.”

The woman leaned toward Eldie, those blue
eyes unblinking. “Who gave you permission to stand?”

Eldie hesitantly lowered herself to the
ground. The woman kicked her feet out from underneath her, and she
fell the last few inches onto her belly. “When I tell you to do
something,” the woman said in a quiet tone. “I want it done
immediately and smartly.”

“But you didn’t tell me anything,” Eldie
protested.

“Oh, I get a smart-alec, do I? Listen to me
carefully: You don’t speak to me unless it’s to answer a question.
Do you understand?”

Eldie gave her a fierce, hard-eyed look.

The woman picked up Eldie’s hand as gently as
a manicurist would and slowly squeezed Eldie’s middle finger by the
fingernail, pressing the knuckle onto itself. The pain became
excruciating. “Do you understand?” she repeated, in the same soft
tone.

“Yes!” Eldie yelled. “Yes!”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“Yes, Ma’am!”

The woman released Eldie’s hand. “What a
miserable girl you are. What’s your name?”

A wind blew in from the lake. Eldie shivered
with the sudden chill. She forced out a small croak. “Eldie.”

“You call me Ma’am. Always. What is your
name, you miserable brat?”

“Eldie, Ma’am.”

Now the boy Putra was crying. Sobbing. The
man hauled him up to his feet and marched him away.

Eldie wanted to cry, too, she wanted to flood
the ground with her tears, raise the level of the lake by a foot.
But she bit her lips. She had vowed not to cry ever again, and she
wouldn’t.

“Tough one, are you?” Ma’am said. “You’re not
going break, is that it? Well let me tell you something, I’m going
break you, I’m going to make you cry and then your life
starts all over again.”

Ma’am marched Eldie to a small log cabin, one
of four set in its own stand of pine trees. Eldie thought
furiously. She needed to let somebody know. Uncle Leo. He’d be over
here so fast to raise all kinds of hell and get her out of this
increasingly horrible nightmare.

“You’re all alone here,” Ma’am said. “There’s
no more world out there—this is your whole entire world now.”

A single armchair rested on the log cabin’s
wooden porch. The small room beyond a lockable front door had a
bare cement floor and a caged window overlooking the fence and the
pine forest beyond. The natural scent of pine was reinforced by a
harsh smell of disinfectant. The bathroom connected to the room had
its door removed from its hinges. Shoved up against one wall was
single cot, a gray blanket and a blue uniform folded at its foot.
Ma’am told Eldie to put on the uniform, a pair of overalls. The
cuffs draped over her heels, and the sleeves hung half-way down her
hands.

Ma’am tossed Eldie’s clothes out onto the
porch and told Eldie to lie on the floor beside the bed with her
arms straight back and her chin propped on the floor. Ma’am said
this was the Introspection Position. Eldie had to stay unmoving and
unspeaking in that position for fifty minutes. She had ten minutes
to stretch, eat, go the bathroom.

“Think about why you’re here,” Ma’am
said.

“I didn’t kill Windsor. You’re never going to
make me confess, because I didn’t do it.”

Ma’am grabbed Eldie’s arm and twisted it so
that her hand almost touched the back of her head. Eldie hissed
with the pain. “You address me as Ma’am. Get rid of your
disrespectful attitude. No talking means no talking.”

Eldie remained still and quiet. She could
hear Ma’am dragging the chair on the porch to the doorway, and the
sounds of Ma’am’s big frame settling down in it.

The afternoon shadows lengthened. The
temperature dipped several degrees.

Uncle Leo. She had to get word to Uncle
Leo.

“Sam,” she whispered as softly as she
could.

“Be quiet,” Ma’am said.

Eldie waited a minute and then, in the
softest of all possible voices, “Sam.”

The next second Ma’am was squeezing her
knuckle again. “You should know I can do this all day.”

“You like hurting little kids?” Eldie
spat.

“You’re not so innocent, Eldie. I don’t enjoy
hurting you but I don’t mind it either. It’s for your own good.
You’ll see. You’ll even thank me.”

A short while later, Ma’am called out,
“Stretch time.”

Eldie remained as she was. She was not going
to move.

“If you’re not going to stretch, the next
hour is going to be worse.”

Ma’am was right. Eldie’s muscles began to
ache. She moved one arm as stealthily as she could to another
position but Ma’am was up in a flash and twisting the arm even more
painfully than the last time. Eldie had vowed she wasn’t ever going
to cry, but tears of pain didn’t count.

With the ache of her muscles came sneaky
little thoughts, that maybe she had indeed somehow gotten Windsor
killed. After all, she had wished him dead and then he was. Maybe
she really should be feeling guilty about it. Maybe she really
should be saying sorry. Maybe that’s why no barong lion, the
protector of good girls, was charging into the cabin to rescue
her.

But those were self-traitorous thoughts.
That’s exactly what Ma’am wanted her to feel.

On the other hand, if wishing Windsor dead
had worked, maybe she could wish Ma’am dead. That’s what she did
for the remainder of the hour—you’re dead, dead,
dead—although she couldn’t quite bring herself to imagining
Ma’am’s intestines spilling out of her stomach. She just wanted
Ma’am neatly dead, maybe with a look of utter terror on her
face.

This time, when the fifty minutes were up,
Eldie stiffly rose to her feet and stretched. Ma’am sat on her
chair ignoring her. She was knitting blue-and-white yarn, her
needles flashing. The sun had long fallen behind a western peak,
and dusk was gathering. High in the A-shaped roof a caged electric
bulb gave off a weak yellow light.

In the room, the cold deepened. “Don’t I get
a jacket or something?” Eldie asked, and to Ma’am’s arced brow and
squinting eye added sullenly, “Ma’am.”

“You get nothing extra until you earn it,”
Ma’am said.

A man in the same khaki uniform as Ma’am’s
appeared carrying a tray of food.

“That’s your dinner,” Ma’am said. “You eat
that. You shower. And then you go to bed. Seven-thirty in the
morning I’ll be back and we’ll start where we left off.”

The meal was cold French fries and burnt
steak in congealed gravy. There was no silverware—the steak had
already been cut into chewable pieces. Eldie didn’t want to eat. In
fact, she’d go on a hunger strike. That’s what she’d do.

Sam rose from her weak shadow. “There you
are,” she said. “You’ve been missing the fun.”

“It hurts me too,” Sam said quietly.

She glanced at the new guard sitting in the
chair. His smooth unmarked face was as white as the belly of a
fish

“How can we let Uncle Leo know?” she
whispered to Sam. “He’ll come save us.”

“Better eat,” Sam said. “You’ll need your
strength.”

He was right. Sitting on her cot, the tray on
her lap, she ate the fries one by one, sipping from a thick plastic
glass of water. She didn’t touch the steak.

When Eldie was done with her meal, the guard
took the tray and put it in on the porch before handing her a thin
towel and a bar of soap. “Shower now,” he said.

With no door to the bathroom, she had to
shower in complete view of the guard. But she felt filthy enough
that she didn’t much care, although she kept her back to the guard.
There was no hot water. The frigid spray from the shower head made
her skin break out in goose bumps. Teeth chattering, she toweled
off and put back on her blue overalls. The guard took the towel and
soap from her. She brushed her tangled hair with her fingers.

Sam stood in front of the window looking out
at the night. “Maybe tomorrow you should say you’re sorry for
wishing Windsor dead,” he told her.

“I can’t believe you said that,” Eldie
said.

“Why not?”

“What, you think I did something wrong I
should say sorry for? We’ve been kidnapped and tortured! Who should
be saying sorry, Sam?”

“But your attitude—”

“I’m not going to let them win, Sam. Not
me.”

“It’s not winning or losing. It’s just doing
what’s right.”

“So now you’re on their side? Oh, be quiet,
Sam.”

Sam didn’t say another word.

 



Chapter 18

 


Ma’am was back at seven-thirty as she
promised, shortly after Eldie had eaten a breakfast of pancakes,
the batter not mixed well, chunks of dry flour crumbling in her
mouth. All night long Eldie had wished her dead like she’d wished
Windsor dead, but Ma’am was very much alive and looking
well-rested. She was pretty in a strong-boned way, with soft blue
eyes that should have been friendly and comforting, which made her
meanness all the nastier. She told Eldie to resume the
Introspection Position.

Ma’am knitted. Eldie could hear the needles
clacking. Ma’am did not speak except to call out “time” to mark the
start and end of the ten-minute stretch breaks. “Time,” she would
say, in a neutral voice, and Eldie would get up from the floor. As
she stretched, trying to stifle groans and sighs, she would notice
all the rows that had been added to Ma’am’s knitting. It looked
like she was working on a sweater or pullover. “Time,” Ma’am would
say again, and Eldie would get back on the floor.

She knits while I suffer, Eldie
thought. I’ll do this longer than it takes her to make that
sweater, a hundred sweaters, she’ll quit before I do.

That was how the days passed, with Eldie on
the floor, listening to the clack-clack of Ma’am’s knitting
needles, the hours marked by that two-tone chime of “Time…time.”
She hated the sound of those needles. She hated how she so
obediently and helplessly responded to the “Time…time.” She hated
Ma’am. She now wished Ma’am dead with all sorts of graphic imagery,
of guts spilled and blood pumping and brain oozing out of a smashed
head. But Ma’am would appear at seven-thirty each morning, with
head intact, the hair on it combed, while Eldie’s tresses became
more and more matted.

Eldie spent a good deal of her introspection
time fantasizing various forms of revenge on not only Ma’am and
Aunt Carmen, but also on the men who’d kidnapped her mother. Once
she was done with Ma’am and her aunt, she’d start looking for
them.

The nights were harder on her than the days.
The blanket was itself an instrument of torture, just thick enough
to give the illusion of warmth without providing any. She would
wake up repeatedly, with her knees tucked up to her chin.

Sam was spending most of his time as her
shadow. The few times he did appear in the early evenings, he kept
to himself. Eldie took his silence as a pout—he wanted Eldie to
give in. Well, she wouldn’t, not even for Sam. She would have to be
strong enough for the both of them.

 



Chapter 19

 


Father Micah stood before the bathroom mirror
and scraped the straight razor down his cheek, missing some stubble
of beard. He was losing weight. His eyes were hollow. He stared
deep into them, trying to find himself. Where was his soul, now
that God was gone from him?

He had sought counsel from the Archbishop.
Why are you so surprised by your doubts? the Archbishop had
said. This affliction comes to priests as it does to all men.
There is no answer except faith. A clinging on. A not letting
go.

Father Micah’s abduction and torture was a
vague haze to him. All he remembered clearly was waking up in an
alley with several wounds in his scalp. And God was gone from him,
like water vanished from the sea. Every hour of every day since, he
wished he were dead. It would be simple. Just one deep cut of the
razor down the length of his wrist.

He pressed the sharp blade against his paler
skin of his wrist. His fingers trembled.

No. No. It wasn’t oblivion he sought, but
what if it were oblivion he found?

With a cry he dropped the razor and threw
himself down to the tile to pray, as he had done before, praying
until his knees were bloody. “Eternal Spirit, Lord of Hosts, show
yourself to me. Just a glimpse. I knew you once, but I know you no
longer. Or did I really know you at all? Are you there? Are you
real?”

As ever, there was no answer. Father Micah
rose to his feet and dressed in his robes for Mass. Empty words,
empty ritual.

But what else had he to cling to?

Later, after Mass, he walked aimlessly around
Central Park and then, on impulse, bought himself a ticket for the
zoo. He wandered to the revamped Komodo exhibit and pondered the
dragon that had attacked Eldie and Leo Lazzard. The beast was
somnolent in the shade. “I cast Satan from heaven,” Father Micah
told it. “I waged battle on the plains. The rivers ran to the
mountains. The stars fell from their sky.”

People were beginning to watch him. Father
Micah swung an imaginary sword. A mother quickly pulled her
daughter away from his side. “How we fought! Fire and thunder! The
clang of our swords would have deafened this world.”

The dragon turned its head toward Father
Micah. Its tongue flickered.

“Eldie,” Father Micah suddenly said. “She’s
got some explaining to do. She’s the cause of all this.” He rushed
out of the zoo and hurried to the Veldhuizen house. Carmen answered
the door. Eldie was out of town, she said.

“May I have a drink?” Father Micah asked.

“Coffee?”

“I prefer whiskey,” Father Micah said.

After his third drink she excused herself. He
heard her on the phone, calling the Archbishop.

He doesn’t seem to be well, he heard
her say.

No, he wasn’t well at all.

 



Chapter 20

 


In the Introspection Position, Eldie watched
a beam of sunlight inch across the cement floor in front of her
nose. She had learned to be still and quiet for fear of Ma’am
hurting her, but without warning an anger rose in her, at herself
as well as Ma’am. Why was she so docile? This was how brainwashing
worked, and she was going right along with it.

She spoke up, breaking the silence rule.
“Wait until my Uncle Leo finds out about this,” she said. “He’ll
use you for one of his high energy experiments.”

“Is that so?” Ma’am said, with an unexpected
touch of humor.

“Yeah. You’re the big shot now, but just you
wait.”

“Quiet, now, Eldie.” The dangerous calm was
back in Ma’am’s voice.

Eldie opened her mouth to say something else,
but then closed it, realizing that she had to be clever in her
rebellion. Pretend to obey the rules while making a plan of some
kind to either escape, or perhaps easier yet, with Sam’s help, to
get word to Uncle Leo. She carefully thought through the routine of
her day, trying to find a chink of some kind. Even though she could
think of nothing, she didn’t despair. She didn’t need to rush this.
She had time.

The next morning, when Ma’am came in, she had
Eldie’s jeans and T-shirt in her hands. “Get dressed in these,” she
said. She also gave Eldie a comb to comb her hair.

What was going on?

Ma’am marched her through the gate guarded by
the men with guns. They headed for one the Academy’s chalets. Ma’am
opened the door to a large room with a big fireplace and deer heads
on the wall. Comfortable furniture ranged the room.

Dr. Maria Lovejoy sat in one of the chairs.
What was she doing here?

Dr. Lovejoy smiled kindly at her. “There she
is.”

A man was sitting sideways to the front door,
the big wing arm of the chair blocking his face. He stood.

Eldie froze. Then joy surged through her.
“Uncle Leo!” she cried. She ran over to him and threw her arms
around him. She buried her face in his jacket. She wanted to cry
with her happiness and relief, but she wasn’t going to cry in front
of Ma’am, ever, even if they were happy tears.

Uncle Leo kissed her forehead, murmuring,
“Eldie, Eldie.”

She let go of him. “Thank God you’re here.
They kidnapped me! They’re torturing me. She’s torturing me.” Eldie
pointed at Ma’am, standing calmly to the side. “She makes me lie
down on the ground and hurts me if I speak out loud.”

Ma’am showed no reaction.

Dr. Lovejoy said, “Some children don’t take
well to first to discipline. It’s a tough love that Lakeview
practices, Dr. Lazzard. We made that very clear before Eldie’s
committal.”
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