THE COLLEEN COLGAN CHRONICLES
Flowers from Cannibals
Book 1
2nd Edition
by
Richard Phelan
Smashwords Edition
* * * * *
Published by:
Richard Phelan on Smashwords
The Colleen Colgan Chronicles
Flowers from Cannibals
Book 1 – 2nd Edition
Copyright © 2010 by Richard Phelan
Library of Congress Number: 2010910626
ISBN:978-1-4520-562
All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various products referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used without permission. The publication/use of these trademarks is not authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark owners.
Smashwords Edition License Notes
This ebook is licensed for your personal use only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the author's work.
11- The Devil Wears a White Robe
19-Sir Edmund Hilary We are Not
22- Demons of a Different Kind
Colleen stared into the death black eyes of the 1200 lb. polar bear, and it made her shiver. Tufts of wind danced in an out of her straight brown hair, intermittently exposing then veiling her young, tanned face. Her youthfulness was contrasted by her eyes - old eyes - not in actual years, but in life, worn prematurely by the experience of the miserable. The bear seemed to regard her the same way Sylvester savored the idea of a Tweety-bird buffet. Did it actually lick its lips? She decided it was wise to file that one under the category of an overactive imagination.
Even from the safety of her perch high above the polar bear habitat, she could feel the piercing gaze of the ferocious, white carnivore. She knew every animal at the Indonesian National Zoo better than the zoo keepers, yet this grunting mass of teeth and muscle was the lone inhabitant that made her heart race, mainly because it represented as wild a beast as Mother Nature has ever produced: an instinctive hunter whose predatory circuits can’t be re-wired. That raw savageness is what drew her here every day.
“Excuse me!” barked a large woman with a thick accent as she nudged Colleen down the metal railing. “My kids can’t see.”
“Sorry,” Colleen offered. She hated to argue about as much as she hated a booster shot. She yielded to the bulky woman and her equally proportioned offspring, knocking her soda over in the process. Without a word she picked up the empty cup and tossed it in the trash can.
She stopped before making the full pivot back to the railing. Someone was watching. She could feel the eyes on her, the same as a gazelle could sense the stalking of a predator.
Colleen peered into the crowd, noticing everyone but never making eye contact
with anyone. Spoiled kids to her right whining that they needed to be picked up, and a couple to her left more interested in each other to bother with the polar bears. Those types had always been a dime a dozen at the zoo.
She exhaled and her jittery hands calmed. No sign of any kids from school. How Colleen hated those inevitable chance encounters. She would feel the sting of their teasing even though she could never actually hear them. That’s why it seemed weird that her sixth sense had suddenly spouted to life for no apparent reason. It had always been as reliable as mercury reacting to heat.
That’s when Colleen spotted her, lurking half-hidden between a beguiled father fumbling with a zoo map spread wide in his arms and Misha, one of the animal guides, giving ‘fun’ bear facts to all who were listening (which weren’t many).
“Polar bears are one of the few animals who see humans as prey,” Misha inflected with panned enthusiasm.
But Colleen wasn’t listening to her either. She was mesmerized by the tall curly-haired redhead with the bleach white skin staring intensely at her with dazzling blue eyes. Colleen’s own eyes darted down to her shoes. She whirled back to face the bears, acting disinterested, yet still curious about this redhead who didn’t fit the M.O. of the usual heckling suspects. Plus her stare, tasting of curiosity and, at the same time, hesitancy, didn’t have the feel of the typical judging type.
Colleen could feel elbows in her side and forearms on her back, pressing her against the railing. Everyone seemed drawn to the mother polar bear anxiously pacing back and forth in front of her cub, annoyed by something unseen.
She leaned out over the stainless steel banister and craned her neck to get a closer look, and that’s when it happened. A powerful thrust from behind sent her see-sawing over the railing. She screamed. Instinctively she threw her hands out, grasping for anything that would stop her plunge, but before anyone realized what was happening, she was over the edge, plummeting towards the icy moat below.
She felt like she was falling in slow motion. Distorted screams from somewhere above couldn’t penetrate the white noise of panic in her mind.
Colleen smashed face-first into the deep blue-green pool. The stinging cold of the simulated arctic waters bit at her skin like someone pricking her with a million needles. She surged to the surface, desperate to ease the burning cold on her face and broke through to a chaotic scene playing out ten feet above her.
“Are you OK?” she heard one woman call in a panicked voice.
“Don’t move!” a man ordered. “We’ll get you out.”
But she knew she had to move, and not just to avoid a mauling from an angry polar bear. The immediate danger came from the mind (and limb) numbing frigid waters. She had forgotten how painfully contrasting the burn of icy water felt. It was years ago when the early spring ice covering the Wapanot River fractured and gave way under her knee-high rubber boots. If it wasn’t for Cocoa, her friend (back when she had friends) Mary-Claire Calloway’s chocolate lab, jumping in and pulling her onto the ice by the jacket hood, the fat lady would have been singing then and there.
But MC’s parents, like all the other parents, had long since forbid her child to play with Colleen, so she knew there was no dog standing between her and the fat lady this time. With no other options besides hypothermia, Colleen forced her stiffening joints into motion toward the cement landing and the grunting polar bear.
“No!” a mother screamed from above as she shielded her child’s eyes.
“My god Colleen, swim this way!” Misha cried. “Someone find Dr. Colgan, now!”
For Colleen all the panicked yells dropped away. She couldn’t hear or see anything except the agitated mother polar bear crouched directly in front of her. She was sure she was going to die, but that’s not what terrified her. To Colleen, the thought of death warmed her like a pleasant dream with her mother on a beach where the sun never set and her mother would never have to leave. But this was different. She hated being the center of attention. She didn’t want to die in a freak accident, filmed on someone’s camera phone, sure to get millions of hits on YouTube from every working computer in the known world. She was sick of being a freak show.
She pulled herself onto the solid concrete. As she tried to steady herself on legs she couldn’t feel, she recognized but one chance - a door to the bear’s left, the same one used by vets and habitat cleaners. The door had a key punch lock and she knew the code, a fringe benefit of being the zoo keeper’s daughter.
She lifted her hands up slowly. “Easy Blizzard, I don’t want to bother you or Squall,” she said, eyeing the young polar bear cub squatting behind its mother.
She hobbled to the left of the hulking bear, making sure to leave a wide berth between them. Colleen’s breathing was rapid and shallow - almost panting. She crept closer to the door, rubbed the smooth metallized coating on the numbered buttons, but couldn’t click down on any before the white behemoth started lumbering towards her.
“What is that code?” Colleen slammed her fist into her head. “C’mon! C’mon!”
Her hands convulsed like mini jack-hammers which forced her to punch the keys one by one as a child would type a paper-“2…4…6…5…2”. She ripped at the door, but it wouldn’t budge.
Colleen sucked in a deep breath of cool air to clear the fog in her mind. She announced every number as she clicked through the combination for a second time, all while she could hear the low grumbling of the bear grow louder with every stride. Another hard yank on the knob, but still it wouldn’t yield.
She punched the door and that’s when she noticed something subtle yet terrible – the keys weren’t lighting up which meant there was no power to the door, which in turn meant – there was no way out. Yet she could feel the cold breeze from the air conditioning units buffeting her face, keeping the habitat cool in the hot Jakarta summer.
Colleen gulped. This wasn’t an accident.
At that instant the lumbering carnivore charged.
Colleen screamed, but her howl was cut short as the bear drove its massive shoulder into her side. She careened off the wall and dropped to the ground with her head bouncing off the white-painted concrete, sending dizzying jolts of pain through her entire body.
The massive bear pinned her to the cold, unforgiving floor. Blizzard stuck its neck out and roared into Colleen’s face, its black lips vibrating off razor sharp fangs like a flag flapping in a gale. Her face was so close to Blizzard’s she could feel the wild bear’s hot, moist breath on her cheeks.
This is how I die, she thought.
Intense pain radiated from her temples. “Not now!” she pleaded. Her vision blurred, but with trembling hands she squeezed her thumb and pointer fingers together, driving the nail of her thumb deeply into the flesh of the other. Harder and harder she pushed until blood dripped from her index finger. The spark of pain flooded her nerve endings, easing the throbbing in her head, but she was worse off for it. Now the man-eater could smell blood.
“Please don’t eat me,” she cried. “Please!” The words bubbled out against Colleen’s will. She wanted to die with some dignity, but she knew that ship had sailed. Time seemed to stand still as she waited for the ripping of Blizzard’s dagger-like fangs into her flesh and the fatal crush of its powerful jaws on her skull.
It never came. Instead, Blizzard, acting more like a thoroughly drilled circus bear than a wild man-eater, barrel-rolled off Colleen, ending up with its huge plate-sized front paws in between its wish-boned back legs, staring at her with its head cocked to the side like a confused dog.
Colleen climbed to her feet, surprised she only had a few superficial scrapes. She extended her trembling hand toward Blizzard the way one would greet a new dog. Blizzard rose on all fours, turned and trotted in the opposite direction through a large vinyl flap to the indoor section of the enclosure.
Energy spilled out of Colleen like water bubbling out the spout of a hose. Her legs buckled, and she fell on her backside. Too empty to pull herself back up, she watched in amazement as Squall, Blizzard’s six-month-old cub, sauntered over to her and sat in her lap.
“Colleen! Are you alright?” a familiar voice called from up on the viewing platform.
“I’m fine, Dad,” she replied, stroking the fluffy, white, cub.
“Stay there! We’re coming to get you out.”
“Like I have a choice.”
Colleen’s watched her father lead staff members down a rope ladder which had moments earlier been unfurled over the wall. As they climbed down, an inflated raft was dropped over the top of the wall and floated haphazardly on the breeze until it slapped the surface of the water. In an instant he was by her side.
“Let’s get you out of here, before Blizzard decides she’s hungry,” Dr. Colgan warned as he threw a blanket over his daughter’s shoulders.
“Did you see that? Blizzard let me pet Squall.”
“It’s a miracle you’re still alive.”
“Because Blizzard trusts me.”
“More likely because Blizzard was confused by what was happening,” Dr. Colgan explained. “That won’t last long. So we have to leave, pronto.”
As Colleen hoisted herself back over the railing, the large crowd that had gathered exploded with applause. She felt naked and exposed in front of strangers and that old, familiar thought crept into her consciousness- I wish I was invisible.
“Thank God you’re in one piece,” Misha cried as she hugged Colleen. “I thought you were a goner.”
Dr. Colgan stepped in between them. “We’re heading back to the house for a talk,” he said with a mix of muted relief and exasperation.
A few men pushed through the crowd. They had ‘Jakarta Rescue’ printed on their shirts.
“Stay here for a minute,” Dr. Colgan instructed. He sat her down on a wooden bench set back from the metal railing which had failed to contain her minutes ago.
Like an apparition materializing out of thin air, the mysterious curly-haired redhead was there, sitting next to her.
Colleen gasped and slid down the bench.
The girl grabbed Colleen’s arm reassuringly. Colleen half-expected the girl’s hand to waft right through her arm, but it didn’t. “It’s OK. I’m not going to hurt you.”
Colleen swiveled her head frantically searching for her father then scowled. Was she the one that pushed me? But she swallowed any accusations, despite her suspicions. “You were staring at me earlier, right?” Colleen asked.
“Yes.”
“Did you see who pushed me?”
The girl didn’t say a word but nodded in agreement.
“Who did it?”
The girl leaned in close. “It was them,” she said in a hushed voice as if someone might overhear.
Colleen’s teeth were chattering despite the ninety-five degree afternoon. “Them?” she asked. “Who’s ‘Them’?”
The girl with the ivory snow complexion glared intently into Colleen’s eyes. “Those who seek the apocalypse.”
Goosebumps danced across Colleen’s skin. “The apocalypse?”
“They came a great distance to find you and will never stop until you’re dead.”
“I don’t understand. What did I do to them?”
“It’s not what you’ve done. It’s what you will do.”
The hair on the back of Colleen’s neck straightened and nerves tingled in waves over her scalp. Why would anyone want to kill her? She knew that millions of people didn’t like her - disgusted by her very existence, in fact- thinking her an unnatural concoction of man and animal. Yet she had never received a single death threat. The more she ran through the events in her mind, the more logic pointed right back to the girl beside her, but the same question still remained.
She spotted her father walking back toward her then turned back to the blue-eyed stranger. “What is your…” she began. But the auburn-haired girl was gone, melting back into the crowd, “Like a ghost through a wall,” Colleen mumbled.
Chapter 2 - The Agony of a Life Saved
Colleen trailed a step behind her father as he marched through the winding, coble-stoned pathways to the Head Zoo Keeper’s estate hidden beyond a tree-capped swale near the park entrance. His gait looked more bounce than walk. He swung open the black wrought-iron gate at the end of the driveway, the one that Colleen always considered better suited for a graveyard, without looking back. She had never warmed to the idea that the white, stucco house capped with red, stone shingles where the two had lived for the last four years was ‘home’, even though it seemed like their two-bedroom condo back in Mass. could fit into her father’s master bathroom.
They entered through the front door into a cavernous foyer framed by a high vaulted ceiling. Wide, oak stairs spiraled down from above and opened up directly in front of them. They turned right, opening French doors into a study dominated by a mahogany desk that, on some nights, made her father look more like a ‘Dean’ rather than zoo keeper. But that definitely wasn’t today. Dr. Colgan spun a swivel chair in Colleen’s direction then closed the doors.
Colleen cringed as she shoved her hands underneath her wet gym shorts. His overprotective nature annoyed her, but she knew that events like today were the equivalent of dropping napalm on a campfire.
He pulled his leather chair out from behind his desk and sat hunched forward with his hands placed gently on her knees. She had once overheard the concessions manager tell a new veterinarian that her father had a reputation as a man with a level head and calm disposition. Neither of those was evident as he spoke. “Honey, I’m really scared. I told you, if you’re getting overwhelmed then let’s talk these things through.”
Colleen knew the direction this was headed and was determined to intercept the discussion long before it got there. “What are you talking about?”
Dr. Colgan rubbed his bloodshot eyes. “All I’m saying is that I’m here for you. We can work through it.”
Colleen shifted in the chair as the feeling of Déjà vu started to build. “Do you think I jumped into the polar bear exhibit?”
“I think sometimes things become too much for you to handle, and your emotions make you do irrational things.”
Now she sat up, her rising blood pressure painting her cheeks crimson. “You don’t understand. I didn’t jump. Someone pushed me in that pit.”
He gave his daughter a soft, but wounded, smile. “It’s ok. I want to talk about this – get it out in the open.”
“Dad, you’re not listening to me. I’m not sure what ‘it’ is, but I’m not making this up. Someone tried to kill me.”
Dr. Colgan rubbed his face with both palms causing his short, brown hair to stick up in front. “How am I supposed to believe that? Did someone push you into the tiger habitat last week and the lion pit the week before that, and almost every other animal habitat since summer began?”
Colleen took her father’s clammy hands. She knew how he worried. He always worried ever since he answered that first call from Principal Nervy at the River Elementary School informing him that his daughter had been the target of bullying from some kindergarten classmates who were spreading disgusting, cruel lies about her. Colleen also remembered the look on the principal’s face when her father told him that the teasing, while being viscous, was not based on lies. That was ground-zero for the misery.
“The lions and the tigers were different. It wasn’t a death wish. I knew I wouldn’t get attacked, and guess what?” She held out her arms and twisted them. “Not a scratch. But I would never try that with the polar bears. That’s a suicide mission.” Colleen paused for a moment to gauge her father’s reaction. But when his dark expression failed to lighten she added, “I tried to escape, but someone cut the power to the key punch lock on the exhibit door.”
Dr. Colgan stood up. Colleen could see the frustration in his expression. “I know the cable was cut. But was it cut so you couldn’t escape, or so no one could interrupt you?”
“Dad I’ll admit in the past I’ve been desperate, and at my lowest moments I’ve thought that the only way to stop the misery was to just stop, period. But that’s not now, and that’s not what happened here.”
“I don’t know what to do anymore! I’m scared by what you will try next.” He started pacing. She knew pacing led to phone calls and phone calls led to a visit with Dr. Just-think-of-me-as-your-friend. “I’m considering getting the police involved to take you into protective custody.” Dr. Colgan stopped pacing and paused. “Sweetie, I’m not blaming you. You got dealt a bum hand, and I was the dealer.”
“Dad, you’re not-”
“Let me finish.” He walked over to the window. Colleen could see his glassy eyes in the reflection. “You had no choice, but you have to understand that I didn’t either. I couldn’t just sit by and watch you die. I knew, even though you were only a baby, I could save you. I just never knew it would cause you so much pain - emotional pain these last eight years.” He wiped the tears from his eyes. “And even if I did know I still would have gone through with the operation.”
Colleen thought about the life he left behind in the United States. “I don’t blame you for anything. The operation saved my life.”
Dr. Colgan fixed his gaze on the upper shelf of his antique bookcase. The shelf was lined with pictures of Colleen when she was young, in her T-ball uniform holding a bat and with one knee on the grass in a team picture for soccer. There were other pictures with her and her father either on their rare vacation to the beach or with Captain Hook on the trip to Disney World when she was eight years-old. But Colleen knew what picture he was looking at – it was the one that used to sit on her nightstand, the one with the two-headed tadpole necklace draped over it. The picture was of her father sitting on the bed next to her mother, shortly before she died. Although not long for this world, her mother cradled in her weary arms their baby girl. Colleen had heard the story so much that she could tell it better than he could.
Her father was, at the time, the lead scientist on the top secret animal organ transplant program at the Jenkins Center for Organ Transplant in Boston. At a time when stem cell research was legally and morally objectionable, the JCOT had found a most unique and innovative loophole - organs for human transplant grown from animal stem cells¸ more specifically chimpanzee stem cells because of their close genetic makeup to humans. He admitted that he never anticipated that Colleen would be the first, and ultimately the last (done by the JCOT), human transplant subject. But her mother’s excruciating ordeal with terminal brain cancer fueled his determination.
Colleen still remembered the nights back in Massachusetts when she would drift off to sleep with stories of her mother still echoing in her ears – her mother’s strength and stubborn determination that, at times, could infuriate her father and then, in the next instant, strike awe. How her bulldog grit was pitted against the plague ravaging her body, but the battle was not about survival. She fought merely to hang-on long enough to give birth to Colleen.
But even after her passing, brain cancer wasn’t done with the Colgan family. Doctors had given her father that devastating news after Colleen’s six month check-up. But the memory of his wife’s suffering had left him defiant. And in that defiance he had forged his strategy. It was Colleen’s only possibility of survival - a hybrid chimpanzee/human frontal lobe grown and stored at the JCOT. That it was never meant for a live host didn’t matter. At the time there was no data from clinical trials to support a live operation. But her father never had any intention of submitting a request for approval for something as untested as a partial brain transplant. Instead he had recruited Dr. Achilles Shizas, his close, trusted friend and the lead surgeon at the JCOT to help him perform the unauthorized procedure.
Medically speaking, the surgery had been a mind-boggling success, “the same odds as winning the lottery,” Dr. Colgan would tell a young Colleen. She was deemed cancer-free and, up until she was five years-old, was just another jump-in-the-mud-until-sludge- blocks-your-nose tomboy. But when she got old enough to hear the truth, her father admitted that ‘trying to cover up a surgery of that magnitude was like trying to hide an elephant under a napkin.’
Dr. Colgan blew a thin film of dust off his only picture of the three together, placed it back on the shelf, and dangled the necklace back over the frame. “I never saw it coming. I thought everyone would see you as a medical miracle, not a…..a…”
“A mutant, a freak,” Colleen finished.
“No!” he objected. “You’re not any of those. You are a true miracle.”
Tears trickled from Colleen’s eyes. She knew how much this subject hurt him. “I’ll admit all the teasing and bullying was tough to deal with in the beginning, back in Massachusetts. People just didn’t understand, and they still don’t. But that’s not your fault. That’s the dark side of people, especially kids. You gave up your life’s work and moved me half way around the world to shelter me from all that anger. How can I be mad at that?”
Dr. Colgan clenched his fists. Colleen could see the frustration cloud his eyes and she knew he was reflecting on his request to the JCOT for a transfer to Indonesia to run their national zoo. They had shut down the animal transplant program shortly after news of the operation had gone public. She assumed the JCOT was overjoyed at the opportunity to distance themselves from the cursed girl and her renegade father. “I was naïve,” he said. “I thought we could outrun it, but I should have known that was impossible. It’s been unbearable for you the last three years here, and so it’s been unbearable for me too. But we can get through this together.”
“And we have been,” agreed Colleen.
“It’s no coincidence that tomorrow’s the first day of eighth grade, is it?” Dr. Colgan asked.
“Why would it be any different than the first day of sixth grade or seventh grade?”
“My point exactly.”
She knew the past was stacked against her, yet she expected her father to trust her despite it. “You have every right not to believe me, but I’m telling the truth. I guess you have to make up your own mind, but I told you a minute ago that I didn’t jump, I’m telling you now, and I’ll say the same thing in a hundred years. So it’s your choice to believe me or not believe me.”
“I do believe you,” he said. “But why would anyone want to hurt you? Maybe someone just bumped into you.”
She scowled. “And then cut the power to the door?”
“Ok,” he conceded.
“Did you see the curly redhead that was sitting next to me on the bench?”
Dr. Colgan shook his head. “No honey.”
“There was this tall glass of milk with red hair staring at me. She was kinda freakin’ me out a little bit. A minute later, I got pushed. Then when I was on the bench she appeared out of nowhere.”
“Do you think she did it?”
“I’m not sure. She warned me to be careful because someone was trying to kill me.”
Dr. Colgan lifted the towel off her shoulders and draped it over her wet hair. “Why don’t you take a shower and change into some dry clothes. You’ll feel much better.”
Colleen got up and walked over to the door, opened it and turned back toward her father. “You really do believe me, don’t you?”
“Sure I do, honey.”
“Then why aren’t you calling the police?” she asked then walked out the door without waiting for an answer.
Colleen rose early the next morning both excited and scared for the first day of school. One thing was for sure - she was grateful that her father left for work early. She couldn’t handle his helpless stare on this particular morning. Years of sticks and stones had callused her to the point she couldn’t feel the hurt anymore, but she knew he could.
Colleen was a chameleon with her loose-fitting blue jeans and maroon T-shirt. Stripes and bright colors stood out, so she had long since removed them from her closet. Dark, drab colors and solids were tough to identify in a crowded school hallway, so that made up her entire wardrobe.
At sunrise she meandered with her head down along the winding pathways saying good-bye to every animal before trudging out the front gate. Colleen walked the entire mile to school with her head tilted to one side, probing her neck, trying to convince herself that her glands were swollen.
The Livingston Academy was known as the finest English-speaking high school prep institution in the whole of Indonesia. Colleen had heard it referred to as “Indo-Ivy League”. It looked Ivy League but she knew it as something else- Hell. Colleen was one of the select few who weren’t the offspring of society’s privileged elite - foreign ambassadors, corporate CEO’s and, in some cases, even royalty. That put her squarely within the bottom row of the social pyramid. But her simian noggin made her special, in a not so huggable way. Even among the big blocks that made up the pyramid base, she was at the bottom, if not in the dirt.
She paused with her shoulder squarely against the S and the T embossed on the entrance doors that looked like they belonged on a Seventeenth century cathedral. She could feel her heart pounding as fast as a Mike Tyson speed bag the day before a title bout. She thought about turning around and running somewhere - anywhere but where she was standing. It was the same feeling she got on the first Monday of every September. But without the options that came with swollen neck glands, she took a deep breath and pushed the solid doors open. They swung on frictionless hinges without even a hint of a creak. She glared down the high-arched concrete corridor, through a sea of bustling students, towards her locker and hesitated. .
“Head down, don’t make eye contact with anyone,” that faint whisper is her mind instructed. She knifed sideways through the crowd with her arms full of unblemished notebooks and three-ringed binders.
“Look, it’s the Humanzee!” called Josh Billings, a wise-cracking redhead known for his bad attitude. His comments brought snorts of laughter from a group gathered near his locker.
“Just keep walking,” Colleen reminded herself and increased her gate.
“Hey Colgan!” another boy beckoned. He stepped into her pathway. She side-stepped to her right, but the boy mirrored her moves, keeping his body directly in her path.
Colleen’s stomach turned. “Hi Nick,” she said, never looking up. This was worst-case scenario.
Nick Larsen was the prototypical ‘class bully’ - big and loud. He reminded Colleen of a great white on an empty stomach, and she had the smell of chum all over her. Rumor had it that Nick’s parents had already enrolled him at a boarding school for next year. Colleen couldn’t help but understand why they would opt to send their only son away to high school - the same way she understood why some animals eat their young.
She tried to skirt around him to the left, but he shuffled to block her way. “I just want to make sure you’re OK,” he said with mock concern.
“I’m fine,” Colleen answered, peering around his thick body, ever searching for the quickest escape route.
“I heard you ‘fell’ into the polar bear pit yesterday,” he continued, his pupils dancing with excitement. Every set of eyes were fixed on her. “What were you doing, trying to find out if you were related?”
That comment brought a collective burst of laughter that echoed loudly around the arched hallway. Colleen scanned the faces in the hall, but she had no real friends at school.
“You’re not only a freak, you’re a stupid freak. Didn’t the mother chimp who raised you teach you not to mess with polar bears?” She knew some kids laughed because they loved that type of viscous humor and some laughed because they were afraid to become part of the joke, but the end result was that they all laughed.
Colleen wished she could close her eyes and just disappear – blink herself out of existence. But that only happened in her dreams, and this was as real as her life got. With her head still bowed, she pushed past Nick.
“Let me help you with those,” he offered, then slapped downward onto the stack of notebooks and binders tucked under her arm.
Everything flew into the air and fell like confetti all over the carpeted floor.
“Oh, I’m sorry,” Nick replied sarcastically.
Colleen, choking back tears, bent down and started gathering her papers. She kept her head face toward the floor so no one could see the tears rolling off her cheeks. Only five minutes into the new school year, and it was like she had never left. It felt identical to the seventh grade the previous year and the sixth grade the year before that. Once again she was an outsider
As she picked up the last of the paper, she felt something press lightly into her back. She didn’t have to turn to know what it was. Nick was never one to pass up a chance to humiliate his favorite target. And he had her lined up perfectly in his toe hairs, with his foot hovering, ready to send Colleen toppling face-first.
Before he could unleash his Coup de Grace, a shoulder crashed into his chest, pin-wheeling him off balance and sending him toppling to the floor with a look of shear amazement plastered on his face. The hallway went completely still. No one ever messed with Nick Larsen, yet there he was, lying on his back staring up in shocked disbelief at the girl who had sent him flying.
Colleen gasped at the tall, curly-haired, redhead from the day before, towering over Nick.
Colleen’s backpack lid flipped open and a small, sleek head peeked out. She lurched forward but it was too late, the four-legged furry blur was like a rocket.
“Fred! No!” she yelled. The slender, grayish-black ferret streaked over to Nick and latched onto his nose, dashing in between arcing swats. Colleen considered Fred her one true friend, but now was not the time.
Girls screamed in panic, knocking each other over as they scattered. That commotion brought a teacher bursting out of her den.
“What’s going on out here?” Ms. Raycroft bellowed, emerging from her classroom enclave.
“It’s Colleen!” Nick whined, rubbing his nose. “She brought that stupid ferret into school again, and it just bit me in the nose.”
“What ferret?” the teacher questioned.
“It ran back into her backpack,” he informed her.
“Is that true?” Ms. Raycroft asked Colleen in a voice that could only belong to a school teacher. It was like fingernails on a chalkboard. Ms. Raycroft was in her mid-fifties, single and every kid who had her for a teacher knew why.
“Ms. Raycroft, I can explain. He was only trying to defend me and -”
“Open your backpack,” the teacher ordered.
“But he would have stayed in there all day if -”
“Open your backpack, Ms. Colgan!”
Colleen opened the flap on top and up popped the curious, streamlined head. Black circles around his eyes gave him the appearance of a bandit.
“Colleen, the first day of school, really?” Ms. Raycroft put her hands on her hips. “Report to Dr. Vanderlinde and explain to him why that thing is in school with you....again!”
Then she turned to the girl with the curls. “I’ve never seen you around here before. What’s your name?”
“Erin. Erin Brennan,” the girl stated. “I’m new here.”
“New or not, you shouldn’t be bullying kids. Please accompany Colleen to the principal’s office!”
Erin pointed to the heap on the floor. “But the only one bullying around here is this kid.”
Nick held his hands up. “But I didn’t do anything, Ms. R. I’m serious.”
“Erin can explain it all to Dr. Vanderlinde.”
Erin shook her head and grunted.
“This isn’t over,” Nick whispered as she stepped over him.
Ms. Raycroft scanned the crowded hallway. “It’s over. Get to class! Being late on the first day is not the way you want to start a new year.”
Neither is being sent to the principal’s office, Colleen thought. It would be the proverbial last straw if her father found out she brought Fred back into school. Her penance would be a week’s grounding - minimum. Not the end of the world on a typical day, but Earth-shattering on this one. Today was the day Dr. Colgan was going to induce labor on Zing-Zing, the Indonesian National Zoo’s resident endangered panda. It’s all Colleen had been thinking about for the last month. What an incredibly rare event to witness. One she would only hear about on the news like everyone else if she was stuck in her house.
There were tears in her eyes as she entered the main office. Dr. Vanderlinde’s assistant, Mrs. Kolluri, was on the phone. She looked at Colleen out of the corner of her eyes. Colleen could tell Ms. Raycroft was on the other end of the line.
“Miss Colgan, please take a seat and wait for Principal Vanderlinde.” Mrs. Kolluri never addressed students by their first name.
Colleen sat down on the soft, leather chair furthest from Dr. Vanderlinde’s door. The office was bright and smelled like Clorox. Colleen tried to avoid the office as a rule and had been successful since the previous April when Kelly Wagner had stuffed a live monkey in her locker. The monkey went berserk after Colleen pulled open the cedar locker door. It destroyed two flat-panel TV’s before teachers could corral it. Initially Colleen was suspended. Eventually the truth came out and Kelly was punished, but only for the damage he caused to the school’s equipment.
She reached down and tapped her backpack. “There’s no way you’re causing me to miss the birth,” she whispered at her limp black and white panda pack. “Now you decide to play dead.” Yet she had no idea how she would get out of this one.
A hand grabbed her shoulder.
She squealed and spun sideways and was half a butt-cheek from sliding off the seat.
“Sorry!” said Erin. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”
A gurgling sound, which had started in her mind as a clear, coherent thought, clanked out of Colleen’s mouth.
“Colleen, right?” the girl said, extending her hand. “I’m Erin.”
“Hi,” Colleen said, cringing from the other’s firm grasp. “Thanks for helping me back there.”
Erin sat down in the chair next to her. “Don’t thank me. The pleasure was all mine.”
Colleen cleared her throat. “It seems whenever something bad happens to me lately, there you are.”
“Strange, isn’t it?” said Erin smirking.
“Very. Where did you go yesterday? I wanted to ask you some questions, but you vanished.”
“Sorry, I’m trying to keep a low profile.”
Colleen released an uneasy chuckle. “I think you just blew that.”
“Yeah, you can say that again. But I’m not the only one who blew their cover. Your furry friend could use a lower profile too.”
“He USUALLY stays in my backpack during school,” Colleen grumbled. “I can’t believe this is happening today, of all days.”
“What’s the deal about today?”
“There’s a panda giving birth at the zoo. My dad said they were inducing labor this evening. Now he’ll never let me watch.”
“That’s awesome! I mean, it’s not awesome that you’re missing the birth, but that’s, like, a once-in-a-lifetime type of thing.”
Colleen frowned. “Thanks for reminding me.”
That smirk formed on Erin’s face again. “I’ll make a deal with you. I’ll help you get out of this and, in return, you take me to see the panda birth.”
“That’s a no-brainer.” Colleen never thought for a second that their deal would make a squat of difference, but it felt good to have someone like Erin on her side.
The principal’s door creaked open. The bald head of Dr. Vanderlinde peaked out. His coke-bottle glasses made him look like a fish staring out through aquarium glass. He didn’t come all the way out of his office, only far enough to target his next victim.
“Miss Colgan,” he said in his South African accent. “It’s nice to see you, but I must say I am surprised and quite a bit disappointed at the circumstances of your visit.” He swung the door open just wide enough to allow passage into his office. “Come in.”
Colleen moped into his office with her head down. The room was dimly lit with a single lamp glowing on Dr. Vanderlinde’s desk. It looked more like an interrogation room than an office and she was sure that was by design.
“Erin, I will get your side of the story in a minute,” Dr. Vanderlinde explained as the redhead ducked beneath his arm and entered uninvited into his office.
“That’s why I’m here - to explain what happened,” Erin said matter-of-factly while parading over to the front of his desk.
A desk blotter, pen holder and his nameplate sat on his desk like isolated islands in a vast, still ocean.
Dr. Vanderlinde took his time walking around his desk to his chair, inspecting the seat before sitting. He studied the girls’ expressions from deep in his chair, his hands folded neatly on the blotter.
The three stared at each other during a long, uncomfortable silence. School legend had it he could even make the biggest, rowdiest troublemaker breakdown before saying a single word.
The principal broke the stalemate. “Erin, this is your first day at Livingston Academy. We’re excited to have you on board but explain to me how you, on your first day in a new school, could possibly have anything to do with Colleen’s recurring stowaway problem?” His tone indicated it was less of a question than a statement of fact.
Colleen was ready to break down then and there. Thankfully Erin jumped in first.
“I actually met Colleen about a week ago. I saw her at the zoo when I was visiting. She told me that she was an eighth grader at Livingston Academy. She’s the first friend I’ve made since moving to Indonesia.”
Colleen marveled at the ease at which Erin made up the story and sold it.
“She told me her father was the zoo keeper so I begged her to let me have a ferret. I absolutely love them. They’re so soft and cuddly and lovable. I just had to have one.”
She was fearless; standing and delivering her lines as if she had lived each one. “Colleen was so nice; she agreed to let me have a ferret. I couldn’t take it home that day, and since I knew I would see her in school, I just asked her to bring it with her on the first day.”
Like a seasoned salesperson, Erin also knew how to close. “She was only bringing it in for me, and I’m so sorry. I feel terrible, getting my only friend in trouble on the first day of school.”
Dr. Vanderlinde didn’t respond to Erin; in fact he didn’t react at all. He just looked over at Colleen and adjusted his glasses as if they had fallen out of place, which they hadn’t. “Is that true, Colleen?”
Colleen felt goose bumps sprout all over her body. She swallowed hard. “Yes, Dr. Vanderlinde. We give away ferrets, rabbits and lots of other animals as pets all the time. Otherwise there would be so many babies we’d run out of room.” She felt an odd exhilaration with making up a story so completely bogus. “This one, Fred,” she said pointing to her backpack, “has twelve brothers and sisters. There just isn’t enough room for them all. I’m just glad Erin wanted him.” She exhaled without moving her lips.
Another long silence combined with the penetrating stare from Dr. Vanderlinde kept the verdict in doubt. “Since it’s the first day of school, I will let it go as a misunderstanding. However, let me make it clear to both of you that no animals of any kind are allowed on school grounds before, during or after classes.” He looked from Colleen to Erin. “I better not see any animals in my school again, or the owner will regret it, excuse or no excuse. Am I making myself clear to both of you? “
“Yes, sir,” said Colleen. She was numb with disbelief. Had he actually bought their story? Perhaps he just couldn’t disprove it. Either way, she was free.
“Colleen, you can return to class. I am going to talk with Erin about our expectations on how we treat others at Livingston Academy.”
Colleen strolled down the hall with a smile, her footsteps echoing off the stone walls. Any suspicions she had about Erin and the polar bear dive the previous day were fading fast. She was still concerned with the warnings Erin had given her, but her immediate concern was how to make it to the end of the school day, and to that regard, she was confident Erin was squarely in her court. Maybe her first day of eighth grade was turning out to be the kind of day she had hoped for in the sixth and seventh grades.
Colleen opened the door to room 105 and slipped into science class. Even cloaked in plainness, she always felt the judging stares of other school kids, like the burn of a sun lamp on the back of her neck. Ms. Raycroft paused at the chalkboard for an instant then, as if being summoned, walked across the room and leaned out the door into the hallway.
Sitting back in her chair, Colleen felt a tickling sensation on her neck. She tried to brush it away, but something grabbed at her finger. “Ahhh!!” she screamed and jumped out of her chair, banging her leg in the process. There on the back of her seat was a hideous eight-legged creature - a spider the size she had never seen before and she was familiar with almost every type of spider. They were all housed in the arachnid pavilion at the zoo: black widows, tarantulas and funnel webs. But the one crawling down the back of her chair was none of them. This spider was made out of metal - not flesh. An animal lover to the core, spiders and bats were the only ones that could make the hair stand on the back of her neck.
She took a deep breath and then looked around. Every student in class was laughing and some were pointing.
“Hey Look! Monkey brain is afraid of a little bitty spider!” said Nick Larsen in a high-pitched, baby voice. “I’m glad you don’t scare easily, freak.”
Each ripping remark brought more laughter from the class. That’s when Colleen noticed the buzz. The first time she remembered hearing it was in the first grade. It built in frequency until it was as sharp and painful as a carving knife being jammed into her ear. As the years passed, she learned to fight the pain with more pain. Years of short-circuiting those headaches left her fingertips rough and callused.
Ms. Raycroft stepped back into the classroom. “Quiet down. I know you’re all excited to be back in school, but I have some announcements to make so I need everyone’s attention.”
Colleen wanted to turn and run, but instead she walked red-faced and humiliated back to her desk.
“Sorry, Colleen,” whispered a familiar voice. “I didn’t think it would scare you that much.”
She wrenched her body around. “Thanks a lot, Albert; hasn’t my day been miserable enough already?”
Albert Kerwin Mathews was the only kid in school Colleen considered a friend. Not really a close friend, but someone she identified with. He, like her, was a misfit. They were both mutants as far as school kids were concerned, but not of the same sub-species – Colleen, the half-ape, was a couple of sandwiches short of a picnic on the Darwinian evolutionary scale, while Albert, the child prodigy, had already evolved into a higher-functioning being – a living, breathing brain. The gangly, blonde, eleven-year-old eighth-grader was noticeably brilliant. He had skipped the sixth grade and rumor had it he had already passed the entrance exam for the most prestigious high school in the country. Colleen was surprised that he was still in her class at all. Yet there he sat, stuck in the eighth grade, same as her. Skipping grades can be a lonely experience, and she shared that sense of loneliness and isolation with him. It was the glue to the bond between them.
His brilliance was a genetic by-product of being the offspring of two English physicists working in Java, monitoring signals from deep space, ever vigilant for even the faintest of communications. By way of osmosis, Albert knew more about the nature of the universe than most college Physics professors.
“Background radiation in space,” Albert had once told her, “is still left over from the Big Bang 13.6 billion years ago.”
But Colleen knew his real obsession was space travel. Not of being an astronaut like most other boys his age, but instead he dreamed of inventing a spacecraft that would make deep space travel possible. His knowledge of the physics involved told him that the technology to accomplish that feat was still hundreds, maybe thousands of years away, meaning unless he was cryogenically frozen a la Walt Disney, it would always remain just that – a dream.
“Hey, I said I was sorry,” Albert shot back in a low voice. “You do have to lay off the coffee, though.”
“I don’t drink coffee!” Colleen snapped. “But the next time I see one of your robot creeps near me, I’m going to stomp it and sell it for scrap metal!” She scowled at him but only to camouflage her embarrassment.
“Don’t worry. I already put it away,” he said and then changed the subject. “Colleen, I know it’s none of my business, but why do you let Nick tease you like that? You can’t let him get away with it. At least say something.”
Colleen took a few seconds to answer. “I don’t know,” she replied. “I guess I figure if I don’t say anything he’ll just forget about me.” She stopped for a moment like she was done, but then commented, “Besides, if I do say something, it’s going to cause a scene.”
“But, if you don’t stand up for yourself at some point,” Albert continued. “Nick and other kids like him will just keep teasing you. Creeps like him won’t let up.”
Colleen thought about arguing the point, but instead simply said, “You’re probably right,” just to finish the uncomfortable conversation.
Meanwhile, Ms. Raycroft had reclaimed her spot at the front of the classroom. “Like I was saying - welcome to eighth grade science class. I hope all of you had a great summer vacation. As you know eighth grade is a very big year. The work will be hard, but you‘ll be better off for it.” That speech brought only groans from the class. She had the reputation of being one of the toughest teachers in school and Colleen wasn’t looking forward to a full year with her.
“First things first though,” Ms. Raycroft said with a smile. She made a simple waving gesture toward the open class room door and then, through the door, walked Erin.
As she turned towards the class, Colleen overheard Nick’s muffled voice. “Hey look, we got an albino in class this year,” no doubt an attempt on his part to save face from the butt-whooping he received in the hallway.
“We have a new student in school this year,” she said. “Say hello to Erin Brennan.”
“Hello Erin.” The class responded in unison. The memory of her own introduction her first day of the fifth grade made Colleen nauseous.
“Hi. Nice to meet you all,” replied Erin, the words rolling smoothly off her tongue.
“Now where to put you,” Ms. Raycroft said. She squinted with a hand over her eyes as if she was trying to locate a ship on the horizon. She scanned the classroom slowly from left to right. Her eyes passed right over Colleen and came to rest on the student directly beside her.
“Nick, why don’t you come up and sit right here where I can see you,” she said tapping the empty desk in the front row.
“I don’t want to sit up front, that seat stinks, Ms. R.,” Nick argued. “Put Colleen up there where everyone can see her. It’ll be fun to watch her swing from the lights.”
“That’s enough Nick,” Mrs. Raycroft warned in the same half-hearted tone all the teachers used when ‘reprimanding’ the Colleen-bashers. “Erin, why don’t you take Nick’s desk.”
Erin wasted no time in walking over to the last row, 2nd to last seat - the one that Nick was still occupying. She looked eager to kick Nick to the curb.
“Don’t get too comfortable. This is my desk,” Nick had the glint of revenge in his eye.
With her back to Ms. Raycroft, Erin smiled. As Nick brushed past, she grabbed a clump of soft flesh from underneath his arm. “If you ever call me albino again, I’ll smack the ugly right off your face!” She said and then pinched hard.
Nick spun away. He didn’t scream but the pain etched on his face as he back-peddled up the aisle was gold to Colleen.
“Nick! Please don’t start trouble,” Ms. Raycroft chided him. “She’s a new student for God’s sake!”
“It wasn’t me! It was her, again. She pinched me.” Colleen had never laughed in class before, but Nick’s whining had her soaring on up-drafts of laughter strong enough to lift her above the clouds. The clincher was that it was all at the hands of a girl.
“You liked that, huh?” Erin asked.
“Perfect,” she replied.
When the lunch bell rang, Colleen scampered down the hallway toward the cafeteria. She wasn’t particularly hungry, but she always had a goal of being one of the first few in the lunch line. She used the FIFO strategy to help her avoid running the gauntlet of unsupervised students.
With a cathedral ceiling crossed with thick, rustic, oak beams, the Livingston Academy cafeteria had more in common with a five-star restaurant than any school lunchroom Colleen had ever eaten in. The “lunch-lady”- a male chef complete with the funny looking poufy hat - was busy drizzling sauce on Chateaubriand.
She eyed a zigzagged route through the round tables, one crowded with girls trying to one-up each other on the day’s most outrageous gossip, another busting with jocks scarfing down hot dogs like Joey Chestnut on Coney Island. A banana bounced off her head as she slid between them. It didn’t matter. Not even the banana could penetrate her thick outer shell.
Colleen sat down next to Albert, who was mixing a glass of classic Tang. There was an understanding among the students that this table was theirs - a cafeteria-style leper colony.
“How was your trip to Tokyo?” she asked.
“Terrible!” Albert snapped. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
Although Colleen was happy to leave it there, Albert wasn’t. “I worked my butt off for that contest. Day and night for two months!”
“Where did you finish?”
“Second place.”
“Out of how many?”
“Ninety-seven.”
“You finished second out of a hundred at the Asia-Pacific Science Fair and you’re mad?” Colleen asked.
“I should’ve been first. I was robbed.”
“No love for your moon machine?”
“Dust resistant robotic arm,” Albert clarified. “Someone went green on me.”
“Were they choking?”
“Real funny,” he snarled. “A ‘save the environment’ project won.”
“Ohhh!” Colleen hollered. “Sinners, put on your thermal underwear because Albert was outsmarted.”
As Albert smirked, Colleen spotted Erin entering the cafeteria alongside a group of 8th grade girls. Not just any girls, but the most popular and snobby clique at Livingston Academy. It was an inconvenience for those privileged few to share the hallways with the commoners. They chose to address it by simply ignoring all other kids. Colleen eyes followed the group as they strutted to the front of the line.
“Colleen, hello? Do you want to come over and check out my robotic arm after school today?” Albert asked for a second time.
“Are you kidding me?” Colleen remarked. She held her arms out, palms to the ceiling, lifting one lowering the other. “Hmm…robotic arm, endangered giant panda birth, which one should I choose?”
Albert shook his head. “You see the same animals every day. Don’t you ever get tired of them?”
“About as much as you get tired of Star Trek.”
“Only the original series,” Albert stated like it was common knowledge on the same level as the sun being yellow. “The Next Generation is too unbelievable.”
Colleen rolled her eyes. “Yeah, the original series is much more believable.”
Colleen would have rather cleaned an elephant’s pen with a spoon than participate in the last class of the day. Gym class was a favorite of jocks and tom-boys and Colleen had her sneakers planted firmly in the latter category. But gym was also a bully’s paradise that had her dodging kicks, side-stepping trips, and avoiding corners to get caught in. Rule number one of her gym class survival guide was to finish the two-lap race around the soccer field in dead last even though she had both the legs and lungs to be the first to cross the finish line. The problem was that the top two finishers were appointed captains for the sport of the day. Having that honor was second only to a root canal - without Novocain. So when the whistle blew and kids scrambled for the front, Colleen, with no pride to protect, dropped to the back of the pack where she was comfortable….most weeks… but this week was… gravely different.
The field, located directly behind the math and science center, was plush, dark green and looked as if it had been cut directly from the jungle. Towering Kapok trees with smooth trunks and an umbrella of green stood like guardians over the field while expansive ferns formed an impenetrable wall between schoolyard and dense forest. To the east, the field was bordered by the backyard of Livingston Academy’s Chairman of the Board of Trustees.
The chairman’s two rottweilers sat statue-like, as rigid guardians behind the fence. Colleen had never heard them bark. Based on their muscular torso and their toothy grin she assumed they didn’t need to.
As she trailed her classmates - even the girls on the math team - stretching out like a line of ants, circling the far net to the back side of the field, her sixth sense flared anew. The thick, shadow-filled jungle to her left looked dark enough to hide the most nightmarish creatures. By why was it only today that it had that feel?
Her footfalls were muted by the soft turf, making the only sound she could hear her own rhythmic breathing.
Ferns rustled in the bush in front of her.
She felt her heart flutter.
The big leaves bobbed back and forth as if recently disturbed.
Her heart started thumping like a war drum.
Someone flashed out of the woods to her left. It all happened so fast Colleen didn’t have time to scream. Even if she did have time, her lungs were already too busy sucking in as much air as possible. She saw the glint of steel in the man’s - or boy’s - left hand and somehow she knew it was a knife meant to kill her.
She urged her legs to move faster and, as she did it, afforded herself one look over her shoulder – bad decision. She groaned through the huffing, wondering how someone who looked so young could look so insanely evil. Black charcoal soot, layered thick on his cheeks, gave him a wild, beastly appearance. But it was his eyes that chilled her the most. They were filled with such hatred - more than enough to kill. The attacker’s swollen tongue flapped uncontrollably on the side of his mouth as he ran her down.
She gulped air into burning lungs trying to generate enough strength to close the gap to the pack, but the rest of her classmates seemed a mile away. Why did she let herself fall back so far? She should have heeded Erin’s warning. She should have been more careful, more alert. Then her left foot dropped into a depression causing her left knee to lock. Her body lurched forward. She stumbled, then tumbled onto the grass, rolling over on her back, helplessly exposed to the fury of those determined to see her dead. That’s when air flooded her lungs, and she gave a blood-curdling shriek.
The stampede of kids flooded out the front door. Students ran, jumped and pushed their way past Erin. Soon the flood turned to a trickle and still no sign of Colleen.
Erin paced nervously up and down the concrete stairs. Colleen had looked so eager to show her the zoo she should have been chomping at the bit the second the bell rang. Her stomach twisted.
Just then two girls brushed past Erin with books cradled in their arms. One she recognized - a brunette named Kelsey from Ms. Raycroft’s class. The other, a blonde, she didn’t.
“Did you hear what happened at gym class this afternoon?” the brunette said, grabbing the blonde by the arm.
“I heard they took Colleen to the hospital,” the blonde replied as their voices faded into the wind.
“Maybe her monkey heart gave out. What can you….” Erin couldn’t hear the rest as they wandered out of earshot.
Erin cursed under her breath. If something happened to Colleen then all was lost. She dropped her books and bolted for the nurse’s office.
She ripped at the handle of the main entrance, but she didn’t factor in the superhuman strength that came along with blood saturated with adrenaline.
The door flew open towards her and something big flew with it. It felt like a train hit her. The impact knocked Erin off her feet, sending her onto the granite stairs. The dead weight slammed on top of her chest, blasting all the air from her lungs.
For an instant she couldn’t breathe, but that didn’t prevent a smile from breaking through her ashen face as the brunette girl with the dark complexion pushing herself off her.
*****
Colleen was dazed and confused. She looked down and saw the pale-faced redhead that had broken her fall gasping for breath.
“My god, are you OK?” Colleen started running through her CPR training in her mind. She never thought she would actually have to use it when she signed up for it last year as a way to get out of seventh grade gym. But she was surprised when her hands almost instinctively went to Erin’s sternum.
Erin pushed out her open right hand then curled her fingers leaving only her index digit extended. “I’m good.” Her voice sounded like air bleeding out of a balloon with a slow leak.
Erin turned over and coughed twice, and color bled back into her face. “You should try out for the rugby team.’
“Sorry, what are the chances we both grab the door handle at the same time.” Colleen rubbed her shoulder.
“My fault,” Erin said. “I panicked when I overheard Kelsey saying something had happened to you. So I was headed down to the nurse.” Erin took a deep breath and cringed. “Where were you?”
“Down the nurse’s office.”
Erin’s eyes got wide. “So something did happen.”
“You were right to worry.” Red patches spread out on Colleen’s cheeks. She could feel the anger build. “What is it with you?”
“What?”
Colleen rubbed her knee. “They tried to kill me again.”
“They?”
“You know, your friends that shoved me into the polar bear pit.” Colleen was a cocktail with equal parts terror, anger and confusion.
“What happened?”
“It was at gym class. I was running around the far side of the field.” She held out her hand and pulled Erin to her feet. “And he jumped out of the woods and came at me.”
“Who jumped out of the woods?”
“I just told you who.”
“I mean how do you know it was them? Maybe it was just a prank - some idiot trying to be funny.”
“No.” Colleen retorted, a little surprised by Erin’s initial reaction.
“You’re positive it wasn’t just a kid from school?” asked Erin, a hint of doubt noticeable in her voice. “Because if it was, I have ways of getting even.”
“I’m sure.” Colleen was very familiar with the simple hatred of school kids. This was so much more. “He had a knife,” she gulped. “He meant to kill me, Erin.”
“Which begs the question, why are you not dead?”
Colleen pulled at the neckline of her maroon shirt. “I fell while he was chasing me. But when I rolled over he was gone.”
Erin laughed, which irked Colleen. “We must be talking about the worst attacker in the history of attackers.”
“Assassin.”
“Ok, worst assassin in history.” That smile was not leaving her face. “You fell down and the ‘perp’, he still couldn’t catch you even though you’re rolling around on the grass.”
The perp, Colleen repeated in her mind. What’s this CSI? “Who knows,” she responded. “Maybe he thought his cover was blown so he ducked back into the shadows.”
“Did someone see him?”
Colleen bit her lower lip. “Actually, no. I told Ms. Alhari, and she reported it to Dr. Vanderlinde. They sent me to the nurse thinking I bumped my head when I fell.”
“Maybe you did bump your head when you fell.”
Colleen lined her pupils up with Erin’s. “I’ll never forget his eyes. It was like I killed his family or something.”
“What did the rest of him look like?”
Colleen was a straight A student. Her father once told her that he thought it possible that she had a photographic memory the same as his Aunt Ida. But Erin’s question seemed to prove him wrong because she couldn’t remember anything except his eyes. She knew there were other details hidden in the dark corners of her mind, accessible, if only she could black-out the image of his contempt-filled orbs. “I think he had dirty, matted brown hair. And he wasn’t that much older than us.” But there was something else. Something shocking enough to catch her eye during the panicked glimpse over her shoulder, “His head!” she blurted.
Erin’s eyes widened. “What about his head?”
“A tattoo, right here.” Colleen pushed her index finger into her forehead causing a pale spot to appear for just a moment. “It was a circle with something inside.”
“A cross.” Erin’s shoulders dropped when she spoke and her tone suggested that she wasn’t guessing.
“That’s right,” Colleen agreed, deciding whether she should be impressed or frightened. “A tattoo of a circle with a cross in it.”
Erin’s face looked like the poster child for shock. “It’s not a tattoo, it’s a brand.”
“A what?”
Erin’s head was on a swivel. She scanned the front of the campus. Students congregated in packs under the protective cover of tilting palm trees. Others ducked into cars, but Colleen could tell that Erin was looking for something else. She grabbed Colleen’s arm and pulled her into the school. “A tattoo is ink. It’s inspired by art. A brand is a red hot poker burnt into your skin, and it’s inspired by ownership - like cattle.”
“It doesn’t make any sense. Who are they?”
“They did follow me here,” Erin mumbled.
“News flash - you told me that yesterday.”
Erin looked up. “They’re followers of Elijah.”
“Who’s Elijah?” Colleen asked. “And why does he have followers?”
“You don’t want to know.”
Erin was fidgety, and it struck Colleen as odd. Yesterday the redhead seemed as chill as the arctic talking about these lunatics. A day later the thought of them seemed to freeze her brain.
The fear in Colleen’s eyes wasn’t going anywhere. “Do you think I should go to the police?”
Erin rejected that notion like she was a convict on the lamb. “We don’t need anyone looking into this.”
“Easy for you to say, you’re not targeted for murder on a daily basis.”
“Believe me, I’m a target too. I just don’t think we want to worry our parents when it’s something I can fix.”
Colleen wasn’t sure how far she was willing to play this out.
Erin opened up the door and they stepped outside. “I do think it’s a good idea if we stick together for a while.”
Colleen was sure about having Erin around on a regular basis. “Sounds like a good idea.”
“Now what about that panda birth you promised me?”
“That was the deal,” Colleen answered and then paused. “But aren’t you worried what your other friends will say?”
“What other friends? You mean the girls I went to lunch with?”
“Yeah, I think they frown on any of their group hanging out with other kids, especially me.”
“Tell me about it! They’re the most stuck up, snotty girls I’ve ever met. They have more rules than the school.”
“So they don’t care that you’re hanging out with me,” Colleen concluded.
“They do, absolutely. But it’s me that doesn’t. Truth is, I don’t give a rat’s behind what they think or don’t think.”
Colleen’s eyes sparkled. “Cool.” She looked over at Erin, who had picked up her books and was sprinting down the stairs.
Colleen skipped down the stairs and bolted after her. She trailed Erin, who looked like her feet only touched the ground every third or fourth step, the entire way to the Indonesian National Zoo.
Colleen pulled up at the front gate, bent over and put her hands on her knees, her chest heaving. With her hands on her hips and her head raised she led Erin into the white stucco house.
“Hello, Colleen!” greeted Dr. Colgan as he stepped through the French doors.
Colleen noticed the bags under his eyes. She could see he hadn’t slept much and a bullet of guilt ripped through her gut.
“Great,” replied Colleen. “What are you doing home?”
“Miss my girl’s first day of 8th grade, are you kidding me?” His mood was much lighter and merrier than just twenty-four hours previous.
“Great?” he asked while holding her out at arms-length. “Did you just use the word ‘great’ in the same sentence as the word ‘school’?”
Colleen rolled her eyes. “Dad, Stop!”
Dr. Colgan glanced at the girl accompanying his daughter. “OK, OK, who’s your friend?”
“This is Erin. She’s new to Livingston Academy.”
“Hi Erin,” Colleen’s father said, offering his hand. “I’m Jim Colgan.”
Erin gripped his hand so hard Colleen could see her arm tense up from wrist to shoulder. “Hi, Dr. Colgan, it’s nice to meet you.”
“You don’t have to call me Dr., it makes me sound stuffy,” he joked.
“That’s funny,” Colleen said, scratching her head. “I didn’t think I mentioned to you that my dad was a doctor.”
“I’m not sure how I came up with that,” Erin said, shrugging her shoulders.
“I must look Doctor-ish,” Dr. Colgan joked.
“That must be it,” Colleen agreed, unconvinced.
“Where are you from?”
“What?” Erin’s question sounded reactionary.
“I can’t place your accent,” he explained.
“Oh,” said Erin taking a minute to answer. “We moved around a lot so I’m kinda a mutt when it comes to accent. But I moved here from Orlando, Florida.”
“I love Disney World, What’s your favorite ride?”
“Uhhh…I don’t know. I, um, I kind of like ‘em all,” said a tongue-tied Erin.
Colleen thought it odd a girl who, earlier in the day had spun a tale with the expertise of a sailor in a port pub, could get all locked up trying to explain her favorite ride at Disney World.
Dr. Colgan gave his own opinion. “Mine is the Rock ‘n’ Roller Coaster. I could ride that one all day.”
Colleen, seeing it was making Erin uncomfortable, cut short his questioning. “Dad, can Erin stay and watch Zing-Zing give birth?”
“Sure. That’s great, if it’s OK with her parents.”
“They said it was fine with them,” Erin answered, staring at the floor.
“Alright then, come over to the Bamboo Forest exhibit around six. Until then, go have some fun.” Dr. Colgan saluted both girls and walked out the door.
Colleen took advantage of the free time to show Erin around the zoo - gorillas, orangutans, chimps, tigers, lions, leopards, and cheetahs. Colleen introduced Erin to each one of them.
Erin seemed to perk up when they arrived at the Tiger exhibit.
Colleen approached the glass, drawing the tigers out from under a shady tree and over to her.
Colleen waved Erin over to the glass and brought her face to face with a large female. “Erin, I would like to introduce you to Sheeba.” She grabbed Erin’s hand and pushed it open against the glass.
Erin didn’t resist, instead she watched breathlessly as the Bengal Tiger lifted up its huge, padded paw and placed it directly to hers.
“Wow!” Erin blurted. “Do you see this?”
“She’s pretty smart, huh?” Colleen said. “Most of the animals are.”
“How did you do that?”
“It wasn’t me, it was her.” Colleen answered like a proud mother. “You’d be amazed at how much they can learn.”
Suddenly Sheeba launched herself full force into the shrubs next to the wall of the exhibit.
It startled Colleen. She fell backwards and knocked Erin over in the process.
The tigress crashed into the bushes, just as a furry, gray missile shot out from the other side.
Colleen screamed into the glass “Fred, knock it off!”
He had decided to drop in on Sheeba with a singular intent, his specialty - chaos.
Sheeba pulled her head out of the bush and pivoted around with incredible quickness. Two powerful strides put her back on Fred’s tail. Fred, gallivanted like he was enjoying every second of this adventure. He zigzagged across the field and came to rest on top of one of Sheeba’s cubs.
As Sheeba closed in on him, Fred transitioned from mischief mode to escape mode. He jumped from the cub’s head to the ivy hanging on the walls. From there it was a quick climb up to the open-air ceiling.
Colleen was there to meet him when he dropped through the roof.
“You, my friend, are a born trouble maker,” she scolded him. “One day you’re going to make the wrong move and find yourself in serious trouble.”
Erin giggled. “You two are the human/animal version of Abbott and Costello.”
Colleen stroked Fred’s head. “Did you know this little character is the only animal ever to break into the Indonesian National Zoo?”
“Did you say he broke INTO the zoo?”
“Sounds crazy doesn’t it?” Colleen giggled. “But there were twelve ferrets in the North American habitat. That is, until one morning about two years ago. Zoo workers were doing their typical morning rounds - making sure every animal was accounted for - when they counted thirteen ferrets. It wasn’t hard to pick out the party crasher. Fred is a ham. He really stands out in a crowd.”
“You can say that again!”
“Every night he would sneak out of the habitat and find his way up to my room to sleep on my pillow. At first the zoo workers would put him back into the habitat, but he would always find a way out and back to my room. After a week the workers gave up and allowed him to stay with me. Now he’s my side-kick.”
“May I say he’s the cutest side-kick I’ve ever seen?” Erin pulled at the hair on Fred’s head.
“You may,” Colleen agreed. She glanced at her watch. “We’d better get going. It’s almost time.” She set a brisk pace up the hill, turning left at the painted sign of a panda with his right hand pointed towards the tall segmented stalks labeled The Bamboo Forest.
“Thanks again for letting me witness this monumental event.”
“Believe me, I’m just as excited that you could come,” admitted Colleen. “To be honest, when I first met you, I wasn’t sure what to think. I mean, a part of me is still not sure. But now…”
“Yeah, I know. It’s scary.”
“How did you get mixed up with them?”
“I had no choice.” Erin put her arm out and stopped Colleen. “They are evil people - warped, religious fanatics that believe we are in league with the devil.”
Colleen was as confused as ever. “Why would they think that?”
“They’re crazy. I know they’ll do anything to stop us.”
“Like push me into a polar bear pit or cut me open like they’re Jack the Ripper.”
“Exactly like that,” confirmed Erin. “
“Then I ask again, shouldn’t we go to the police?”
Erin shook her head. “And tell them what? Lunatics think we’re the devil so they are attempting to kill us? We’ll be the ones locked up.”
“I see your point,” Colleen conceded.
The two girls walked into the Bamboo forest exhibit right in the middle of the birth. Dr. Colgan and three other zoo workers were busy assisting in the delivery.
As they watched, Colleen explained every aspect of the birth from the preparation and care down to everyone’s role.
After the excitement of the birth, it was time for Erin to leave.
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Colleen said. She tried to say it with confidence but was afraid it came off like it was more of a question.
“You bet,” replied Erin. “Thanks for everything. That was sweet!” Erin waved goodbye and walked toward the front entrance.
“Hold up,” Colleen called after her.
Erin turned without stopping.
“Do you need a ride home?” Colleen asked. “It’s pretty dark out.”
“No, I’m OK,” Erin answered quickly and kept walking.
“Based on what happened today, don’t you think it’s safer to get a ride?”
Erin winked. “No worries. I can take care of myself. But you’re better off staying inside.”
Colleen watched her leave thinking that Erin was a girl with something to hide.
She got to school early the next day with her usual hitchhiker calmly in her backpack, despite the previous day’s warnings.
At lunch time Colleen and Albert were laughing about the prospects of squeezing a bigger animal - say a prairie dog or an otter, into her backpack without Ms. Raycroft noticing - when they were joined by a third person.
“What’s so funny?” Erin said as she slapped her tray down on the cafeteria table.
Colleen almost choked on her chicken nuggets. “Hi Erin. Where are the other girls?”
“Do I really care?” Erin responded. “I told you, I’m done with those snobs.”
“What country do your parents rule?” Albert asked, pushing his glasses onto the bridge of his nose with his index finger.
“I’m not sure why those girls even talked to me,” dismissed Erin. She turned to Colleen. “That tour of the zoo was outstanding yesterday. You’re a great host.”
“I’m glad you liked it,” said Colleen. Her excitement about the growing friendship with Erin outweighed any apprehension - it wasn’t even a real contest.
“Hey, I was just thinking,” said Erin, “we never got a chance to get to the Birds of Prey exhibit, so maybe we can finish walking around the zoo when you have some time.”
“How about today?” It was out of Colleen’s mouth so quick, she almost cut Erin off.
“Sounds great, if that’s OK with your dad?”
“Are you kidding? My dad loves it when I bring someone over to look at the animals. I think it makes him feel good, like he has a really cool job or something.”
“That’s because he does have a really cool job.”
Colleen sat back in her chair. This was as happy in school as she could ever remember.
Chapter 5 - The Science Project
It was Monday morning, and Colleen strolled into science class. She even felt like whistling these days, but that would have to wait for another day. It was a strange, new feeling for her. This wasn’t like other years, and she could chalk that up to Erin. Profound silence had replaced the cat (really monkey) calls. You didn’t need to have Albert’s IQ to figure it out either. Nobody, boy or girl, bully or princess, wanted to mess with Erin, and teasing Colleen would bring her wrath.
The girls spent most afternoons at the zoo. Colleen knew Erin’s company was at least partially so the redhead could keep an eye on her, but the ugly events of the previous week were fading in Colleen’s memory. And that made their time together even better.
They had a constant companion in Fred. He was equally blessed and cursed with limitless courage. A fearless showman, Fred was constantly pulling shenanigans for the enjoyment of the girls. Whether it was climbing on a sleeping bear or nipping at the tail of one of the lions, Fred delighted in the laughter that would accompany the inevitable chase.
Colleen, Erin and Albert barely had a chance to say ‘hello’ to each other when Ms. Raycroft closed the door and addressed the class.
“I trust everyone had a nice weekend,” she announced.
All the responses were positive except predictably for Nick. “It stunk,” he said.
Ms. Raycroft continued on as if she didn’t hear Nick’s remark, even though Nick was seated directly in front of her. “I would like to talk about the first project of the year.” Ms. Raycroft announced there would be teams of two choosing a science topic and making a thirty minute presentation the next Monday.
Ms. Raycroft paused as she walked over to her desk and grabbed a sheet of paper.
Colleen felt her stomach drop like she had just plummeted over the first hill of The Death Spiral at Jakarta’s local thrill park. If she got paired with Nick, she had already decided she would simply quit school all together. Leave after the bell rang and never set foot in class again.
What she didn’t realize was Erin had already convinced Ms. Raycroft to pair her with Colleen. The teacher agreed because she believed Erin’s friendship was good for Colleen. As Ms. R read off the names in class, a feeling of nausea spiked in Colleen’s belly.
“Colleen Colgan,” the teacher announced. “And Erin Brennan.”
Colleen almost started applauding.
“Who stuck the four-leaf clover up your nose?” Albert asked at the end of class. “You’re usually the only kid I know who has worse luck than me.”
“Maybe my luck’s changing,” suggested Colleen, grinning at the notion of her positive thinking. “Who did Ms. Raycroft pair you with?”
“Very funny,” Albert snapped.
“I’m serious. Who’s your partner?”
“Nick.”
Colleen couldn’t help but laugh at the thought of Albert and Nick teaming up for a project. She could envision Albert doing all the work, and Nick giving orders and wedgies along the way.
“How about we start at my house after school?” Colleen asked. It was really less of a question than a confirmation of the plan since she had never gotten an invitation to Erin’s house. Truth was she preferred the comfortable surroundings of her own room anyway.
“Done.”
At lunch time Erin pulled up a chair next to Colleen. Their typically spacious cafeteria table had, because of Erin, become much coveted lunchtime real estate.
“Did you come up with any ideas on the science project?” Erin asked, pushing in her chair.
“I was thinking of something that relates to animals. After all, we have the whole zoo and entire staff to help.”
“OK,” agreed Erin. “But how do we tie it into a scientific problem?”
“Albert, can you give us any help on this?” Colleen asked. She couldn’t help it. It was habit. Need an idea or an answer or maybe some homework done, just ask Albert and voila.
“I can’t give away my ideas,” he protested.
Erin laughed. “How do you know Nick hasn’t already come up with a project?”
“You’re a regular comedian,” cracked Albert. “I wouldn’t know any subjects related to animals, anyway.”
“Come on,” Erin appealed to Colleen. “You gotta have something.”
Colleen wanted to prove her worth on this project. “Well,” she started, “I was thinking about how technology has damaged a lot of wilderness and wildlife habitat around the world.”
Erin frowned. “Technology hasn’t damaged one bit of wilderness. I’ve never seen a chain saw cut down a tree by itself, or a bulldozer knock down old-growth forest on its own.”
Colleen focused. “Well then, how about this - we can focus on how technological advancements have enabled the acceleration of habitat destruction- logging technology advancements, population sprawl, super-tankers full of oil running aground.”
“Are you a member of Green Peace or something?” Erin cracked.
Colleen was almost blushing. “My dad says the zoo’s greatest attribute is its ability to teach people without them knowing.”
Erin shook her head. “Those are great subjects, but how about we do it on something bigger?”
“What could be bigger than worldwide habitat destruction?”
Erin leaned in close, “How about the destruction of the environment? Heck, of the earth itself!”
Colleen looked confused. “I’m not sure I follow you. I don’t know of anything that is threatening our very existence.”
“Global warming.”
“Global warming, threatening the Earth itself?” Albert asked unconvinced. “Isn’t that overstating things a bit?”
“I’m not talking about right this minute,” Erin responded. “But what do you think is going to happen if no one takes action right now? How will it affect the environment in twenty, thirty or even one hundred years? What condition are we going to leave the planet for future generations?”
“I don’t know,” he admitted.
Colleen slapped her hand down on the table. “I think it’s a great idea! We can even show how the changing climate is helping some species expand while others shrink.”
“It’s settled then,” concluded Erin.
Chapter 6- An Uneasy Arrangement
After a couple afternoons of research, Colleen and Erin reviewed their progress.
“The first part of our report explains the mechanism of global warming,” Colleen said, propped up on her bed, occasionally dodging small monkeys playing tag across her covers. “The Greenhouse Gas Effect is generated when trapped carbon dioxide heats up the atmosphere creating global warming.”
Erin sat at Colleen’s desk underneath two green parrots perched on her lamp. They took turns bending down, opening their hooked bill, and pecking at Erin’s pencil while she was writing. “Sounds pretty accurate,” she answered in a depressed tone.
“What next?”
“I think the next part should be the effects of global warming on the environment and animals.”
This one was a lay-up for Colleen. “I think we should describe the animals that are severely impacted by global warming.”
“Give me something”
“Polar bears,” was naturally the first thing out of Colleen’s mouth. “Starvation has increased while polar bear numbers have decreased. Why? Shorter winters mean less ice-pack. Less ice-pack means less opportunity for dinner.”
“That’s great stuff.”
“And that’s just one example.” Colleen felt energized.
Erin flipped to a fresh sheet of paper. “How about we discuss the impact global warming has had on the landscape.”
“We can mention the increase in the strength and frequency of hurricanes due to rising ocean surface temperatures.”
“We’re on a roll!”
“Then all that’s left is to tie it all together,” stated Colleen. “A good conclusion could be the causes of global warming and how we can stop it.”
That brought a sarcastic laugh from Erin, “Wishful thinking!”
Colleen’s shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe I’m under-thinking this, but if we know where the carbon dioxide is coming from then why not reduce or eliminate the sources?”
“You tell me.” Erin stood up and walked over to the bed. She jumped when a tiny simian hand reached out from under the mattress and grabbed her foot. “When the global community finally grasps the magnitude of the problem, the laws they enact regulating carbon dioxide emissions are too little, too late.”
There was something very wrong about the way Erin spoke. “You’re talking like this has already happened.”
Erin nervously twirled her curls. “I just mean it probably will be too little, too late by the time the laws can get pushed through Congress.”
“That’s not what you said,” challenged Colleen. “How do you know so much about global warming?”
“Trust me. You don’t want to know.”
“Try me.”
Erin pursed her lips and her cheeks bloomed to crimson. “Really? You have no idea what you’re asking. Are you sure you’re ready for this?” Erin didn’t pause to allow Colleen to answer. “Because once you know, you can’t ‘un-know’ it.”
Colleen’s stomach was in knots. “I’m sure,” she snapped, even though she wasn’t.
“I’m not joking.” Erin’s stare was intimidating, her tone amped up to ‘double dog dare ya’. “There’s a lot you don’t know about me, and almost all of it is depressing, terrible things. The crazed idiots trying to kill you aren’t even the worst part of it.”
Colleen licked her lips, but there was no moisture to wet them. “I’m serious too. I’ve been through hell the last week, so I think I’ve earned the right to the truth.”
“You have no idea what hell is really like, but fine, you asked for it,” Erin said. “I know so much about what’s going to happen to the environment because I’ve lived it.”
“What do you mean you’ve lived it? Is your family involved in something to do with global warming?”
“You could say that.”
“There it is again!” snapped Colleen. “I can’t seem to get a straight answer.”
“I am being straight with you.”
“Then explain to me why we’ve never hung out over your house?” asked Colleen. “You’ve never even mentioned your parents. Let’s face it, I don’t know the first thing about you, your family or you’re past - nothing, no clue at all.”
“Are you really interested in meeting my parents, finding out where I live?”
“Yes and yes,” Colleen said, too far into this game of chicken to back down.
“What about global warming?”
“What about it?”
“How serious are you about discovering the real horrors created from out-of-control global warming? Do you really want to get involved or are you just interested in a good grade?”
This time Colleen took a few seconds before answering. “Sure. I want to do everything I can,” she confirmed, although she wasn’t exactly clear as to what she was committing to.
“OK,” Erin answered. “But keep in mind. This will shock you.”
Colleen, her throat squeezing her vocal chords tight, pushed her words out. “I’m in.”
Erin stuck out her hand looking unsure of whether she wanted to offer it. Colleen gripped her hand, unsure she wanted to accept it.
“Good,” Erin said. “Tomorrow after school, we go over my house and meet my parents.” Erin picked up her notebooks. “Now it’s time for me to go.”
“I’m guessing you don’t need a ride home,” Colleen quipped, still edgy from their confrontation.
“No thanks. I can walk.”
Erin said goodbye and slipped out the front door. As the door closed behind her, Colleen couldn’t see the smile that formed on Erin’s face.
Chapter 7 – Climbing through Wormholes
The bell ripped Colleen out of a daydream. Her muscle twitch launched her pencil into the aisle. She felt like she had aged two years between first and last period. Colleen dashed by the Molesworth twins, Frederick and Isaac, with her backpack banging off her heels. For the first time in her life she took the lead in class and was the first body out the door, merging into the highway of kids jostling, bumper to bumper, down the hallway and into the sunshine.
She stopped on what she thought was the exact spot she had body-slammed Erin into the granite treads the week before. That memory came with a companion – Erin’s feeling on the granite and brick landing that someone was stalking them. She took a step back from the river of kids that cascaded by her. She wasn’t aware of her subtle back-peddle but she was aware of the opportunity for someone located in the middle of the bobbing mass to approach unseen and pounce on her from only a few paces away.
Albert happened by. “I still don’t know why I can’t come,” he said.
“Sorry,” offered Colleen. “But you know it’s taken a dog year just to get an invitation to her house. I don’t think she’s ready to throw a party over there just yet”.
“Well, have fun anyway,” Albert said and disappeared in the crowd.
Fun? She thought. She was expecting a lot of things but fun definitely wasn’t in the top twenty.
“Ready?” Erin’s asked from behind the lion statue guarding the stairs.
“As I’ll ever be.”
The girls circled around the school to the soccer field.
Erin never broke stride, crossing the field with a determined gate. Colleen, on the other hand, looked both ways like she was crossing a crowded highway before stepping onto the grass a few paces tardy.
Colleen would have needed her new eighteen-speed mountain bike to keep up with Erin who approached the jungle barrier without hesitation. She turned sideways, parting two huge leaves, and disappeared into the shadows, the jungle closing back over her as if it had swallowed her whole.
Colleen stopped and shook her head at the vegetation. There was no way she was going in there. Bad people were in there - the kind that jump out at you with a knife and try like heck to bury it deep in your back.
“Erin!’ she called.
“What?”
“Get out of there. That’s where that Elijah kid was.”
Erin’s head popped back out between leaves. “Well, he’s not here now.”
That wasn’t getting Colleen to budge. “You were only in there for a second. He could be hiding.”
“His name isn’t Elijah,” Erin explained. “He’s only a follower and besides, have you seen him in the last week?”
Colleen shook her head, more in defiance than as an answer to Erin’s question. “He could be one of those survivor-types that can live off the land, eating beetles and spiders, and sucking the sap of something disgusting.”
Erin’s face convulsed like she just smelled a carton of milk that has long ago “cottage-cheesed”. “Wow! Does your father know how much cable you watch?” She shook her face back to normal. “I’ve checked the woods out every day since your close encounter of the knife kind, and whoever was back here has cleared out, for good.”
Colleen still hesitated.
“I promise,” Erin added.
“Where are we going anyway? There’s nothing back here except miles of forest.”
“You’re right,” Erin answered as she slipped back behind the cloak of flora. “I didn’t say my house is back here, just the way to my house.”
Colleen was perplexed. The Livingston Academy bordered a national forest hundreds of square miles across. The only short-cut in these woods would be the one to your demise, probably a slow death too - like quicksand or Cutter ants. “Erin, there’s no way that path leads to any houses. Why would we need to go in there to get to your house?”
“You’re just going to have to trust me.” Erin stuck her open hand out of the woods.
Reluctantly, very reluctantly, Colleen took it and was sucked into the shadows. Underneath the thick canopy, all light was blocked but for a few lonely shafts filtering to the ground. She pulled Fred out of her backpack and set him down in front. “Give a holler, if….”
Erin moved like a panther – sleek and sure-footed - as she bent under branches, hopped over fallen trees, and sliced through bushes as if she were running the obstacle course at gym class for the one hundredth time. Fred kept pace with the ease of an animal born in these woods, while Colleen labored to keep up.
Just when she thought they were so deep in the forest that their bodies would never be found, they broke into a twenty square-foot clearing. Trees lay flat in rows near the edges, reminding Colleen of the crop circles she had seen on old re-runs of ‘In Search of…’
“Here we are,” Erin proclaimed.
“I wouldn’t exactly call that a path,” said Colleen. “Do you do this every day?”
“Every Day.”
“So where exactly are we?”
“I have to explain,” Erin started.
Colleen laughed, an annoyed directional laugh pointed directly at her friend. “I’m sure there’s a perfect explanation for why we’re standing in the middle of the jungle when we’re supposed to be at your house.”
“I need you to have an open mind.”
“Because you’re going to tell me what? That your family lives in the jungle, that your mother’s name is Jane. Maybe dad answers to Tarzan?”
“I wish my story was that believable.”
Colleen’s laugh soured.
Erin walked over to the edge of the clearing. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a clear object. She stretched her arms out, palms up, and uncurled her fingers. Sitting in her hands was a dazzling object, something the likes of which Colleen had never seen in her life. It was a rock, brilliantly crystal-clear, the size of Erin’s palm. She might have mistaken it for a diamond if it were not bigger than any gem could possibly be. Imbedded deep inside the crystal was a network of electronics, the center of which was a marble-sized metal ball. The ball was partially incased in something resembling a spherical housing. Silver and copper wires flared from the housing and wound their way through the rock and broke the surface in four places. They ended in sliver cups which had the look of tin foil.
Colleen took the object from Erin and nearly dropped it. It felt like lead. But her fingers naturally slipped into grooves on the back side. It was exquisite. It was mesmerizing, but, “What is this?” she asked.
“It’s our vehicle.”
“For what, doing our nails?”
“Actually we can travel for millions of miles with this.”
Colleen had never been a fan of riddles. “What are you talking about?”
Erin approached cautiously. “You have to promise to keep an open mind.”
“I can’t make that promise, but I’ll listen.”
“What you hold in your hand is a time machine.” Erin said it so quickly Colleen needed a second to remember the words. After two seconds she started laughing, so hard that it brought tears. It took at least a minute to catch her breath.
“Don’t tease me. I’m freaked out enough just being in here.”
“I’m serious,” said a straight-faced Erin.
“You come from the future?” Colleen stared blankly at her for a few seconds, waiting for a laugh, or a knee-slap, or anything at all that would indicate she was aware that the words that she just hurled from her mouth were absolutely ridiculous. But upon seeing there wasn’t even a curl to Erin’s lips, Colleen ripped at her hair. “You really expect me to believe something as stupid as that?”
“I do come from the future, in fact, very far in the future.” Erin didn’t give Colleen a chance to comment, as if she knew what her comments would be. “The Earth that I come from is a much different place than the one you live in. I’ve traveled back to this time, to find you. This device is the one that allows me to do that.”
Colleen bit her lip to keep from screaming. She felt like punching Erin, but despite the scores of fights she had been in, they had all been one-sided, and on her side she had never thrown a punch at anyone and wasn’t sure she would know how to do it now. “So, you’re not really human at all, are you? You are a droid, or maybe a drone, oh wait… I’ve got it, you’re actually a clone.” She burst into violent but transparently fake laughter.
“I’m not kidding.” Erin didn’t react to Colleen’s outburst as if she had anticipated and prepared for it. “I traveled here from the year 2463.”
“Ha, Ha, that’s pretty funny. Now, stop fooling around. We’re sitting in the middle of the jungle.”
“Colleen,” Erin said. “What I’m trying to explain is that the only way to get to my house is through a time portal. The only way of accessing the portal is this device. I know it’s hard to believe- actually it’s impossible. I’m just asking you to consider the possibility and try it for me.”
“I would have to be an idiot to believe something as galactically stupid as that.” Colleen’s eyes, bulging and glassy, threatened to pop out of their socket. “Is this what the last week has been about - make friends with the girl who has no friends? Get her to believe you’re from the future and that a rock - a friggin’ rock - is a time machine.” She rubbed her irritated eyes. “You probably pushed me into the polar bear pit. Then you set it up so that kid would jump out of the woods and chase me, didn’t you? I bet you’re filming this whole thing too. Now you can show everyone in school how you can totally humiliate the pathetic kid in class.”
Erin grabbed Colleen’s shoulders and stuck her face so close that she could feel the breeze generated by the flap of Colleen’s eyelashes. “I would never do that. You know that. This isn’t an attempt to humiliate you. It’s just the opposite. I need your help.”
“Did somebody dare you to do this?” Colleen asked. “Are they filming me right now? Where are they, behind the bushes?” She stomped over to the closest shrubs and flung them aside.
“Yaah!” she screamed, startled by the set of eyes staring back at her. “Albert, you scared the crap out of me! Are you in on this too?”
“In on what?”
“Don’t treat me like an idiot too.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I just wanted to see where Erin lived, so I figured I’d follow you.”
“Well guess what? It’s your lucky day. You can go see Erin’s parents if you want,” Colleen snapped. “All you have to do is grab that rock and Kabam!! You’re 466 years old.”
Albert had caught sight of the device in Colleen’s hands. His eyes were wide with what seemed more like interest than excitement. “What is that?” he asked.
A disingenuous, crooked smile formed. “Go ahead Erin, tell him about it,” Colleen urged.
Erin didn’t hesitate. “It’s what I’ve been trying to explain to Colleen. I wasn’t sure how to tell her, and I don’t know why, in a million years, she would believe me, but I had to try anyway.”
“Tell her what?”
“That I’m not from here. Not from this place or time. I’ve traveled back in time to find her, to try and convince her to help me - me and my people,” Erin held up the crystal for Albert to see. “This CM is the device that makes time travel possible.”
Albert studied the device in front of him. Colleen knew that a time machine was his ultimate fantasy yet one, he had confessed to her, that he knew was simply impossible. “Sounds good Erin, but scientifically speaking, it’s very much impossible.”
“Are you sure about that?” asked Erin.
Albert rubbed his forehead, a befuddled look in his eye and no wonder. Colleen couldn’t remember an occasion where anyone, student or teacher had second-guessed him on the subject of Physics. “I don’t think it’s impossible that you can travel four-hundred and fifty years into the future. Einstein proved that. What’s impossible is the fact you were able to travel back in time to us in the first place,” he said smugly.
She shook her head. “Albert, I’m surprised at you.”
His hand went to his forehead again. Colleen chalked it up to a nervous tick. “Why’s that?”
“You know very well that traveling back in time is theoretically possible. You simply have discounted the method to do it.”
“Well, to clarify, backward time travel is theoretically possible, if you could travel faster than the speed of light. But everyone knows that’s impossible.”
“Are you telling me that absolutely nothing can travel faster than the speed of light?”
“Absolutely nothing,” Albert insisted.
“How about travel through wormholes?” suggested Erin.
There wasn’t going to be any skin left on Albert’s forehead. “Well if you really want to take this thing to Star Trek levels, then yes, you can travel faster than the speed of light - if you support the theory of wormholes,” he admitted.
This conversation had risen way above Colleen’s level to understand. “Wormholes?” she asked
“Yes,” Albert answered. “Fundamental theory predicts the existence of
wormholes in the universe.”
Colleen stared blankly at Albert. “And what does that mean to me?”
“Maybe this analogy will help. Space-time is bent, essentially folded over on itself. It has been theorized that wormholes can form in a straight line, essentially creating a short cut through space-time.”
“Still have no idea what you’re talking about,” Colleen admitted
Albert looked annoyed. “The universe we live in exists as a four dimensional entity called Space-Time. There are the three dimensions of space that we experience every day and time is the fourth. As I mentioned, the space-time universe we live in is not flat, but bent. It’s folded over on itself, almost like a taco shell. Do you follow me so far?”
“I can picture a taco shell, if that is what you mean.”
“Excellent. Now all things contained within the universe - matter, light and energy - move around on the outside of the taco shell. Theory holds that, if wormholes do exist, they can create a shortcut by cutting directly across space from one side of the shell to the other.”
“You just lost me again,” Colleen announced. “How does that have anything to do with traveling faster than the speed of light?”
“You’re getting ahead of me,” Albert answered. “Say light leaves point A on one side of the bent shell and travels to point B on the other side of the shell. By Einstein’s theory, the light will have to follow a curved path around the outside of the taco shell. Now we all know from the 1st grade that the shortest distance from Point A to Point B is a straight line. A wormhole provides an opportunity for some matter to go from A to B in a straight line, rather than the longer route around the outside of the shell. If so, it is theoretically possible to beat the light from one point to the other thus traveling faster than the speed of light. If you stretch the theory even more, depending on how much of a shortcut it is and how fast you travel, it’s possible to travel back in time.”
“OK, I think I follow that logic,” Colleen said. She pictured the proverbial plodding tortoise playing the part of her mind compared to a very nimble hare operating Albert’s gears, but slow and steady wasn’t going to win Colleen anything in this instance. “But I still don’t know what that means to us?”
“Erin’s trying to make the case that she traveled back through time by way of a wormhole,” Albert summarized. “Let’s assume that what I just explained is possible, there’s still one fundamental problem with her explanation.”
“And that would be…?”
“To go four-hundred and fifty years in the past it would have to be one heck of a short-cut at an unfathomable speed.”
“What if the wormhole was bent around a black hole?” Erin asked in that same suggestive tone, “theoretically speaking, of course.”
“If a wormhole bent close enough to the horizon of a black hole, the most extreme gravitational force in the universe, it’s possible it could slingshot any matter in the wormhole at speeds never before imagined.” If Albert rubbed his forehead one more time, Colleen was going to dope-slap him Moe-style. “A far-fetched scenario like that may be possible, but again the issue would be that any matter exposed to gravitational forces that great would be utterly ripped apart, atom by atom.
“Excellent Albert,” Erin praised him. “You’re appropriately named.”
Colleen giggled. “That’s not even his real first name. He just uses it because it sounds smart.”
That brought a glare from him. “Theoretically it’s possible, but not practical.”
“But basic atoms, you say they could survive?” Erin asked.
“Sure,” Albert confirmed. “But now I’m the one that’s lost.”
“What would you say if I told you that this crystal device has a power source strong enough to map the entire human body, split it up into basic atoms, send it through the wormhole and reassemble the atoms on the other end?”
“I would say you’ve seen one too many Star Trek episodes.”
“Beam me up, Scotty,” Colleen added in her best Captain Kirk voice.
“So what do you think, Colleen?” Erin asked turning to her.
Even though she thought she understood the general principles Albert was preaching, it still made as much sense as Eskimo air-conditioning.
“OK, Erin,” she said. “Let’s say all this sci-fi stuff is true. Why come back to this time? What’s so special here? And more importantly why me? How can I help? Why not go two-hundred years in the future instead of four-hundred fifty years in the past? The technology and people in the future should be able to help you better than me. I’m not sure if you noticed, but I’m a thirteen-year-old girl that has trouble making it through one school day.”
“We have only two crystal devices. Each CM,” Erin called it as she showed Colleen the two letters engraved into the side, “has a maximum transportation weight of around one hundred pounds. I didn’t create the machine so I don’t know all the details, but I believe the size and strength of the power source in the crystal is the limiting factor. There are only so many molecules it can map and separate. That’s why I’m here, because I’m small enough to go through. To answer your question of why go into the past instead of the future, if you come with me you will understand completely. Your last question is why you. The answer to that I can’t reveal right now, but let’s just say that you are very special.”
“Me?” Colleen questioned, convinced this was a ruse. “Special, how so?”
“I can’t tell you that right now either, but I promise I will at the right time,” she answered. Her expression spoke volumes. Erin believed what she was saying. Colleen could see it in her eyes. Somehow this insane notion that Colleen had something unique to offer had taken root in her head. Colleen didn’t have the heart to tell her there was nothing inside her but a scared, little girl.
“OK,” she accepted, thinking she wasn’t really accepting anything at all.
Colleen knew Albert wouldn’t let this subject alone, so she wasn’t surprised when he spoke up. “No one on Earth wants to believe in space and time-travel more than I do. I would spend every minute of my entire life creating a space ship that could travel through time just to be able to use it once. But, before you go getting beamed around space-time, there is one more thing that doesn’t add up.”
“What’s that?”
“You agree that the gravitational force a black hole puts out will eventually capture and destroy anything near it, right?”
“Go on,” instructed Erin.
“Light can’t even escape from a black hole, hence the name.”
“So?” Colleen questioned.
“So, if the wormhole you are supposed to be traveling in bends around a black hole, it wouldn’t take long before the gravitational forces would overcome the wormhole itself. It would collapse into the black hole destroying it and everything in it.”
Colleen looked worriedly to Erin.
“You’re correct,” Erin agreed.
“He is?” Colleen gasped.
“Before you panic,” Erin said. “You and Einstein over there should know that the CM also calculates when the wormhole will pass the horizon of the black hole.”
“Which would be when?” Colleen asked.
“Sunday at 10 PM.”
“Great,” Colleen remarked. “Any other good news I should be aware of?”
“That should cover it,” Erin proclaimed. She handed Colleen one CM and took another one out of her backpack.
Colleen placed her backpack on a fallen log and then watched with the focus of zoo guests learning how to feed crocs as Erin stuck two leads on her head and the other two on her ankles. Colleen repositioned her leads a couple times until she was sure they were in the identical spots as Erin.
“How in the world can this small thing weigh so much?” she asked.
“It’s the liquid core. That’s the power source,” Erin answered.
She studied the small, reflective, metallic sphere suspended inside the housing. It appeared to her to be both a liquid and a solid.
Her device hummed to life, the core accelerating at fantastic rates, its color changing to red-hot then to white. The holographic image with ten glowing red numbers was a fantastic touch. It just made everything seem so authentic. She wondered how much a gadget like that would cost and made a mental note to check the Brookstone catalogue when she got home.
“Those are the destination coordinates,” Erin explained.
“This should be utterly underwhelming and uneventful,” Albert commented.
Erin smiled and gave him a wink. “You would step back a few feet if you knew what was good for you.” Despite his doubtful expression, he obliged without hesitation.
The core spun so fast it emitted a blinding white light that was accompanied by a high-pitched whistle. The light was so intense that Colleen had to squeeze her eyes shut. She could physically feel the heat draining from her body and it caused her to shiver. She felt a momentary shock at the contact points for the electrodes. Then, just as quickly as it started, the light began to fade and the core slowed its furious spin. White spots danced in front of her. After a couple minutes, the spots faded and Colleen could take in the jungle still surrounding her.
“I knew this was all a load of crap,” she said with shoulders slumped. “I just can’t believe you had Albert in on it too.”
Colleen was so worked-up, sweat poured off her forehead, stinging her eyes. The heat and humidity suddenly hit her. It was absolutely oppressive.
“Albert,” she called over her shoulder. “I thought you were my friend. How can you be so cruel?”
There was no response. Colleen turned to confront him. “I hope you had a good laugh at - ,” she stopped mid-sentence.
“Where’s Albert?”
“Come with me,” Erin said, taking her by the hand.
“Is it me or did someone just crank up the heat?” Colleen asked, wiping her brow.
“It’s not you. It’s definitely steamy now.”
“I thought I was used to the heat and humidity around here but this is ridiculous.” Colleen squeegeed her face.
Erin led Colleen over the logs strewn about and through a narrow stand of up-right trees. “Prepare yourself,” she said.
When Colleen stepped between the trees, the first thing to go was the strength in her jaw. The next thing to abandon her was the strength in her legs. The only thing she had left was her wind and with that she managed an emphatic, “OH MY GOD!”
She peered over the rock ledge, down the side of a mountain. This can’t be real, she thought looking down on an ocean of green spreading out for miles in every direction. Waves of tree tops rippled in the wind like rows of green ocean swells, lined up one after another all the way to the horizon.
“Welcome to my world,” Erin announced.
“We’re not in Kansas anymore,” Colleen mumbled in awe.
“Slow down,” Erin cautioned. “This is a lot to take in. Give yourself a moment to catch up.”
“Where are we?”
“A better question is when we are. This is my time. You just traveled four-hundred and fifty-three years into the future.”
“You’re crazy! We didn’t travel anywhere. There was no trip through a wormhole, just a useless crystal rock that lights up and shocks you.”
“It’s impossible to remember the journey,” Erin explained to her. “The initial shock is simply the energy required to scan your body. The next shock is really a dozy. The crystal sends enough energy into your body to separate every atom. You don’t feel or remember it because your central nervous system is completely disassembled.”
Colleen bent over. “I think I might throw up.”
“That feeling is normal your first time.” Erin rubbed Colleen’s back. “Don’t worry, you’ll get used to it.”
Colleen stared at the post-card vista while Erin made her way down the mountainside. Below her was jungle as far as she could see, but no houses, streets or towns. And the sky was thick with clouds, giving everything a filtered movie-screen look.
Erin glanced back to her petrified friend. “Are you coming?”
“Where are we going?”
“To meet my parents.”
“Oh yeah, I forgot.” A slight smile cracked Colleen’s face.
Erin approached and offered a reassuring arm as they descended. “How does it feel to be 466 years old?”
“Ask me in a little while,” answered Colleen. “I’m still numb.”
After an hour the girls had descended through the tropical canopy to the forest floor. The heat and humidity built as they descended to the point Colleen could taste it with every breath. The journey down had been spent in an uncomfortable silence. Colleen quietly pinched herself to see if she would wake up.
As they reached the bottom of the slope, she finally spoke up. “Where are we headed? I don’t see any towns around here. ”
“Scottsville,” Erin replied.
“Scottsville?”
“That‘s the name of my hometown. Actually it’s more of a colony than a town. You’ll understand why you couldn’t see it when we actually get to it.”
“What country are we in?” Colleen asked. “Are we still in Indonesia?’
“I can’t answer that question yet.”
“What do you mean you can’t answer that question?” Colleen could feel the frustration trying to break free. “It’s a pretty simple question. What country are we presently standing in?”
“Actually the answer is very hard to comprehend,” Erin said. “You have to trust me. I will answer it, but I need to show you a few things first.”
“What things are we talking about?”
“The history of Scottsville for one, how it started and why we need your help.”
Colleen sighed in silent acceptance. She was uneasy. Something was very weird about this place. She noticed that even though they were walking through a tropical rain forest where the heat and humidity were more oppressive than anything she had ever felt, there was a strange lack of insects. She knew enough of the tropical climate that had been her home for four years to understand that insects were always present in hot and humid climates. Yet she had not seen one black spec circling her face or heard even the slightest buzzing around her ears.
“Beautiful isn’t it?” Erin asked.
“This is the most beautiful, lush, rain forest I’ve ever seen,” Colleen answered. “But that’s all I’ve seen, miles and miles of forest. I have to admit, I’m surprised.”
“At what?”
“At the future,” Colleen answered. “If this is the future, it’s different than I would’ve thought.”
“How so?”
“For one thing, it’s the forest itself - all the trees. At the rate we were going, I assumed we would eventually strip the entire Earth of all natural resources.”
“You’re closer to the truth than you know,” warned Erin.
Colleen, reluctant to get clarification, changed the subject “You said you live in
Scottsville, but where is it?”
“We’re pretty close now,” Erin indicated. “I said I lived in a town, but unfortunately it is not a very big town.”
“How small is it?”
“Less than 10,000 people live there now.”
“Now?”
“Scottsville used to be a colony of over 50,000 people. That was many years ago. The population has dramatically declined, especially lately.”
“Where are they?” Colleen asked.
“Gone.”
“I don’t follow you. Gone where?”
“Just gone.” Erin again hesitated. “Listen I know these partial answers are frustrating. I want to explain it all to you. But let’s wait until we get to town. It will make so much more sense.”
“I was thinking you lived across town. This…seems a little farther than that. I tell you what; I’ll agree to stop the questions, if you agree to get me something to eat. I’m starving.”
“Deal.”
Colleen’s clothes were heavy with sweat by the time they approached Scottsville. Through some leafy overgrowth on the side of the trail, she spotted a sign that was barely visible. Welcome to Scottsville it read in large, blue print, followed underneath by a slogan in italics - The coolest place on Earth. Colleen allowed herself a giggle.
The narrow trail widened as old, dilapidated barracks appeared through stands of trees to each side, looking like the skeletons of a place long forgotten. Now it made perfect sense to Colleen. She couldn’t see it before because the jungle had reclaimed it. Overgrown bushes hid most of the one-story structures. Vines of ivy climbed up the walls and over the roofs, enveloping the buildings like a python coiled around its prey, squeezing out what little life remained. Some windows, broken long ago, had banyan trees twisting through from the inside with branches slicing in every direction, appearing like arms trying to pull the trunk through.
As they passed the last of the rundown barracks, the dirt road forked in front of them. It circled a lush, green common and converged again on the back side. Exotic, tropical birds chased each other from tree to tree in the thick air. Several large buildings, all in comparatively better shape than the ones they had just passed, lined the side of the common. Two of the largest buildings appeared to be a Church with its traditional cross adorning the main entrance, and a sturdy two-story building with a large, carved, wooden sign with blue block letters- TOWN OF SCOTTSVILLE.
Seeing the center of town was quite alarming to Colleen - no cars, trucks or vehicles of any kind visible on the dirt roads. There were no parking lots next to the church or the town hall, no driveways to any of the buildings she had passed - just dirt and grass. The streets and buildings were also strangely void of all telephone poles and electric lines.
“Erin, I have to be honest. I’m having a tough time believing that this is the future. I pictured flying cars, teleportation, you know - Jetson-type stuff. This looks more like four-hundred fifty years in the past. Are you sure you operated that time machine correctly?”
Erin shot her a sharp glance.
“I was just kidding,” Colleen added with a touch of regret.
On the far side of the common Erin led her away from town on a broad path that was compact and well-traveled. About a half mile down, the path fanned out into a wide lot, ending at a huge three-story wooden warehouse. This mega-structure dwarfed any other building Colleen had seen in Scottsville (and most in Jakarta). She felt quite Lilliputian standing in its shadow. The enormous barn-like front façade spanned hundreds of yards on either side of the entrance. Tall, wooden fences sprouted out from either end of the front façade and continued on, turning sharply and disappearing in the distance as they knifed into the forest.
“What do you think?” Erin asked.
“Have you ever seen the movie ‘Honey, I Shrunk the Kids’?”
“Does it look like we have a lot of TV’s around here?”
“No, but that’s how I feel right now.”
The front entrance was on the same scale as the rest of the building. Two huge barn doors - three times as tall as her and equally as wide - made Colleen think twice about what may be waiting for them on the other side. Above the immense entrance hung a warped, creaky sign with Noah’s Ark scrawled in faded, peeling, paint.
The door seemed better suited as a wall. Colleen lowered her shoulder next to Erin’s and strained against the inertia of its immense weight. A few grunts later the door screeched as it yielded. Once moving, only a few fingers were needed to swing it open enough to walk through.
The familiar smell of animals in confinement struck Colleen before she had a chance to step inside. Growing up in the cages of zoos got her acclimated to the pungent odor of animals in small spaces, although its strength here still made her cringe.
The vast interior was even more awe-inspiring than it looked from the outside. It was the biggest interior of a building Colleen had ever seen – big enough to host a Superbowl. The cavernous four-story interior was sectioned off in four-foot high stalls, stacked side by side, as far as she could see.
“This area is North America,” Erin explained as they walked down the hay-filled aisle. They passed horses, deer, badgers, and prairie dogs. “We’ve divided the species into their native continents.”
“Just don’t put the deer near the grizzly right?”
“All the predatory species are kept outside, isolated in their own habitats so they don’t endanger any animal or human,” explained Erin.
Colleen suddenly stopped and turned to one of the stalls as they passed “Ohhh!” she sighed deeply “Ferrets! Can I take a peak?”
“OK. Just make it quick. We have a lot to cover today.”
Colleen pushed open the door and the ferrets swarmed her. At least a dozen climbed over her. The sight of the playful, furry weasels tugged at her heart strings. “I’ve got one at home just like you,” she said stroking a little one’s head but after a minute it was time to move on.
Owls spun their heads one hundred and eighty degrees from their perch on mature trees growing inside the building. A hawk soared near the ceiling from one end of the building to the other. Eagles, falcons, and osprey also shared space in the complex. This building had the feel of a zoo minus all the expensive exhibits.
“Wow!” Colleen said, not even trying to mask her awe. “This thing just keeps going.”
“It’s pretty big.”
“It’s way past big!” Colleen exclaimed. “It is a Noah’s Ark – you’ve got everything.”
“We continue to grow the populations until there’s enough diversity that breeding will allow for a self-sustained population.”
“What do you mean when you say ‘grow’ the population?”
“A very good question,” Erin remarked as she turned right at the skunk. “But before I answer let’s get some food and drink. You can meet my parents and we can take our time explaining where you are and how you can help us.”
They walked under a sign hanging from the ceiling designating the area they were entering as ‘South America’.
“Don’t you think it’s kinda cool?” Colleen asked out of the blue.
“What?”
“That we both come from the same place. I mean, we’ve both grown up around animals - all kinds of animals. How many kids get to do that?”
“Not many,” Erin agreed. “I guess we do have similar backgrounds, kind of, in a weird way”.
“I think it makes me different from most kids. I’m comfortable around animals, but not people,” Colleen confided. “But when you came to my house, I noticed you shared that same connection with them. I could see it. I wondered how you got it. Now I know. ”
Erin looked at Colleen and smiled. “Two of a kind I guess.”
“I wish.”
“What do you mean?” Erin asked.
“We aren’t even close to being the same. I just thought it was cool we had the same background. We’re two totally different people.”
“How so?”
“You’re just as comfortable and confident with people as you are with animals,” Colleen said. “Me, I keep it all inside. I don’t let anyone in - anyone human anyway. It’s easy with the animals because they don’t judge.”
Erin smiled. “You don’t see any similarities with us?”
“No. We’re definitely not the same. You’re a better person than I am.” She paused. “And I still don’t know how I’m going to help you.”
They finally reached the back of the building. Erin pushed through a door as big as the front entrance, and they walked out into the natural beauty of the area labeled The Fields. To their left were vast, open plains rolling as far as the eye could see, filled with grazing gazelle, buffalo, and giraffe.
“This is where all the cool animals are.” Erin pointed to an elevated mound with large boulders guarding a dark cave. “There are the lions.” She swung her arm from left to right. “Over there are cheetahs, leopards, and wild dogs: the apex predators.”
The girls continued down the dirt path that wound in between habitat areas which eventually led to what looked like a house. Although smaller than the other one-story buildings they had passed earlier, its walls seemed sturdy and the windows were clean, unbroken, and bordered by what looked like freshly painted green shutters.
Erin pushed through the door, “Hello? Dad!”
Colleen stepped in behind her. The house consisted of only one main living area so drab and colorless it could have come directly out of a black and white movie. Wooden chairs with circular pillows resting on them surrounded a fieldstone fireplace. An unfinished and uneven wood counter ran the length of one wall, above which were some simple cabinets with no doors. On the far side of the room, next to the counter was a hand-crafted wooden table with chairs. Sitting at the table was a gangly man sipping from a tin cup.
At the sight of Erin the man jumped up, hurtling himself and his drink out of his seat. “Honey!” He ran over and wrapped his arms tightly around her. Colleen was amazed at the family resemblance. Erin’s father was a tall, thin, man with short curly, red hair. His skin was every bit as white as Erin’s.
“Dad,” Erin said, pulling herself free of his bear hug. “I want you to meet my friend.”
“Hi, Colleen,” Erin’s father said, offering his hand. “Dr. Rich Brennan.”
Colleen hesitated for a moment, startled that Erin’s father knew her name without being introduced, but then reached out. “Nice to meet you Dr. Brennan.”
“Call me Rich, please,” he instructed.
“Ok,” Colleen agreed uneasily.
“Are you hungry? I can make some stew while we sit and talk.”
Erin quickly jumped in. “Dad before we start talking, I haven’t really explained anything to Colleen, yet.”
Dr. Brennan looked alarmed. “Then we have a lot to talk about.”
“I think I would like to show her rather than tell her. It makes it a little more believable.”
“Right,” he agreed. “I tell you what. I’ll make us some dinner while you two go for a walk.”
“Show me what?”
“Don’t worry,” Erin answered. “It’s only about a mile away.”
“You can’t keep doing this!” Colleen insisted. “You have to start explaining what’s going on.”
Erin exhaled and for a moment Colleen thought she would start spilling the beans. “I would, but trust me; you won’t believe it until you see it.”
Colleen bit at her nails. It was frustrating having a pile of unanswered questions, but most of all it was scary. However if one thing was clear to Colleen, it was that Erin was determined to keep her secrets, at least for a little while longer.
Colleen followed Erin out the front door of Noah’s Ark. Turning left, the girls plodded along the front façade to where the fence pivoted ninety degrees into the woods. Next to the fence a narrow path sliced into the jungle, the hard dirt and exposed roots a testament to the heavy traffic it had seen. Again they walked in silence. The only sound was the crunch of twigs snapping beneath their feet and the scrape of bony branches against clothes and skin. Colleen made sure to keep a couple paces behind Erin. She had seen enough of the The Sopranos to know that you’re safer with someone walking in front of you instead of them walking behind you.
Fifteen minutes into their walk Erin pushed through a stack of leafy branches and into a large, oval clearing. Colleen stepped out from behind her, slid one pace to her left and gazed at the curiosity before her. In the epicenter of the field stood something remarkable and quite unexpected – a massive, erect, concrete obelisk jutting towards the sky. The gray, weathered tower was many times taller than Colleen and as thick as a full-grown oak tree. It narrowed at the top, and was capped with an enormous bust of a man.
Even from a distance, she could see the outline of big, bold words etched into its face.
“I’m not sure I want to ask, but what is it?”
“Go ahead, read it,” urged Erin. “But I warn you, it will take your breath away.”
She measured each step as she approached; each stride induced more tingly goose-bumps. She strained her eyes trying to decipher the inscription from afar, as if reading it from a distance would lessen the impact. The condition of the time-eroded etching drew her in until she could feel the smooth concrete underneath her palms. She read the inscription out loud, and as she did, her voice trembled and her body shivered, despite the humid 110+ degree heat.
“In honor of Captain Scott and his team, who bravely gave their lives in a valiant quest to be the first humans to set foot on the South Pole.”
Underneath that inscription read - January 27, 1911. The largest letters were scrolled across the base - Geographic South Pole
Colleen shook her head. It made no sense. “Why is this here, in the middle of a tropical rain forest?”
“It’s the truth,” Erin said in an even tone. “Look down; we’re standing on the South Pole - the bottom of the world.”
“How’s that possible? It feels like it’s one-hundred and fifteen degrees out here.”
“It’s not only possible; it’s reality. And it’s a long, sad story that I don’t want to get into way out here. I just needed to show you so you’d believe me when I tell you what happened.” Erin’s voice was unwavering.
Colleen felt as disoriented as the first time she stepped off the Round-Up at the St. Joseph’s Carnival. “How can I believe? The South Pole that I know is covered in ice that’s at least a mile thick. Temperatures should be one-hundred below zero - not one-hundred above. And penguins, where are the penguins? They live near the South Pole, not zebras and elephants.”
Erin seemed prepared for her reaction. “I told you it would be hard to believe. I’m not expecting you to accept it just like that. Like I asked before, just consider the possibility.”
But she knew it was impossible, despite the evidence. “Ok, humor me. Why live here, on the bottom of the planet in small cabins with no electricity?”
“Because this is all we have.”
“What do you mean? There’s no other place in the world for you?”
“No. There’s no other place in the world, period,” Erin clarified. “Colleen what I’ve just showed you – Scottsville - is all that’s left, of everything and everybody on Earth.” Erin’s expression was soft and compassionate, but the weight of her words is what buckled Colleen’s knees. “This land – Antarctica - it’s all we have left. There’s nothing else. The people you see on it, we’re the only survivors; the last of the human race.”
Tears streamed down Colleen’s face as she struggled to keep control. “Everything’s gone, billions of people, all dead?”
Erin’s silent stare was sickening confirmation of the horrific truth.
“How, was there a nuclear war or a meteor?” She wept openly.
Colleen was looking for answers, and unfortunately, Erin had them.
“No. We did this to ourselves, but not by nuclear holocaust. I’m afraid our demise was much slower and infinitely more horrific than that.” Erin put her arm around Colleen, comforting her and steadying her wobbly legs for the walk back.
As they entered the house, Dr. Brennan was putting the stew on the table. He rushed over to Colleen as if she was injured. “It looks like Erin has told you more than you were expecting,” he said. “I’m sorry you had to hear it like that. I know it must be very difficult to understand.”
Colleen sat down, staring into a bowl of stew. She had no capacity to speak or eat.
Dr. Brennan started, mixed up a few words, stopped, started again and then stopped again before finally succeeding the third time. “There’s something you must realize. We’re not giving up. This is not mankind’s ‘last gasp’. We’ve been forced to live here, exiled on our own planet, for a long, long time, but the encouraging news is - the tide is turning. Things are changing, and I believe it’s only a matter of time before we venture north to build our lives back in the places we were driven from. The big difference is - this time we will do it right, so this never happens again.”
“How?” asked Colleen. “Look at the way you live. You don’t even have electricity.”
“That’s not all bad. After all it was our technology that put us here in the first place.”
“Technology did this?”
“Colleen,” Erin jumped in. “Do you remember why we came here?”
“To meet your parents.”
“True, but what started that conversation?”
Colleen didn’t answer - she couldn’t answer. What happened before they got to Scottsville seemed like a lifetime ago.
“I asked if you would like to see what the real effects of global warming would be.”
“I remember.”
“Well, this is it,” Erin said bluntly. “This is all that’s left of the most beautiful planet in the universe.”
Dr. Brennan smiled. It was forced and not difficult to tell, but he smiled all the same and Colleen knew it was for her sake. “Please eat. I’ll give you the Cliff’s Notes version of how we got here.”
She didn’t want to hear it, but knew she had to, mostly because there’s no way for a human to shut their ears.
“In your time,” Dr. Brennan’s voice cracked, “scientists first documented rising global temperatures - a few degrees in the 20th century alone. The fuel for nature’s furnace was the abundance of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere.”
Dr. Brennan cleared his throat. “The first chapter of this tragedy was thinning ice in the Arctic Ocean; that plus the volume of ice melt on the Greenland and Antarctic ice sheets had increased to the point it dwarfed the flow of Niagara Falls. The very land we are standing on was once an enormous ice sheet that extended thousands of miles into the ocean in every direction.” The doctor stomped his foot on worn floor planks for effect.
Colleen fidgeted uncomfortably. “As far as I know, it still is.”
Dr. Brennan turned his potatoes over in his bowl, inspecting them from every angle like a psychic reading a tarot card. “It started with the Ross Ice Shelf in 2002, an entire ice sheet hundreds of square miles across fractured then collapsed into the ocean.”
Her carved, wooden spoon made a strange metallic sound when it bounced off the wooden table. “So it’s already started, in my time I mean.”
“The Earth losing snowpack is like me or you changing from a white shirt to a black one on a ninety-degree day.”
Memories bloomed of her younger days during the hot afternoons at the Coast Guard Beach parking lot when she burned the bottoms of her feet on the blazing black asphalt trying to stretch her legs from one cool white-painted stripe to another.
Droplets of sweat meandered past Dr. Brennan’s bushy, red eyebrows and dove into his eye, causing him to blink repeatedly. “Add to that the millions of cubic tons of methane from the recently thawed Arctic permafrost, and you’ve got yourself a more efficient greenhouse than the best botanist could build.”
Colleen felt the pangs of guilt wring her gut, like it was her fault for being from the 21st century, yet somehow the doctor’s voice hadn’t a hint of resentment. “It all collapsed in the blink of an eye during the Armageddon years - 2028 through 2030.”
“It?”
“The environment, the climate, everything,” he explained. He pushed himself from the table with quivering arms and walked over to a wicker bin pushed up against the wall underneath a window. He flipped open the cover and pulled something out of its dark maw. He held in his grasp a bright, yellow magazine with a cover design that Colleen was very familiar. His eyes locked on the cover for a few, long moments looking as if he was reading it for the first time. Then he sent it flailing across the room onto the table in front of Colleen. Is it too late? was inked on the cover of the May 2031 issue of the National Geographic, looking as glossy as an unwrapped copy from Colleen’s mailbox.
The cover was a simple picture - a ship floating next to a buoy. But of course Colleen knew it wasn’t just any ship, and it wasn’t just any buoy. The Calypso III was clearly visible on the side of the hull designating it a scientific research vessel. Next to it the orange float stood tall, bobbing on the waves like a Weebles version of the Eiffel Tower. From what would be the top observation deck, a flag with two words silk-screened across it flapped in the stiff, ocean breeze - NORTH POLE.
Colleen would have screamed if she weren’t already numb. She knew the water the buoy floated on had been capped by thick plains of ice for millennia.
“Unfortunately, yes,” Dr. Brennan said.
“Yes, what?”
He pointed to the cover and its insightful question. “By that point there was nothing that could be done. The slide to a hot, inhospitable planet had started and could not be stopped.”
Dr. Brennan was aware his young visitor hadn’t eaten even one spoonful. “I’m sorry. I know this is devastating news. I’ll stop for now and let you eat.”
Colleen choked down the carrots and potatoes despite the sharp protests from her stomach, not once looking up and never tasting a bite. She closed her eyes and tried to pretend this was just another nightmare, but the jagged feel of splintering wood biting at her callused fingers reminded her what was real.
“That was great. Dr. Brennan,” she said although she felt like she was going to puke right on the table. Why not do it right? Projectile vomit right on his shoes; that will give him a good look at your constitution.
Dr. Brennan’s twitching fingers probed the grainy texture of his kiln-fired ceramic cup. “Please, come, sit out on the porch. I made some drinks.”
The three rocked side by side in the stifling heat, staring at the thick clouds above. The rocking actually gave Colleen a sense of normalcy. Looking out across the emerald fields to their right, halted only by the massive structure of Noah’s Ark itself, she could almost convince herself she was back home on her grandmother’s deck. It felt comfortable to her like that old pair of worn sneakers that were six months overdue for the trash. Ironically, the more comfortable she got, the more the truth of her surroundings seeped into her soul. There was, after all, no denying it - humanity for all its glorious accomplishments had, in the end, miserably failed. The small-brained dinosaurs had dominated the Earth for over two-hundred million years. Humans with their unrivaled intelligence and civility had lasted less than two-hundred thousand years - barely a blip on Earth’s radar.
“Please tell me how long it took before people started dying. Will it happen in my lifetime?”
“I must say it feels very strange talking about events in the distant past with someone who has yet to live them,” Dr. Brennan confessed. “Although in nature’s terms it was a blink of an eye, the affects it had on society would have taken years. I can tell you from scientific documents that still exist today, following the Armageddon years, severe meteorological events increased exponentially.”
He stopped rocking and looked at Colleen. “After 2030, there was a significant increase in the number and intensity of major, destructive hurricanes, typhoons, and cyclones worldwide. Coastal cities were demolished at a mind-numbing rate. New Orleans in 2005 was just the tip of the iceberg.
The sudden rise in ocean levels left many coastal cities around the world exposed to the brunt force of mega-storm surges. New York, Los Angeles, Tokyo, Hong Kong, and countless others devastated by the storms couldn’t rebuild fast enough before another major storm hit. Eventually people stopped trying to rebuild coastal cities and towns and simply moved inland. By 2080 most coastal towns and cities around the world were either deserted or underwater.”
He spoke as if he had a front row seat for the whole thing. “Coastlines were dramatically reshaped. Florida simply disappeared below the waves. It wasn’t just Florida though - millions of miles of land had been reclaimed by the surging oceans. Tens of millions of people worldwide were killed trying to stay and rebuild their homes. But the suffering was far from over, as those casualties would pale in comparison to the death and loss over the next half century.”
Colleen turned away from his stare, her face flushed. Dr. Brennan seemed to pick up on her distress, but continued anyway. “By the end of the 21st Century the only vestige of ice left on earth was on Antarctica. Even that ice has thinned considerably and the waters around the continent warmed.”
She understood now that he couldn’t stop, even though he could see the effect it was having on her. There was desperation in his voice, like he needed her to believe. “What wasn’t flooded or laid to waste by the fury of the gods was baked dry by a scorching sun that incinerated all life and sterilized the soil by the thousands of square miles. All this led to mass plant and animal extinctions unseen in sixty-five million years.”
Sweat raced down Colleen’s forehead, but not from the thick, soupy humidity. The truth was she would have been sweating even if the good doctor laid this history on her in a freezer. She could see it in his face. He had seen something terrible. He knew something he didn’t want to reveal so he contained the horror that was eating at his insides. “We’re all savages you know, down deep.”
“Huh?” Colleen was caught off guard by his last comment.
“When it’s all stripped away, I mean,” he rubbed his bloodshot eyes. “Knowing you’ve got a meal waiting for you at home, or a bed to sleep in at night, that keeps it contained somewhere inside us. When that disappears humans become a whole lot less human.”
He talked like a soldier describing the horrors of war, seeing a side of humans only a few unfortunates have ever witnessed.
“When all the food spoiled, and the water dried up, civilized communities turned on each other without mercy. Militaries took control by force, helping their own and leaving everyone else to suffer and die. And still the temperature climb was relentless.”
“But I don’t understand,” Colleen finally interrupted. “Wouldn’t the fall of civilized ways actually stop the greenhouse warming effect?”
Dr. Brennan gave her a warm, weak smile. “If it happened one hundred years earlier then perhaps it would have made a difference, but by that time the Earth was heating itself. Human influence on the environment had ironically lost its impact. From the turn of the 22nd century to its mid-point, life must have been horrific. Over half the Earth’s population perished in that fifty year span. By the end of the 22nd century the entire human race was driven into tiny pockets of habitable land, less than 1% of what it had been just a century and a half before.”
Colleen’s face was frozen. What he just said was incomprehensible to her.
She could see the guilt plastered all over his face. “I’m sorry. But we don’t have much time, and I want you to understand what we are up against.”
“I’m not sure that I do understand.”
Dr. Brennan cleared his throat and continued. “Around the turn of the 23rd century the human race was standing on the brink of complete annihilation. We were living like we did in the dark ages, but worse. Underground was the only way to survive the scorching sun on the surface, so humans lived in caves. Crowded together in these caves and tunnels, murder and theft were commonplace and went unpunished. There were even gruesome stories of cannibalism. “
Colleen pushed her thumb against the bridge of her nose to relieve the pounding in her head. This wasn’t the typical buzz of her migraine. It was her mind rejecting the information it had just been given. “That sounds like the end to me.”
For the first time since his telling began, Dr. Brennan’s face lightened. “Even through the years of devastation when it seemed all hope was lost there remained a small population of dedicated scientists working on a survival plan. Information, books, all the history and learning of the modern world, obtained over the centuries, was collected and preserved in a titanic worldwide effort. In this community there was still hope.”
“Hope for what?” Colleen asked doubtfully. Desperation was her specialty. “You said yourself everything had been destroyed.”
“Hope that if we could just survive, somehow hang on, that one day the carbon dioxide levels would drop, and temperatures would start to fall. The huge storms that destroyed cities would weaken; their numbers diminish enough so that we could start over. When that time came, the scientists wanted to be ready with both the technology and the knowledge of how to use it to bring the human race back.”
Colleen took in her surroundings, on some level seeing it for the first time. “Noah’s Ark!”
“Phase one of the Noah’s Ark program,” Dr. Brennan clarified, “was to organize most of the survivors of the Earth, utilize any of the ships that remained operable, and evacuate everyone to a place where they could survive while waiting out the unbearable heat.”
“Antarctica,” stated Colleen.
“It was, and still remains, the only place on Earth where surviving the inferno is possible,” Dr. Brennan confirmed. “Powered by the small fuel stores that were still left, navigating by GPS from the remaining satellites orbiting above the earth, scientists coordinated the evacuation of the entire planet in ships.”
“You transported the entire remaining human population of Earth?”
“We took everyone we could fit.” Dr. Brennan paused, grasping his cup tighter, his fingers twitching again. “I’m afraid that didn’t account for everybody. There were others: small pockets of survivors we just couldn’t reach.”
“What happened to them?”
Dr. Brennan cleared his throat, but didn’t answer. “It was an extremely difficult voyage. People crammed into ships with no room to move. They journeyed south from island to island, each time considering it a miracle just to survive to the next island. No one thought they would really make it. You have to remember, huge ocean storms constantly swept over the surface making navigation almost impossible. But to them, death at sea was a better option than what they had left behind. Four-hundred ships holding a total of one-hundred ten thousand survivors set out from different spots on the globe headed for Antarctica. One-hundred eighty-five ships with fifty-thousand completed the two month voyage - ocean storms, rough seas, inadequate boats and captains, and God only knows what else claimed the rest.”
Then Dr. Brennan did an odd thing, at least in Colleen’s eyes. He made a quick sign of the cross, almost unknowingly. If ever there was a place that had a right to question religion, Colleen thought, this was it. Yet somehow it survived. If Colleen had realized how deep and twisted its roots had grown in this rocky soil, she may have chosen to leave right then and there.
“I shudder to think of the horror they faced during their passing. Some say they were the lucky ones. It ended quickly for them. The worst of the suffering was not over for the fifty thousand who made it to Antarctica.”
“Really?” she questioned. “It gets worse?”
“When they arrived here, the continent was deserted. The landing on Antarctica has been compared to the pilgrims landing at Plymouth Rock. But, for our weak and weary survivors there were no natives to help these pilgrims adapt to the land. Ill-equipped and exposed on this foreign, barren landscape, more than ten-thousand settlers died within the first few months”
“Died?” Colleen gulped. “From what?”
“Starvation.”
“Starvation!”
“Having been frozen for thousands of years, this was a newly exposed land. There was no indigenous life here bigger than a microbe. The penguins had died off soon after the temperatures began to rise. It was just rock and dirt. The soil had no nutrients in it. It took months to grow crops to provide food for the people.”
Colleen always grew impatient with riddles and this one wasn’t adding up. “Couldn’t you have just eaten the animals as a temporary food supply?”
“We could only afford enough space for a small collection of animals. In order to try and save everyone, the ship’s cargo hold was filled with mostly people along with just enough food to survive the voyage. ”
“But if you didn’t bring animals with you and there were none here when you arrived, how did all the animals get here?”
“Only one ship carried more than the basics of people and food. It carried the scientific technology and information we had accumulated over hundreds of years. It also carried the mechanism to the Earth’s eventual salvation - DNA.
Something audibly clicked in Colleen’s mind, and she knew she had found her missing piece. She knew better than anyone else what the power of DNA could bring. “Of course, you cloned all these animals”.
Dr. Brennan stopped rocking. “That’s been our saving grace - the ability to use the DNA as the instrument to create both plant and animal. Initially it was just staple crops for food and also animals to work the fields, simply for survival. Then it was cloning plants with the goal of generating our own eco system. Funny thing about fir trees and polar bears, though, is that they’re not big fans of the heat. Oaks and maples gave way to sago and Strangler fig trees. The forest morphed into a tropical jungle that readily spread from coast to coast.”
Colleen looked from the porch to the surrounding foliage. She couldn’t identify a single temperate plant or tree. Antarctica, the same as Indonesia, Albert would never believe this.
“When I was a child,” Dr. Brennan recalled, “another ten degrees, and we were done as a species. Antarctica would inevitably have become like the rest of the world - sterile.”
“There’s absolutely nothing alive outside Antarctica?”
“Maybe some things deep in caves or in the deep oceans, but nothing on the surface” he stated.
The next question was out of Colleen’s mouth before she could grab it and pull it back in. “You said that there were people left behind that lived in caves, how about them?”
Dr. Brennan shifted uneasily in his chair. He stared straight ahead for a few moments like he hadn’t heard her question, but she knew he did and he was now weighing whether to answer it. When he began speaking his eyes continued to gaze outward. “Some reports had small bands of people still surviving underground in the caves. But living underground, scavenging for what little food was available for over one hundred years had turned those people into something less than human - paper-thin skin with no pigment, colorless hair, and lifeless, red eyes with no pupils, adjusted to living in the dark. They can smell better than a blood hound and they can hear a mouse scurry over rocks from a thousand feet away. They can stalk like a leopard, and they’re ravenous, eating anything, absolutely anything, they can find. All that savagery has evolved or devolved them into vicious blood-thirsty creatures. They’re not human anymore.” Dr. Brennan struggled to push the words out. “They’re demons - blood demons - that live in the fiery depths of the main land. No one ventures unprotected on the mainland for fear of them.”
“Are they a danger to other people?”
“We’re food to them. So yes, they are a very real danger to humans.” Dr. Brennan was sweating like a man who just crossed the finish line of a marathon. “Other than that all life left on Earth is right here in Antarctica.”
Colleen waited until he was finished speaking and was looking at her again. “I can’t make it rain, Dr. Brennan. If the heat is killing you, I can’t stop that.”
That comment made him laugh, a deep belly laugh – of the type usually reserved for the mentally unstable. “You don’t have to. You see, thirty years ago the miracle of all miracles was delivered to us”
“Miracle?” Judging by their surroundings Colleen concluded the term miracle must be a relative one.
“Yes. The assumption is that the carbon dioxide levels dropped. Between the years 2430-2440, instead of continuing on its steep climb, the temperature actually fell one degree, followed by another two degrees between 2440-2450, and another four degrees over the last thirteen years. The Earth is finally cooling. Perhaps it’s because the new growth forest is reversing the greenhouse effect. Or maybe there are phytoplanktons in the seas that have adapted to the high water temps and are thriving. Whatever the reason, the decreasing temperature was a reprieve from our inevitable death sentence.” Dr. Brennan leaned forward and pushed himself out of the rocking chair. “Once we realized this, we immediately initiated the second phase of the Noah’s Ark project.”
“What’s Phase two?”
He noticed Colleen had finished her drink. “Why don’t we go take a look?”
Dr. Brennan led the girls off the porch and back over to the huge, weathered barn called Noah’s Ark. This time as they entered through the back door, they took an immediate left and headed up a steep, wooden skeleton of a staircase to the second floor.
“So that’s how you know so much about global warming,” Colleen said to Erin.
“Unfortunately, I’ve had first-hand experience.”
At the top of the stairs was a landing barely big enough to hold all three. The scrawny, splintered railing looked to Colleen like it would collapse if someone stared at it the wrong way. The old, rusty, metal door confronting them looked like it had been salvaged off a ship resting on the ocean floor. A small, square peephole high on the door opened and two eyes peered out at them. An instant later the door jerked open, hinges complaining loudly, and the three were allowed to pass.
“Why the extra security?” Colleen questioned Erin. “We’re the only people that I’ve seen.”
“Elijah.”
“I should’ve guessed.”
Looking around, Colleen was taken by the contrast of the clean, sterile lab inside against the aged walls of the exterior. Several tubes in the ceiling funneled the dirty outside light to mirrors which amplified its intensity to a bright purity. Taking advantage of the natural intensity was a group of five scientists bent over microscopes, hard at work.
“This is where the stem cells are initially grown from our DNA samples,” Dr. Brennan explained.
“How many species of animals do you have?” asked Colleen.
“Literally millions, over one hundred years of collecting’s worth.”
For the first time to Colleen, Noah’s Ark took on its full meaning.
“Beneath your feet is twenty years of dedicated work, generating a breeding population of every specimen we collected,” Dr. Brennan said. “Beginning with them, we will restore life back to lands that have been barren for over two hundred years.”
They moved through a door into the next room. Armadillos paced anxiously in cages next to wombats and Fischer cats. Stacked next to them on the wall was a small, but vocal, wart hog.
Dr. Brennan paused, took a deep breath followed by a long exhale. “It may also be that these animals are the final straw in the ultimate demise of the human race.”
“How can that be?’’
“It’s easy to say we should have seen this possibility, but at the time we were focused on the objective. Everyone had been hard at work trying to clone animals as fast as possible. We already had many species of animals, but when the temperatures started to cool, we began to clone others - wild animals and other rare species - most of what you see under this roof. Two months ago while cloning a largely unknown gibbon something terrible and unexpected happened. ”
Colleen wanted to ask what, but couldn’t find her voice.
Dr. Brennan continued as if she had asked. “The DNA we used for that cloning was contaminated.”
“Contaminated with what?”
“With a virus,” he said. “At first we didn’t even realize what we had done, but a week after the gibbon was born, it showed signs of sickness.”
“What kind of virus was it?”
“We didn’t know,” he admitted. “We treated the gibbon with everything we had to no affect. We took samples of the tissue, but no one had ever seen the virus before. The gibbon was quarantined, but it was too late. Within a week it was dead.” Dr. Brennan clenched his fists. “We were stupid. We didn’t realize the apocalypse we had unleashed.”
“Those who seek the apocalypse,” Colleen blurted. “Does this have to do with the people trying to kill me?”
Dr. Brennan looked befuddled. “I wasn’t aware of anyone trying to kill you.” He glanced over at Erin.
Erin nodded her head. “Yeah, I think Elijah got his paws on that missing CM. One of his cronies tried to run Colleen down and gut her.”
“Don’t forget, they pushed me in the polar bear pit too,” Colleen added.
“Yeah,” Erin acknowledged, “that too.”
Dr. Brennan had a troubled look on his face. “That may change things.”
Erin stepped toward him, almost touching. “No, it doesn’t,” she said. “It doesn’t change anything.”
“Who knows what he has planned for you.” Dr. Brennan looked over at Colleen and back to his daughter. “For both of you if he’s already tried to kill her twice.”
“He can only send kids. I can handle his flunkies.”
“You know how delusional they are.”
Erin held her hands out. “What choice do we have? Besides we can’t cut Colleen loose to fend for herself once the wormhole collapses.”
Colleen could see that the last comment found its target.
“You’re right,” Dr. Brennan said softly. “I guess I’m just scared for you two.” And then he added, “For all of us.”
“Speaking of being scared, you two are scaring the pulp out of me,” Colleen said.
“Sorry, that wasn’t my intent,” Dr. Brennan offered. “Now where was I?”
“The apocalypse,” Colleen reminded him.
“Right,” he said as he crouched down, offering his finger to a jittery monkey. “Two days after the gibbon died, one of the scientists working on the project showed similar symptoms. Everyone panicked. We quarantined all the scientists, then all the families of scientist, but who were we trying to fool? The virus was lethal, and it was out in the general population.”
“The virus jumped from a gibbon to humans. I didn’t know that was possible.”
“Unusual, but not impossible,” he explained. “We frantically searched our library of medical records to identify the virus, but we could find nothing similar.”
“How can you identify an unknown virus that’s hundreds of years old?”
“Because we have hundreds of years of information, yet none match this virus.
We named it Monkey Pox. While we searched for answers, people by the hundreds began showing symptoms. We were losing the precious few survivors of global armageddon. We had survived so much only to be wiped by a microscopic bug.” Dr. Brennan’s watery eyes, overflowing with regret, scanned the room. Without muttering another word, he trudged back through the lab and out the metal door.
“C’mon,” Erin whispered. She walked back through the lab, approached each scientist and offered her sincere gratitude for their sacrifice.
Colleen smiled. Erin wasn’t a leader in the making. She was already the real deal.
The girls walked side by side back through the menagerie of animals, out the front gate and into the dim glow of the day. With a quick jog they caught up to Dr. Brennan who was passing the wooden exoskeleton of the church on his left. His expression had brightened in the filtered glow of the tireless evening.
Colleen stopped him with a gentle tug. “I haven’t seen anyone outside since we got here.”
“And you won’t. We’re all quarantined…to control the outbreak.” He had a sick smirk on his face like he was going to laugh and then puke.
“But I’ve had contact with you. And Erin has been at school back in my time. Isn’t there a danger of spreading the infection to me or causing an outbreak in my time?”
“I assure you, we have taken the necessary precautions to keep you safe.” Dr. Brennan paused as if reflecting. “If we had been this cautious in the beginning perhaps we wouldn’t be in this mess in the first place.”
The road branched off the common and meandered away from the town center. This path, along with the one leading to Noah’s Ark, were the most travelled in town. Fresh footprints in the dirt were evidence to the unseen inhabitants of Scottsville. The tracks led to a long one-story building which ran parallel to the street. Although looking like it could use a coat of paint, this building looked to Colleen like it could fit in on the street corner back in Jakarta.
They approached the main entrance. Instead of going in the front door, Dr. Brennan took them to a rectangular window adjacent to the entrance. Colleen cupped her hands and stared into the enormous room. The inside of the building was dimly lit from candles positioned on walls and tables. Cots, laid side by side, were lined in rows from the front all the way to the back of the building like a make-shift military hospital, and each one was occupied. A few women, wearing gloves and masks walked about carrying water, food and damp towels.
Colleen let out a gasp. “All these people are infected?”
“Many more than this have already died,” Dr. Brennan informed her. “Our numbers are dwindling fast. Inevitably, within a few months, we will all be gone.”
“Everyone?”
“The entire human race.”
Colleen, numb with disbelief stared blankly through the building’s front window. It was then that she noticed a patient a few rows back, sitting up in bed, looking directly at them - a thin frail woman with a gaunt face. The strain on the woman’s face revealed the enormous effort to simply raise her arm to waive, a weak smile spreading over her ashen complexion.
That was more than Erin could bear. She made a dash for the front door of the hospital, tears streaming down her face. Dr. Brennan was able to catch her before she could enter.
“Let go!” She yelled as she thrashed against her father’s grasp.
His arms only wrapped tighter in response. “You know you can’t see her,” he whispered into Erin’s ear. Tears streaked his cheeks. “Please honey, I know this is hard. I need you to be strong. We need to focus on helping her.”
“That’s your mom, isn’t it?” Colleen asked.
Erin wiped the tears off her cheek. “She couldn’t stand by and watch people waste away.”
Dr. Brennan loosened his grasp but didn’t release it altogether. “I begged her not to go, but she couldn’t stand by and watch them suffer and die alone. She knew what she was getting into. The nurses wear masks over their face, but that’s just for looks. ”
“There’s no hope,” Colleen concluded.
“So we thought. We had stopped our search to identify the disease and had instead turned our attention to helping those that were sick and preparing others for the end. Then one night a few weeks ago, that all changed and set in motion the course which we, and now you, find ourselves on today.”
Dr. Brennan stopped for a moment to collect his thoughts. “Since we couldn’t identify the virus, we shifted our approach - identify the animal it came from. We know the specimen that carried the virus was a gibbon indigenous to the islands of Indonesia. We have an extensive collection of National Geographic magazines, to be used as a blueprint to rebuild long-lost eco systems. I focused my search on issues that referenced Indonesia. After countless exhaustive hours, I came across an article about a tribe, the Korombai, which lived on an isolated island in the Indonesian archipelago. The story was primarily focused on tribal rituals, but it also chronicled a disease that, many years prior, ravaged the entire island’s population. The symptoms, as recalled by the few tribal elders who had lived through it, were amazingly similar to the Monkey Pox.”
“Do you think you’ve got a match?”
“I was intrigued by the similarities, but remained unconvinced of any sure link. That is, until I came to the last page of the article.” Dr. Brennan pulled a magazine out of his lab coat and flipped open to a page that was bookmarked with a feather. “Take a look,” he said as he passed it to Colleen.
The picture was of an old, native woman, sitting on a stone wall surrounding a tall, wooden beam sticking vertically in the ground. Her skin had the look and color of tanned leather. Her thin, wiry, gray hair lay on her back in a ponytail.
“Look at her eyes,” he instructed Colleen.
The old woman stared out from the magazine with piercing eyes. She was shocked at the vitality of the eyes on a woman who otherwise looked like she was nothing short of eighty years-old. But it was the color that jumped out at her - bright pink.
“Her eyes look incredible,” Colleen raved.
“They absolutely do,” Dr. Brennan heartily agreed. “That woman was one of the few disease survivors still alive at the time of the article. Her pink eyes were a permanent side effect of the affliction. Since the Korombai were so isolated, there were no records of the disease outside of this article.”
“Dr. Brennan, I’ve never seen eyes like that, but that aside, I’m not connecting the dots.”
“Follow me,” he instructed and he led the girls off the front porch of the hospital and around the side of the building. He stopped and grabbed an old picnic table that was resting next to a kid’s playground.
Dr. Brennan jumped up on top of the table. “Come on up,” he implored.
Both girls joined him on the table. From this vantage point Colleen was high enough to look through one of the side windows.
This was a different room of the hospital, one that you couldn’t see from the front. Although only half as many in number, these beds were similarly aligned as the front room. However, in this room, it was deathly still. Patients in the beds showed no signs of life and no nurses walked the makeshift aisle tending to the infirmed.
“What’s this room for?” Colleen asked, her voice trembling.
“They’re all in advanced stages of Monkey Pox. There’s little that we can do for them, even to keep them comfortable,” he explained.
She felt sick to her stomach “Why are you showing me this?”
Dr. Brennan knocked loudly on the window.
“Don’t!” Colleen yelled.
A few patients with enough energy left in them, lifted their heads feebly and turned towards the knocking.
Colleen froze. She couldn’t turn away. “Oh my god!” she exclaimed.
Piercing pink eyes stared back at her.
She sprang back from the window, lost her footing, and tumbled from the table-top, bouncing off the bench before smacking the ground with a “THUD”.
Erin jumped down. “Colleen, are you alright?”
“I don’t know,” she answered, brushing herself off.
“I’m sorry,” Dr. Brennan apologized. “I didn’t mean to startle you like that. But now you know why I’m certain about the origins of this disease.”
“Does the article reveal the cure?”
Dr. Brennan brushed the dirt out of her hair. “In the article, the old lady, Jilkari was her name, was asked how she survived. She spoke of a medicine man that used a flower to concoct a potion. That potion cured the disease.”
“Well, that’s great news. Have you been able to clone the flower yet?”
“That’s the problem,” he explained. “We don’t have that specific flower.”
Colleen snorted with mock amusement. “How can you be so sure? You said you have millions of samples of exotic plants and flowers. ”
“This flower was essentially unknown to science. A species never discovered or catalogued. There’s no record of the flower in any medical or scientific journal. It’s just a footnote in a National Geographic article,”
“So then, what now?”
“Look at the date of the magazine” Dr. Brennan instructed her
“November 2011. How do you like that? That’s the time that I live in.”
“That means the flower is there, somewhere on a tiny island in Indonesia in 2011, and that woman may know where it is,” he said, pointing to Jilkari.
“That brings me to my mission.” Erin jumped back into the conversation. “I must go to that island, find that flower and bring it back here so we can clone it to provide a cure to our people. It’s our only hope.”
“There have to be better options. You have a time machine. Why not use it to go back to a point before you cloned the virus and stop it?”
“The time machine doesn’t work that way. You can’t dial in a date and time, turn a switch and BOOM! In fact it’s not really a time machine at all. It’s really just a doorway,” Dr. Brennan explained.
“The machine acts like a key that unlocks a door,” Erin added. “The door is locked on both ends. When unlocked, the door opens to a wormhole. Once open, it transports you to the other end. The wormhole simply connects two places in time.
Dr. Brennan pointed to the woods then the road. “There are portals everywhere around us, unseen but present. It’s just a matter of finding the right corridor.”
Still Colleen was confused. “So just find the wormhole that connects to the time before you cloned the virus.”
“We can’t,” he explained. “I know this has all been very hard to understand. To be able to access the wormhole you need the coordinates at both ends, the time you are traveling from and the time you are traveling to. Just because you have the key to one door doesn’t mean you have the key to the door on the other end. We don’t have the coordinates for the time before the outbreak, so we can’t travel there.”
Now it made no sense at all. “But, then how did you get the coordinates for my time?”
“That’s the other piece of the puzzle that has us convinced this is the answer. You see, we didn’t invent the time machine - we discovered it. It was already programmed to your place and time when we discovered it. It sat idle for hundreds of years without anyone knowing what it was or why it was on Antarctica. A week before we cloned the virus, it powered up without anyone touching it - the coordinates already locked into Indonesia 2011.” His last comment gave Colleen goose bumps.
“Who ever built this thing knew we would need to get back to your world to find this flower,” Erin added.
Colleen’s temples throbbed.
Erin gave her a moment to let it sink in. “That’s my mission now, and so it has been for hundreds of years.”
“Just you?” Colleen asked doubtfully. “Don’t get me wrong, Erin, I think you’re an incredibly smart and strong thirteen year-old girl, but how’s a thirteen year-old girl going to make a journey like that alone?”
Erin’s didn’t hesitate. “Two things: number one - I don’t have a choice. It’s make the journey or stay here and wait to die. Number two - I’m hoping I won’t be making the journey alone.”
“Who else is….?” Colleen read the faces of the two in front of her. “Erin, I can’t! My father would kill me.”
“Then don’t tell him. Say you’re staying over my house. With the long weekend it will give us at least three days to find that flower and get back.”
Colleen thought of Swiss cheese and wondered what had more holes, that or Erin’s plan. “How do we know what island it is? And I’m sure you have an idea of how to get there, right?”
“It’s something we can figure out. This article gives enough information. And I
have a plan on how to get there, but it’s getting late, so I don’t have time to explain it all.”
“It’s getting late for what?”
“For you to get back home before your father wonders where you are,” Dr. Brennan said. “Once the door to the wormhole is open, time passes at the same rate on both sides.”
“The clock’s ticking on both ends,” Erin added. “We’ve been here for three hours, so three hours will have passed when we travel back to your time.”
“I want to help in any way I can,” Colleen admitted. “And I can accept the risks for what needs to be done.”
“But?”
“But, since you’ve now explained the why and how, my last question is still - ‘why me?’”
Erin looked at her father, her eyes unsure.
“Colleen,” said Dr. Brennan, smiling warmly. “I knew who you were long before you showed up. I’m not going to tell you ‘how’ right now, but I will tell you ‘why’. The answer is that we need your help. We brought you here to show you what’s happened to the planet.” He held his hands out. “Look at what we’ve become. A small tribe of people living primitively, like our ancestors did thousands of years ago, just barely surviving. Our planet lies in ruin - uninhabitable - except for the small patch of land at the end of the world that we’re standing on. We did all this! We’re the guilty party.” He paused. “Finally, we have a chance at redemption. Recovery from all the damage we’ve done. But now we may not get there. Why? Because of a tiny virus no one has ever heard of. Make no mistake, it will kill us all. Did you ever envision humans would last only five hundred years past your lifetime, wiped completely and helplessly off the face of the earth?”
“You can help all that,” Erin pleaded. “The truth is you are the only one that can help us. We came looking for you across a vast expanse of space and time. It’s a crap deal for you, I know, and I’m sorry. So now it’s your choice - help or don’t help. We can’t and won’t force you. The journey will be much too dangerous for us to expect you to do it.”
She was humbled by their pleas. All their hopes seemed to lie with her. How could they have been so wrong? She was a misfit, a monkey-brained mutant. They had the wrong person, of that she was positive. However, one thing was very clear, she seemed to be their last and only option. She couldn’t destroy all their hopes by telling them the truth. She also knew she couldn’t turn her back on them. So she decided right there on that spot that she would let them think she was the savoir they were so desperately seeking no matter how wrong they were. She would see this journey to its end, successful or not.
“OK, I’ll do my best to help.”
Erin jumped at Colleen and threw her arms around her. “Thank you so much!”
“You’re one brave, young girl.” Dr. Brennan handed the magazine to her. “Take it with you. It has an illustrated map detailing the location of the island and another illustration of the flower itself. Use it as a guide. I’m sorry we don’t have anything more than that. Now we have to get you back home before your father calls the police.”
Erin turned to her father and wrapped her arms around him, burying her face into his chest. “I love you dad.”
He held his daughter tight. “Your mother and I are so proud of you.” He looked up at Colleen. “Proud of both of you.”
He loosened his arms enough for Erin to slide out of the embrace. “C’mon. I don’t have to be back to the lab for a while. I’ll walk you two troublemakers to the edge of town.”
Dr. Brennan put his arms around both girls and led them back to the path in front of the hospital. “I want to make sure you two stay in line.”
Chapter 11- The Devil Wears a White Robe
Dr. Brennan grimaced. Two men - the first people Colleen had seen outside in this reality - were on a collision course with the three.
“Oh, great,” he sighed, clenching his teeth.
“Who are they?” asked Colleen.
“It’s them,” Erin announced.
Colleen’s eyes shifted back and forth between Erin and Dr. Brennan.
“Elijah and one of his apostles,” Dr. Brennan clarified, scanning the perimeter. Colleen assumed he was searching for help or an escape route. Based on his inaction, Colleen also assumed he found neither.
She felt very vulnerable, isolated here in the jungle. “We’re dead,” she moaned.
Each man had a long, white robe draped over his shoulders, falling limply about him. A sash kept the robe tight around the waist. They had the look of wolves on the prowl. The Alpha male was skeleton-like, at least six and a half feet tall, she estimated. The white, smooth skin on the top of his head gave new meaning to the term “skull cap”. Sickly gray hair sprouted halfway down his dome and dangled to his shoulders. Near his chin it mixed with his long, flowing, brown and gray beard which spiraled to his chest. He planted a tall, wooden shaft in the ground with every other step, using it as one would a walking stick. The top of the shaft had an intricately carved cross engulfed by a circle. It was the same symbol burned into the both men’s forehead and shared by Colleen’s would-be murderer during gym class. Erin had called it a brand. That seemed like the best description.
“Just keep walking,” Dr. Brennan implored.
As they passed, Colleen struggled to focus on the road ahead. She could hear the thud of Elijah’s shaft every time he pounded it into the dirt. She fought the urge to peek, but her eyes followed his movement like the eyes of a portrait in a haunted house. His face looked old and gaunt. Wrinkles streaked his cheeks like the folds in Colleen’s old baseball mitt. His skin color was the same ghostly white shared by everyone living in this land. But it was his eyes that made her regret looking in his direction. Huge, black pupils blocked out all but a thin line of his brown iris making his eyes seem like lifeless, black voids.
“What’s your name?” he asked.
She tried to answer, but her lips and tongue had gone completely numb.
Elijah positioned himself directly in the path of the three.
“Let us be Elijah, we don’t want any trouble,” Dr. Brennan said.
“Nor do I, Dr. Brennan,” Elijah answered in a deep voice. “I’ve never met this girl. I would just like to introduce myself.”
“Her name is Rachel,” Erin said.
“Hello, Rachel.” Elijah’s voice inflected as if he was questioning more than greeting. “My name is Elijah.”
“Hi,” Colleen said. She meant to say more but when her mouth opened she lost function of her tongue.
He offered his large, bony hand.
As she took it, her fingers disappeared in his vast grasp. His long, hairy fingers enveloped her slight, gentle hands. She could feel the power in his handshake, yet their cold, clammy feel caused her to jerk her hand back.
“Who are you?” Elijah asked.
“She’s one of Erin’s friends,” Dr. Brennan answered. “We’re going to get some samples in Quadrant 7. If you don’t mind, we’re behind schedule.”
Elijah wasn’t going to be dismissed that easily. “Perhaps you did not fully understand the question,” he said, his eyes never straying from Colleen’s. “Where do you come from?”
“Scottsville,” Erin answered. “Her mother and father died from Monkey Pox, and now we’ve taken her in.”
Elijah took his eyes off Colleen briefly enough to give a quick smirking glance over to Dr. Brennan. “Don’t play me for a fool, Rich. She’s not one of our children. Her eyes don’t hold the pain and suffering.” He turned back to Colleen. “It seems everyone wants to answer for you, but you.”
“Where do you come from?” he asked again politely.
Colleen put her hands behind her back so Elijah couldn’t see them shaking. She swallowed hard. “Scottsville,” she answered.
He flashed a grin as if the whole discussion amused him. Then his eyes bulged so far out of their sockets that she expected them to pop out at her. “I know you’re here to do Satan’s work.” He spit his warning. “Do you think you can defy God’s will?”
Colleen had turned to stone, frozen in his stare.
“You cannot stand in front of the power of God,” he continued.
“We do what we can to help our people,” Dr. Brennan responded. He glanced over to the apostle to see if he was going to make a move, but lesser of the robes stood stoic behind Elijah.
“God has spoken, and his word is final!” Elijah raged at them.
“Our God loves life not death,” Erin argued defiantly.
“What do you know about life?” he asked. “You’re just a child. This isn’t life. What I offer is real, everlasting life.” He raised the tall, wooden shaft towards the heavens. The apostle immediately fell to his knees - his head bowed.
“We’re very similar,” Elijah declared, extending his index finger at Colleen. “We’re both chosen. We have no choice in what we do. Our mission has been thrust upon us.” Erin’s eyes widened with his last statement. Elijah had recognized Colleen despite Erin’s efforts. “The difference between us is that I have been chosen by God to carry out his will, and you have been chosen by Satan to defy that will.”
He smiled in a way that made Colleen convulse, like the feel of a spider’s hairy legs on her skin. “I know who you are - he has warned me of your coming. God spoke of your plans to keep us in this living hell. But The Almighty wants his disciples with him, in the splendor of his everlasting kingdom, not suffering in this squalor.”
Dr. Brennan had heard enough. “What does your god say about living on the sweltering, bleached rock of the mainland?” He took both girls by the arm and brushed past the robed men. “Let’s go.”
Colleen felt the sting of Elijah’s fingertips when they dug into the soft flesh on the underside of her arm as she brushed past which caused her to release a panicked squeal.
“Let me leave you with this. I know where you’re going and what you intend to do. You are destined to fail. If you go, only pain and suffering await you.”
Dr. Brennan clenched onto Elijah’s wrist and pried it off Colleen. “Good-bye, Elijah.”
They walked in a tense silence until the zealots disappeared into the jungle.
Colleen exhaled loudly. “I thought I was dead.” How many times had she thought that over the past eight days? Maybe that outcome was inevitable.
“If there were more than two of them, I think we would have been in trouble.” Dr. Brennan rubbed his temple. “Or, perhaps warnings are as far as they want to take it right now.”
Colleen looked at him with disbelieving eyes. “I think Blizzard and that lunatic from my gym class would disagree with you.”
“You’re still here which makes me wonder.”
Colleen used her shirt to wipe sweat off her face. “How does somebody get their steering that much out of alignment?”
“Elijah used to be a scientist - a brilliant scientist,” Dr. Brennan explained. “His real name is Dr. Angus Berthume. He was the lead scientist on the Noah’s Ark project. Without his leadership we wouldn’t have made it this far.”
“Are we talking about the same person?” Colleen wondered. “What happened?”
“Monkey Pox happened,” Erin answered.
“Elijah was the original scientist to clone the gibbon and hence the virus,” Dr. Brennan said. “Before he knew what he had done, his wife, young son and daughter had contracted the Monkey Pox. He had unintentionally infected his whole family. In fact, because of their early exposure, they were the first colonists to die from the disease.”
“If they got the disease from him, why isn’t he dead?”
“No one knows,” Erin said. “But that’s what pushed him off the sanity bus.”
“Many thought he would end up killing himself.” Colleen noticed Dr. Brennan glancing back over his shoulder every fourth or fifth step as he spoke. “But that didn’t happen. Instead he became totally irrational. He believes this disease is God’s plan to end man’s reign on Earth, and that, since the virus had taken his family but left him, it must be a sign that he was chosen to carry God’s word to all people. He doesn’t believe we should be looking for a cure; instead we should embrace the virus as God’s way to bring his children home.”
Colleen took a deep breath. “Wow! That’s terrible what happened to his family. I guess I can’t blame him for going a little crazy.”
“A little crazy?” exclaimed Erin. “He went off the deep end, big time.”
“How did a lunatic like that get any followers?”
“Unfortunately, many have lost their entire family to the disease and have been left without anything but despair. Elijah brought those poor souls hope, and so his numbers have grown quicker than anyone ever anticipated.”
Erin picked up a rock off the path, turned and threw it into the jungle in the direction Elijah had disappeared. “The bottom line is that Elijah and his band of blubbering idiots know our plan. I think he will become much more ‘hands-on’ once he has more followers.”
Dr. Brennan stopped at the base of the tree-covered mountain. The trail pitched vertically in front of them. “I have to get back to town to keep an eye on Elijah.”
“Good-bye Daddy,” Erin said, a film of water covering her eyes.
He hugged Erin close. “Be very careful, both of you.”
The girls watched Dr. Brennan walk back towards town. Then they turned and began their ascent up the mountain. Colleen felt the sticky wax paper, which was still rolled up in her hand, and looked down.
She stopped dead in her tracks.
Erin hiked a hundred yards before she realized Colleen wasn’t next to her. She looked back and saw Colleen standing, staring at the cover of the magazine. “C’mon,” she yelled in a tone laced with more than a little aggravation. “We have to get back.”
Colleen didn’t move.
“Colleen, are you alright?”
No answer. Not even a glance.
Erin hurried back to her friend. When Colleen finally lifted her head up, her face was the color of Erin’s skin.
“What’s wrong?
“Have you seen this cover?” She screamed, pushing the National Geographic in Erin’s face.
A long, log house next to a circular stone pit with a charred wooden column adorned the cover. Below the picture, in large, white print, read Cannibals of Indonesia. Below that in smaller print, Meet the Korombai tribe, one of the last known cannibalistic cultures on Earth.
Colleen was hysterical. “Cannibals! You understand what that word means, right?”
Erin snatched the magazine from her friend’s sweaty hands. “Calm down. I know it sounds scary, but if you read the article it’s not what you think.”
“Are you telling me that they don’t actually eat people?”
“Well, no. They do eat people. But only under extreme conditions.”
“And what conditions might those be?”
“It’s complicated,” Erin revealed. “They only cook ‘Khukhua’.”
“Kahlua? Isn’t that a drink?”
“No, Ka-ku-a. That’s what the Korombai call an evil spirit. If they believe a Khukhua has possessed someone, then the only way to rid the tribe of that demon is to eat the Khukhua.”
“So it’s just tribe members that get eaten?”
“That’s what is says,” Erin said, shifting her eyes away from Colleen’s.
“This has been one of the longest days of my life,” Colleen grumbled, her shoulders slumped in exhaustion.
Erin tried to prop them back up. “Look on the bright side - what a fantastic report we’re going to have for science class.”
“Yeah, right.” Colleen tucked her hair behind her ear. “I know I should let this go, but it still troubles me about the CM’s.”
“What about them?”
“How did you know how to operate them?”
Erin kicked the dirt a few times before answering. “One of the last areas we ever explored on Antarctica was the extreme high country of the mountains. In a cave near one of the peaks, we discovered the CM’s. On the walls of the caves were carvings - detailed explanations of how to use the devices and maps of where the portal opens. The carvings were signed CM.”
More answers brought on more questions. “Your dad talked about how the CM’s were somehow pre-programmed to activate, but how could someone know that?”
“No one really knows.” Erin bit her lip hard. “Now let’s go, I’m hungry.”
Chapter 12 - A Man named Rufus
With a flash, the girls materialized into the clearing they had vacated only a few hours previous. Chills ran through Colleen’s body as the late evening air washed over her. She never considered the Indonesian climate anything but oppressive, but after the intense heat of 2463 Antarctica, this was down-right chilly.
Where’s Albert? She thought. She smiled at the thought of his reaction to their earlier disappearance.
A rustling in the dark froze her.
“Albert, is that you?” Colleen called out. She stepped towards the noise. Something caught in her feet and sent her cart-wheeling into the brush. She flipped onto her back and was immediately pinned by a five-pound, furry trouble-maker.
“Fred! I knew you wouldn’t abandon me,” she laughed with delight.
Erin fumbled closer in the dark. “Colleen, you OK?”
“Yeah, just a klutz, I guess,” she said. “So what’s the plan?”
“First, we tell your dad that you’re spending the weekend at my house. I’ll sleep over your house tonight. We go to school in the morning, leave after the final bell and head for the islands.”
“When is the wormhole scheduled to collapse?”
“Sunday night at 10PM. If I try to go through any later than that, I’m atom soup.”
“What do you say we shoot for 9PM? I’m not a big fan of soup.”
Erin reached down, grabbed Colleen by the forearm and hoisted her back on her feet. “You and me both, but if we want to get to step one, we’ve got to hurry back to your house.”
At the front door, Colleen put her hand up and Erin stopped in her tracks.
“I need to catch my breath before we go in.”
A couple of deep pants then she swung the door open and bounced inside. “Hello, I’m home,” she announced.
“Hi, Honey. I’m in the kitchen. Come on in and eat,” said the voice echoing through the front hallway.
“Dad is it alright if Erin eats here?”
“Sure. We have plenty of food. I hope you like chili,” Dr. Colgan said as he scooped his made-from-scratch beef chili into two clean bowls.
“Yeah, sure,” Erin responded. “How hot is it?’
“Nothin’ but five-alarm in this house,” he answered with a wink. “I hope you’re up for it.”
“Damn straight,” she answered, licking her lips.
“Why are you girls getting home so late? I was starting to worry.”
“Sorry, Dad,” Colleen responded with her best puppy dog face. “We were playing soccer and lost track of time.”
Both girls sat down and filled their bowls with the famous Colgan chili. Colleen noticed both Erin’s eyes and mouth were watering.
“I can’t believe Fred let you play so late,” he said looking at the seated ferret. “He knows you have to be home before dark. I’m surprised he didn’t start nipping you in the heels.”
“He tried,” said Colleen. “But I think Fred knows - when interrupting a soccer game, ‘nip heels at your own peril’.”
“I just don’t want anything to happen to you. You’re all I’ve got, you know.”
“I know,” Colleen acknowledged and then changed the subject. “Hey, Dad, are you working all this weekend?”
He frowned. “Unfortunately, yes. You know the long weekend brings the heavy crowds, so it looks to be some late nights for the big guy this weekend.”
“Do you mind then if I stay over Erin’s house this weekend?”
Dr. Colgan put his spoon down and looked up from his chili. For just a second he looked shocked, as if Elvis had just walked through the front door. Then it was gone, leaving only a smile. He turned to the girl with the curly red hair. “Is it Ok with your parents?”
“Sure. They love Colleen,” she said and gave Colleen a wink.
Dr. Colgan thought about it for a moment. “You know I haven’t even met your parents yet. Maybe I should talk to them just to make sure everything is good. I mean we are talking about three nights, right?”
Colleen felt her throat tightened up.
Erin was ready though. “Don’t worry. I always have friends over. Sleep-overs are common at the Brennan house. We’ll camp out there all weekend. ”
He smiled at his daughter. “It’s great that you’re finally meeting new friends at school. I mean, it has been almost four years.”
She frowned. “If you don’t want it to be five, just say yes.”
“So yeah, it’s OK with me. Heck it’s great with me,” he chuckled.
Erin shoveled a spoonful of chili into her mouth. A second later she was clamoring for her glass of water. Her face looked like a Tex-Mex inferno. She spilled most of her water trying to put the flames out.
Dr. Colgan playfully fanned his mouth. “I told you – five-alarm chili. You’ve got to ease into it.”
The next morning the girls were up early packing for their trip. Colleen had her school backpack stuffed to the zipper. Food, snacks, clothes for both her and Erin, insect repellant, everything she could think of that was small enough to fit in the backpack. Truth was, she had absolutely no idea what she would need for this trip, but she felt better over-packing rather than under-packing. Fred also wedged his way in with strict orders from Colleen, “That’s food for the weekend. Eat it and you’re on your own.”
“I think that’s the best we can do,” Erin proclaimed.
Colleen pinned her hair behind her ears again. “I was thinking maybe we should leave for the island now instead of for school.”
“Colleen Alice Colgan, are you really asking me to skip school?”
“There you go again,” Colleen commented.
“With what?”
“Alice. I never told you my middle name.”
“Sorry if I creeped you out,” Erin said, yet offered no explanation. “But we do need to be at school.”
“School is the last thing on my mind right now,” Colleen explained. “Let’s recap. In the last twenty-four hours I found out that in the not so distant future the beginning of the end is coming for all humanity- all life for Pete’s sake! Humans live like shipwreck survivors at the very bottom of the Earth all because people didn’t want to give up their SUV’s.” She walked towards the bedroom door. “English, Math, Science, they mean squat to me at this point.”
“It does put things into perspective, doesn’t it?” commented Erin. “Think about it. You’re the only person in history that truly knows the future.”
“Except for you.”
“I know your future, not mine.”
“Right, again I ask why waste time at school today? We only have until Sunday night at which point my father will have the police put out an APB for me.”
“Think about it,” Erin instructed. “If the school calls your dad and tells him we’re not there, we may not make it out of town. Besides I have to talk to Matt Pineo. His Dad works for the airport. He knows ways to sneak in.”
Colleen shook her head. “Sneak into the airport, that’s your plan?”
“Do you have a better one?”
Colleen scratched her head. “I guess two thirteen-year-olds trying to buy airline tickets wouldn’t go over too well.”
Before the late bell rang they did get their chance to rendezvous with Matt who delivered the goods - a tidbit concerning an unlocked overhead door used by the garbage truck to empty all the dumpsters.
But, before they could walk into 1st period science class, Albert was waiting to pounce just outside the door. His eyes were wild with excitement. Why wouldn’t they be? Colleen thought. The night before was, for Albert, the equivalent to a life-long monster hunter of having Nessie swim up to his boat on Loch Ness for some hand-fed salmon.
He dragged both girls around the corner. “Was that for real last night?”
“You don’t trust your own eyes?” Erin asked.
“No. I mean, yes. I saw it; I just don’t know if I believe it.”
“Why didn’t you wait around until we came back?’ Colleen asked.
Albert was so excited the words machine-gunned out of his mouth. “At first when you disappeared, I started searching the area, in the trees and bushes, around the clearing, thinking you had put one over on me. When I didn’t find any sign of you, I sat there for over an hour wondering if everything we talked about was really true – time-travel, wormholes - are you pulling my protractor?”
“Shhhh!” Erin hissed with a finger to her mouth. “We really don’t need this getting out, if you know what I mean.”
He spun his head around as if to locate anyone who was within earshot, but, by doing so, drawing more attention to himself and the girls. “Did you really go five-hundred years into the future?”
“I told you, that’s where I’m from.”
“What’s it like there? Can I go after school today?” Colleen had never seen him like this. He was close to the point of delirium, which wasn’t good. His euphoria threatened to end their quest before it began.
Erin slapped him on the back of the head. “Albert, we need your help.”
“I’ll go! Definitely, I’m there!”
“Slow down,” she implored him and waited until his eyes focused on hers. “Colleen and I have to go on a trip this weekend. You have to cover for us if anyone starts asking questions.”
“Are you going back to the future? C’mon, let me go with you this time!”
“Look at me!” Colleen grabbed his head. “I’ll tell you all about it after this weekend. What we need you to do right now is tell people we’re at Erin’s house, if anyone is looking for us. If they ask where her house is, tell them you don’t know, but you’re sure we’re going to be there all weekend. Can you handle that?”
Albert’s eyes stopped bouncing and slowly settled on Colleen’s. “OK, I’ll do it, but you have to promise me that you’re going to tell me everything - the time travel, the future, whatever you’re doing this weekend, EVERYTHING!”
“I promise,” said Colleen.
Albert stuck out his hand, thrusting it at her until she had consummated her pledge. “Awesome!” He pumped his fist. “But you’ve got to tell me -”
“Uh, uh, uh,” Erin chastised him with a wagging finger. “Nothing else until after the weekend.”
Colleen wondered, as she watched Albert bounce into class, whether she would even be alive on Monday to have that conversation with him.
The hour-long trek by bicycle should have exhausted Colleen, yet this particular trip seemed effortless. Matt’s inside tip paid off in spades once they arrived at Jakarta Regional Airport. And with the trash pick-up running right on schedule, the girls passed unnoticed onto the airport grounds.
The girls ducked into an abandoned office right next to the runway (another valuable tidbit provided by Matt).
“What now?” Colleen asked as they sat huddled low beside a desk.
Erin spread out a map hastily on the floor. “Here we are,” she said pointing to a dot on the outskirts of Jakarta. “Matt said we have to take a plane called the ‘Tanuwi Express’.”
“Where will it take us?”
“Tanuwi, of course, DUH!” Erin crossed her eyes, giggled and then pointed to a tiny dot amongst thousands of tiny dots in the Indonesian archipelago “Right here.”
“What about the Korombai Island?”
“It’s called Floria and it’s somewhere close to Tanuwi.”
“Show me on the map,” Colleen requested.
“It’s not on the map.”
“So how do we find it?”
“There’s a small US naval base on the northern part of Tanuwi. When we land we need to make our way over there,” explained Erin.
“Then what?”
“You know Richie Farnsworth from Latin class?”
“Freckle-face Farnsworth, sure, why?”
“His father is stationed on that base. Richie knows a spot where they keep some dinghies”
Colleen’s eyes widened. “Are we really talking about stealing a US naval vessel?”
“C’mon Colleen,” Erin pleaded. “We’re kids, and it’s just a dinghy, not a naval vessel. Besides we don’t have any alternatives other than letting my mother die.”
Colleen mentally slapped herself in the face. How could she compare the risk of getting caught to the thought of letting Erin’s mother painfully waste away? She, more than anyone, knew the pain and longing that comes with living a motherless existence. There wasn’t a day that went by without her wondering what life would be like if her mother were still alive. “I’m sorry,” she offered.
“It’s OK. Matt told me the Tanuwi Express has a concealed storage compartment big enough for the both of us. Once inside we should be stylin’ all the way to Tanuwi.”
Moments later a plane landed and taxied by the office. It was an old twin-engine prop plane. Dings and rust covered more of the fuselage than the chipped paint. Along the side in naturally distressed red letters were the words “Tanuwi Express”. In fact the entire plane looked distressed, but Colleen thought it best for her piece-of-mind not to ponder its air fortitude.
The plane rolled to a stop so close to them, the smell of fuel and burnt oil made Colleen gag.
“Remind me to thank Matt,” said Erin, glancing at her watch which showed 4:45 PM. “The 5 PM is the last flight out, so we need to make sure we’re on this one.”
The faded, tin door opened with a creak and swung down, bouncing twice before resting open, forming stairs with a thin rope railing. Four people emerged from the plane, one by one, followed by two canvass bags which thumped on the tarmac beside the plane.
“That’s the incoming mail,” Erin explained. “They will exchange that with outgoing mail. Then they head to the terminal to get the passengers. That’s when we make our move.”
Carrying the mail bags was a young teenage boy. He was wearing cut-off jean shorts and no shirt. His skin was a smooth, coffee color. He was slender, almost to the point Colleen thought he looked malnourished, yet he moved with the confidence and dexterity of someone much older and stronger. The cumbersome bags of outgoing mail were slung on each shoulder as he ducked back into the Tanuwi Express. An instant later he jumped out and headed to the terminal.
“Are you ready?” Erin asked.
“No,” replied Colleen. “But let’s go anyway.”
Erin inched the office door open. She peaked out, scanned from left to right, and stepped onto the runway. Colleen followed so closely that the breeze blew Erin’s hair into her eyes. Colleen actually tiptoed across the runway pushing Erin hurriedly into the plane in front of her.
“Bingo!” Erin shouted in front of Colleen. She pointed to a door at the end of the aisle that looked like it was made for a hobbit.
Erin crouched down and tried the handle. It moved freely in her hand. She smiled and exhaled with relief.
“Hold Up!” a scratchy, sandpaper-like voice called. “What do y’all think you’re doin?”
Colleen twisted her head so fast she felt the burn of a popped nerve shoot down her neck.
A bulk of a man faced them from the cockpit door. An unlit, half-smoked cigar hung from his mouth. He had red hair that was matted down with the stale sweat of an unknown number of days. His head was an unkempt overgrowth of tangled hair hiding a swollen, bloated face. Beady black eyes gave his expression a dark, cruel edge.
Colleen was beyond petrified. Given a choice between facing Blizzard or the man standing in front of her, she would have chosen a second run in with the bear.
To make matters worse, this time Erin seemed no different. “I, uh, just had to go the bathroom,” she mumbled.
“There ain’t no bathroom on this here plane, honay.” The man spoke with a thick Texas drawl. His scowl revealed a mouth full of jagged, yellow teeth between which were areas of black rot. The only good fortune regarding Colleen’s current situation was that she wasn’t close enough to smell the putrid odor that surely wafted over his blackened tongue.
Erin pulled the door closed. “I’m sorry sir. We - ”
“Who are y’all, and what y’all doing on muh plane?” the man bellowed, his face so round and red it reminded Colleen of an apple - a huge, raving mad apple.
Before the girls could answer he gave them a warning. “I can have y’all arrested if yur tryin to stow away on muh plane.”
The reality of how insanely stupid this plan was struck Colleen like a frying pan to the face. They would have had a better chance overpowering Elijah and his gang than making this wayward plan somehow work.
As the first tear spilled out over her lower eyelid, the man’s expression changed- the redness faded and the hatred disappeared from his eyes. A smile even cracked through his scowl.
“So what are two sweet, innocent girls like you doin’ on my plane?” He paused and his smile widened. “Unless, y’all ain’t that sweet or y’all ain’t that innocent.” Then he cackled with such a sinister pitch that it shot through Colleen like a jolt of electricity.
“Well,” Erin said, straining to jump-start her brain. “We were just…”
“Ya know what? It don’t matter. I really could have y’all arrested, but lucky for y’all I’m a nice guy. Rufus is the name. Rufus Tar,” he said, sticking out a damp, sweaty hand for the girls to shake. “How much money y’all gut?”
Colleen quickly rifled through her pockets. “Sixteen dollars,” she informed him.
Rufus abruptly snatched the money. “Two seats, eight dollars each, now si’down and shut up.” Rufus pocketed the money and lumbered back to the cockpit. Before he stepped through, he turned to the girls. “Just curious though, why y’all are goin’ to Tan-u-wi anyhow?” He pronounced the island as if it were three separate words.
“To visit my father on the naval base,” Erin answered.
“Funny,” Rufus commented. “Haven’t seen y’all on any flights before. What’s yur father’s name?”
“Richard Farnsworth. Do y’all know him?” Erin asked, regaining some of her moxie.
Colleen could only listen and admire. How could they be the same age? Erin seemed so much older.
“I reckon I’ve heard the name,” Rufus replied. “Enjoy the flight.” He smiled at the girls as he backed into the cockpit, twisted around with some difficulty in the tight confines and sat down at the controls.
The girls exchanged fearful glances. Something wasn’t right.
“Hold on to y’alls britches,” Rufus added. “It’s gonna get a doggone bumpy on the way out.”
The two girls scrambled for their seats.
A moment later the boy popped his head in the door. He escorted two passengers onto the plane. Both were scary enough themselves to make Colleen think about running now. The first was a short, thin man. He looked older than he actually was, she was sure of that. His face and arms were riddled with scars. His thin stare was fixed on the girls for longer than she felt comfortable. Next to enter the plane was a middle-aged woman. She wore a bright colored shawl and her face was decorated with a nose ring and a few golden studs in her eyebrows. She, like the man before her, looked prematurely aged. There was no doubt in Colleen’s mind that life for these two had been very hard. They also seemed like two people you wouldn’t want to turn your back on.
Following them the boy entered the cabin.
“Close ‘er up Blake, wur ready to go,” Rufus instructed him.
With the door secure, Blake turned around to take his seat directly behind the pilot’s. The boy’s brown eyes widened when he spotted the girls seated in back.
“Who are the two girls?” Blake questioned, turning back towards the cockpit.
“They’re two extras wer taking to Tan-u-wi,” Rufus called back.
“But they never checked in.”
“Let’s just consider ‘em unofficial passengers. I’m doing ‘em a favor.”
The boy jumped up out of his seat. “OK, but just let me just go back and check them in,”
“Blake. Sit down!” Rufus snorted. “I told you wur helpin ’em out. If yah go back thur to check ‘em in it’ll take twenty minutes, dang it! We don’t have time fur that dung. We gut room on the plane and wur takin ‘em to Tan-u-wi. Now shut up and mind yur own business or y’all be payin’ fur their flight.”
Blake hesitated like he was weighing the option Rufus has just shouted at him then he slowly sat back down.
Rufus cranked the engines and, following a few sputters and some smoke, the old plane was buzzing down the runway. As they lifted off the girls looked at each other with the same scared expression. This was farther than Colleen ever imagined they would ever get. They had overcome their first obstacle. However, Colleen wondered at what price.
The flight was bumpy as promised. She assumed there weren’t too many smooth flights on this plane.
As the express buzzed low atop the dark clouds, Blake carried on an intense conversation with the weathered coupled sitting up front. They talked in a language that Colleen didn’t understand. It was clear that the couple knew Blake. It was also clear that the subject of their discussion was the two girls. Blake’s expression seemed to deepen with unease after every word.
Blake stopped the conversation abruptly with a wave of his hand, unbuckled and, with the cockpit door closed, shuffled down the aisle to the girls.
“I’m sorry we messed up your flight. We didn’t mean to get you in trouble,” Colleen offered.
Blake crouched down next to them. “Believe me you have no idea of what trouble really is,” he warned.
That response startled Erin. “Hi, I’m Erin and this is Colleen,” she said throwing out her hand.
“My name is Blake,” the boy said, leaving Erin hanging. “How did you get on this plane? I don’t remember seeing you at the gate.”
Blake spoke nearly flawless English - barely a noticeable accent in his words, enough to where Colleen wondered if he was a native of the islands or a school boy from Jakarta.
“We kind of snuck on,” Erin answered. “That is until your charming boss, Rufus, caught us.”
Blake looked over his shoulder at the cockpit door. “If you don’t mind me asking, why are you two going to Tanuwi?”
“We have our reasons,” Erin answered.
“The only people that go there are natives that can’t find jobs, drug dealers, or others simply trying to disappear.”
“Why would you work for a guy like that?” Erin asked, trying to change the subject. “He treats you like a dog.”
“Being treated like a dog would be a step up with Rufus,” he commented. “Is there anyone to pick you up when you arrive?”
“Yes, my father should be there. That’s what I told Rufus.”
Blake’s brown eyes became as big as saucers. “Rufus asked if anyone was picking you up?”
“Yeah. So what?”
Blake reached out and grabbed both girls by the forearm. Colleen jumped, Erin didn’t. He waited until their four eyes were riveted to his. “Please do not linger when we leave the plane. If someone is there, go directly to them. If someone is not there, act as if you expect them any minute.”
Blake’s bizarre behavior was freaking Colleen out. “Why? What’s so important about leaving quickly?”
“Believe me you don’t want someone like Rufus to take an interest in you. If he asked about it, it’s already too late. You never checked in. There is no record of you coming to this island. He knows that. That’s a bad thing.”
“How bad is this guy?”
“He’s the worst.”
“What’s he done?” Erin inquired.
“I’m pretty sure he’s on the run from the FBI back in Texas.”
“You’re joking.” Colleen squirmed in her seat. “Please tell me you’re joking!”
Colleen saw nothing in Blake’s hard eyes but seriousness. “One day an old acquaintance of Rufus took the flight over to Tanuwi. He was, like the many before him, looking to disappear.” The girls listened breathlessly. “He stayed at Rufus’ house that night. They started drinking early. By night time they were both completely drunk and telling stories that shouldn’t be heard. Rufus’ business was smuggling illegal immigrants into the USA. On one particularly gruesome shuttle trip while carrying a truckload full of immigrants across the border, he got into a chase with the Border Patrol. To save his own massive butt he bailed out of the truck and sent it over an embankment into a river.”
“That’s awful!” cried Colleen.
“He has done worse things than that. But from what I heard the FBI is still looking for him.”
“Why would you work for a guy like that?’ Colleen asked.
“I have no choice.”
“Everyone has a choice,” Erin protested. “Why not just leave?”
“It is very difficult to explain, but I cannot.”
“You’re really starting to scare me,” admitted Colleen.
“If I am scaring you it is because you have reason to be frightened. You may be in great danger. That is why I need to know where you are really going and why.”
Erin looked to Colleen who nodded her head in support. “Actually our final destination isn’t Tanuwi. We need to get to an island near Tanuwi. We need something very desperately.”
Blake looked absolutely bewildered. “I cannot imagine anything anyone would need on any of the islands near Tanuwi. I am very familiar with the islands near Tanuwi, perhaps I can help. What is the name of the island?”
“It’s called Floria.”
“No, I have never heard of that island.” He shut down so abruptly it was like he blew a fuse.
“You must have heard of it,” Colleen said. “It’s famous for its inhabitants- the Korombai. You know - the cannibals.”
“There are no cannibals on these islands,” the boy stated firmly. He sprang up and turned towards the cockpit door. “I must get back to my seat. We will be landing soon. Make sure you are buckled up.”
Blake, never looking back, slipped back to his seat, leaving Erin and Colleen to ponder the danger that lie ahead.
With a creek, a couple of groans, and a cloud of dust, the oversized tin can, also known as the Tanuwi Express, bumped and sputtered onto the runway and squealed to a halt. The ragged couple shuffled down the narrow stairs first with the girls giving them their space before following. The runway on Tanuwi was nothing more than a wide dirt road in the middle of a field - no terminal, no other planes, nothing. Colleen understood why Blake was curious as to their plan. No one would take this flight unless they had no other alternatives.
Blake emerged from the plane right on their heels. Nervously looking over his shoulder, he scrambled up to them.
“Is someone really meeting you?”
“No,” Erin replied. “We’re going this one alone.”
“Please remember what I said - keep moving. Do not stay in this place.”
“You still haven’t told me why,” Erin grumbled.
“Just please hurry.”
“If you could give us some guidance, we could move even faster,” she hinted.
“I cannot.”
Just then a hand landed on Blake’s shoulder. He snapped his head around.
“Why don’t yah invite the girls to have dinner with us?” Rufus asked loud enough for everyone to hear.
“They can’t,” Blake responded too quickly.
“How in the heck would ya know, y’all didn’t even ask!”
“I did. They have to meet someone. He will be taking them to the base.”
Rufus surveyed the entire clearing before fixing his stare back to them. “Now I don’t see no one here yet.” As he spoke, Colleen noticed his powerful grip on Blake’s shoulders had tightened considerably.
Blake bunched his shoulders, trying to soften the grasp and winced. “No. Not yet.”
“Then it’s done! I’ll barbeque. ”
Rufus led them to the far side of the field towards his dingy, brown cabin, careful to keep himself between the girls and Blake.
“Keep your eyes open,” Erin whispered.
“For what?”
“For trouble.”
“I think I found it,” Colleen mumbled as she glanced over at Rufus.
As they approached, she could see that Rufus’ cabin was more of a run-down shack than an actual dwelling. The windows on each side of the door were cracked, with one pane of glass missing completely. The wood planks that made up the walls were lined with rot to the point she could see clear into the cabin. Rufus obviously wasn’t concerned about the heat or the insects. The door itself was so old and warped, it was wedged half-open.
Rufus gave the door a quick bump with his shoulder to dislodge it and then gestured to the girls. “Welcome ta paradise,” he said with a sly smile.
The cabin was dirty and worn. A single room held a tattered couch bowing in the middle, Colleen assumed from years of supporting Rufus’ enormous weight. That sat across from a crumbling earthen fireplace. A small TV stood in the corner with a satellite dish mounted outside the window. Dishes, some spotted with mold, were scattered about the kitchen giving it the look of being abandoned. A field mouse scampered across the counter to investigate a morsel of food that was unidentifiable in color or shape.
Off the kitchen Colleen noticed two separate doors, one of which was open. A metal cot with wool blankets tangled together was set in the corner. The other door was locked - a padlock and latch kept the contents of that room a troubling secret.
Despite Colleen’s revulsion at the general state of Rufus’ home, the wall above the hearth was breathtaking. Spears with intricately carved shafts were mounted next to hand-made bows and arrows. High up on the wall were ritual skirts and headdresses, and beautifully crafted swords of remarkable quality which were, no doubt, priceless.
If that weren’t enough, perched on the mantle were exquisite, native carvings of what appeared to be religious and ritual figurines. This bounty of Indonesian treasures seemed better suited for a museum than Rufus’ unkempt shanty.
“Si’down at the table. Blake will git the grill goin’. Do y’all like chicken?” Rufus asked and then added with some pride, “It’s fresh, I raise um m’self,” as if that information was going to help convince them.
“Yeah sure, I love chicken,” Erin said, feigning enthusiasm.
Colleen gulped “Yeah, me too.”
“Damn straight,” Rufus said with a devilish grin. “Blake put some chicken on fur us.”
Like a phantom the slight silhouette disappeared into the shadows with only the creak of the misshapen door giving an indication of his whereabouts.
“Chickun’s a funny animal,” Rufus said as the girls squirmed. “Ya know when ya lop the head off a chickun, it will still take to runnin’ around without no head attached.” The memory seemed to make him smile. “One of ‘em, after I hacked its pumpkin off, run around fur about an hour.”
Colleen felt her stomach churn. There was no way she was going to be able to eat chicken now. In fact, if she had anything left in her stomach, she was pretty sure everyone would be getting a look at it real soon.
“How’s my dad going to know where we are when he comes to pick us up?” Erin asked.
“There’s only one road, Darlin,” Rufus answered. “And that leads right up to this house.”
Blake slipped in with the grilled chicken and all four sat down.
Much to her surprise Colleen enjoyed the smoky flavor of the grilled poultry. Not surprisingly though, stories of Rufus’ old ‘adventures’ weren’t as enjoyable. Colleen was curious as to how he accumulated such a rich bounty of native Indonesian treasures, particularly the gold-plated sheath holding a broadsword with a hand-carved ivory handle, mounted on the wall.
Rufus winked at her (that gesture sent her uncomfortable needle into the red). “Let’s jus’ say I done them some fa-vors.”
“What kind of favors?” Colleen put her hand up to her mouth, shocked as the words hit her ears.
“Da kind I’d just a soon not talk about.” Rufus ripped another leg of chicken off each side and slapped them onto each girl’s plate.
If that didn’t max out the stress level then her next glance over to Erin did. She noticed Erin stealing looks towards the locked door - that same padlock that her own eyes kept gravitating to.
“Where yah from?” Rufus asked Colleen.
“I’m from the big island,” she answered.
“I’m not talkin’ bout where y’all live. Where you from?”
“I’m originally from Massachusetts.”
Rufus winked, like he knew what Colleen was thinking. “You’re a long way from home.”
Both girls were restless, eyes constantly darting around the room. But what scared Colleen the most was the glistening droplets of sweat beading up on Blake’s forehead. He was petrified, but who wouldn’t be living each day with an immoral beast like Rufus. It was the “of what” that was squeezing adrenaline into her veins by the quart.
Apparently Erin noticed it too because as soon as she saw Rufus finish his chicken, she jumped up. “Thank you very much for dinner. It was great. We should be going now.”
Rufus smiled and placed his massive hand solidly on Erin’s which was pressed against the table. “What’s y’alls rush? Yur ride ain’t evun here yet? Just wait here ‘til someone shows up.”
“Thanks,” Erin said, wiping sweat from her brow. “But I think my dad might be waiting for us down the road.” She pulled her hand out from under his, shot Colleen a quick glance that said unmistakably ‘we’re leaving right now!’ and marched toward the door with Colleen scrambling to catch up.
Rufus pounced to his feet causing Colleen to gasp in horror. As he bounded past her, she was amazed by how quickly a man as big as anyone she had ever seen could move.
“Let them leave!” Blake burst from somewhere behind them.
Erin sprinted for the door with Rufus right on her heels. She reached for the knob and with one swift yank felt the jammed door dislodge and then explode into her shoulder. Its momentum sent her flying backwards onto the floor, knocking the wind from her lungs.
“I insist!” Rufus said with a gleeful snicker. “Both of y’all are gonna stay put for a spell.” He grabbed Erin by the arm, jerked her clean off the floor and dragged her kicking across the room.
“Let me go you fat tub of lard!” She screamed, thrashing against his gorilla grip.
In contrast to his struggle with Erin, a frozen Colleen gave no resistance as he snatched her up with his free hand.
“Blake, help us!” Erin screamed.
Blake rose up out of his chair, his face flushed with anger.
“Si’down, Boy!” Rufus snapped. “Or maybe I’ll send you back home to yur people. I’m sure they would be very happy to see y’all!”
The anger in Blake’s expression drained from his face, leaving only the guilty look of shame.
“Blake you have to do something!” Erin yelled.
“He’s not gonna help y’all. Look at his face. He’s yella-bellied.”
With his chin tucked into his chest, he lowered himself back into his seat.
“We understand each other then. Now, unlock the goddang door,” Rufus ordered.
Blake turned the key and with the audible ‘click’, the door swung wide open.
Rufus heaved Erin into the air. She landed loudly on her head, rolled onto her side and ended up against the far wall. As Rufus loaded Colleen up like a human cannonball she caught a glimpse of Blake sitting behind her. She wasn’t one hundred percent sure, but she thought she saw the twinkle of tears on Blake’s cheeks glimmer against the lamp light. The next moment had her doing her best impersonation of a gymnast performing a double-twisting dismount. Thankfully she stuck the landing (if you call landing squarely on your butt and ending up on your back ‘sticking the landing’).
“Y’all really think I’m all that stupid? I know yur father doesn’t work on this here base. And there ain’t no one comin’ fur you.”
“Our families know we’re here,’” Erin bluffed.
“You keep tellin’ yurself that. One thing is fer sure - Y’all snuck onto my plane to come here. Fer what reason I gut no idea, but I knowed this - no one knows y’all are here.”
“What do you want with us?” Colleen asked, barely able to get the words passed the lump in her throat.
“You’ll find out soon enough,” he answered with a wink.
That comment brought Erin bouncing to her feet. “Wow! You can push around two little girls! Does that make you feel big and strong?” She spit at him. “You won’t get away with it. This one’s going to cost you. I promise you that!”
“Yur a feisty one! That’s good. It makes you more valuable.” He laughed as he shut the door. The click of the lock assured the girls that, at least for the time being, they were captives here.
The room was lit by thin shafts of light filtering in from a lone window high up on the wall. Rufus was right. She was a long way from home. In fact, she felt as far away from home as Erin was. “What’s he going to do with us?”
“It’ll be OK,” Erin said. “We’ll find a way out of here.”
“How? The window’s too high and too small for either of us to...”
She stopped mid-sentence. “Fred!” she screamed and then scrambled over to her backpack. The bandit popped out like a jack-in-the-box and jumped into her arms. “Thank God you’re alright.”
“He’s tough and he’s smart,” admired Erin, raising one eyebrow. “Do you think he can help us get out of here? He’s definitely small enough to fit through the window.”
Colleen shook her head. “I just want to make sure he’s safe.” She hoisted him up to the window sill. “Go ahead!” She urged.
Fred hesitated on the window ledge, looking back at Colleen.
“Go on!” she pleaded. “Wait out in the woods for us.”
With his tail lowered Fred spun and silently slipped through the window out into the night.
“That isn’t the last time you’ll see Fred. We just have to stay alert,” Erin said.
Colleen didn’t hear Erin’s comment. “Erin, look at this!” She pointed to carvings in the wall. “There must be over twenty names.”
Erin ran her fingers over the jagged letters like she was reading Brail. “Who do you think they were?”
“I’ll take a wild guess that they were in the same predicament as us.” She looked up at Erin. “I’m really scared.”
“You’re not alone.”
Through her tears, Colleen cracked a smile. “You could’ve fooled me the way you slapped that bulging obesity around.”
“I guess I’m fooling you then, because believe me, I’m scared to death,” Erin confessed. “The only thing that keeps me going is the thought of walking into that run down shed we call a hospital in Scottsville, holding my mother’s head up, and pouring the crushed flower potion down her throat.”
“I wish I knew what that felt like,” Colleen wondered.
“Courage?” Erin questioned. “Like I said it’s not really courage, it’s just the thought -”
“To love your mom so much you would do anything for her.” Colleen hugged her knees tightly. “I wish I knew that feeling.” Fresh tears dropped from her eyes. “I want to believe that I do, but I’m just not sure. And if I’m not sure then I’m afraid that means I really don’t. My dad used to tell me stories about the great things she did, about her strength and resolve, and it always warmed me. But how do you love someone you have never met?”
It was a question Erin couldn’t answer.
It seemed cathartic to Colleen to talk about her. “She was an environmental lawyer. She would take on corporations that poisoned land by dumping chemicals, or tried to clear-cut old-growth forest. She was one of those people who achieved great things, not for recognition or money, but because it was the right thing to do. I used to have a picture of her on my night stand beside my bed before I got rid of it. It was easy to see the strength in her face and the determination in her eyes.”
Erin smiled. “She sounds pretty amazing to me.”
“I wish I knew.”
“If you don’t mind me asking, why did you get rid of the picture?”
Colleen smiled a painful, hurt smile. “Here’s a woman who achieved all these great things in life, besides suffering unbearable pain for months just to give me life. And you know how I repaid her?”
Again Erin didn’t answer. She was smarter than that.
Colleen looked up at the ceiling with tears draining down both sides of her face. “I blamed her,” she confessed with some disgust. “I blamed her for not being there for me - for not teaching me to be strong like she was. I knew if she were still around then she would have shown me how to stand up to all the bullies in school, shown me how to be something different, better than this pathetic coward you see in front of you. I kept all this bitterness towards her inside of me, so when the bullying was at its worst, I gave her picture back to my dad.”
“Maybe in some ways she has helped you,” Erin offered.
Colleen raised an eyebrow, half curious-half angry. “How’s that?”
“A great man, who hasn’t been born yet, once said, or will say sometime in the near future, ‘Our greatest legacy as humans is our children’.”
Colleen was more annoyed than enlightened. “What does that even mean?”
“It means maybe teaching you how to stand up to bullies isn’t the greatest thing your mother could have ever done for you. Maybe her greatest gift to you is her strength, her resolve, her genes.”
Colleen clenched her teeth in frustration. Erin didn’t seem to be able to grasp the differences between mother and daughter. And how could she? Erin seemed to be a selfless replica of Mrs. Brennan. It was like trying to explain the benefits of air conditioning to an Eskimo. “I wish I had that picture from my bedside. You could see for yourself how her strength and character jumped off the frame. I could hold it up beside my face so you would understand that the gift you’re referring to never got delivered.”
“You’re a mouse,” said Erin.
“Excuse me?”
“You remind me of a mouse.”
Colleen shook her head. “You remind me of Nick. That’s something he would say.”
“You misunderstand. I’m not making fun of you.” Erin sat down on the mattress next to Colleen. “I’ve read a thousand, no… maybe ten thousand science journals. There’s one particular study that I think applies to you.”
“OK,” Colleen accepted tentatively.
“I’m sure you’ve heard of it. It’s a classic experiment with a mouse, a piece of cheese, and a maze.”
Colleen gave Erin a perplexed look. “I have no idea where you’re going with this.”
“Hear me out,” Erin requested. “You know the experiment. A scientist puts a mouse in a maze on one end and some cheese on the other. The mouse can smell the cheese so it knows it’s there, but it doesn’t know how to navigate the maze to get to it.”
“I know,” Colleen confirmed. “The mouse will stumble through the maze the first time, always trying to take the most direct path to the cheese, but being blocked by dead end passages. But inevitably even the most confused mouse eventually finds its way to the cheese.”
“Then you must also know that once it finds the cheese, the mouse is placed back at the beginning of the maze to see if it can navigate the maze quicker the second time, which it does.”
A slight smile cracked Colleen’s worried face, mostly because it was keeping her mind off their present dire situation. “The whole purpose of the study was to determine a mouse’s ability to remember.”
“Correct again,” said Erin proudly. “And in fact the experiment was proof positive.”
“That’s right,” Colleen agreed before her eyes got cloudy. “Explain to me again how this applies to me?”
“Because, from where I sit, it’s similar to your feelings about your mother.”
She pulled back from Erin. “I pour out my heart to you about my mother, and you respond by comparing me to a rodent looking for cheese.”
“Think about it. You said when you heard stories about your mother it warmed you. Well isn’t that warmth really your love? You know it’s there, you can feel it as sure as that mouse can smell the cheese, but you don’t know how to find it. Most kids see their parents every day. They experience their love in every sense - seeing, touching, hearing, feeling. Their path is clear. There’s no getting lost when you have someone to guide you. But you, you’re different. You’ve never had that experience first-hand, so in a lot of ways, it doesn’t seem real to you, but it is. Yours is just a more complex maze that’s difficult to navigate. But like those mice you’ll eventually find the right path and once you find it, you’ll never forget it.”
Colleen expression softened, but didn’t disappear. “I’m not sure you can compare my doubts with a mouse’s quest for food, but there is one thing I am sure of.”
“What’s that?”
“I wish my mother were here now. We could use some of her strength to help us out of this.”
Erin, staring straight ahead, didn’t object.
The captives sat in a heavy silence with darkness falling until both drifted off into an uneasy sleep.
The creak of the door ripped them from their shallow slumber.
Colleen peered through the blackness. The light of the moon outlined a wiry silhouette.
“Blake!” She called.
Blake pressed his index finger to his lips. “Please forgive me for not helping you earlier,” he whispered. “I wish I had more courage. ”
“No sweat,” Erin said comfortingly. “You did the right thing. It wouldn’t have made any difference anyway. If you had tried to help then we would all be locked in this room.”
“What‘s Rufus going to do with us?” Colleen asked nervously.
“He does many things. None of them are good. He is a very bad man. He intends to take you two and sell you to someone from one of the islands.”
“He’s a slave trader?” asked Erin.
“Something like that,” Blake mumbled. “He knows many islanders. Some have lived on the islands for generations. Others are hiding out.”
“Hiding from what?” Colleen asked
“Hiding from the consequences of who they are or what they have done. They buy ‘workers’ from Rufus, and then make them do hard, horrible things. I have seen him sell many people. I have never seen any one of them ever again.”
Colleen shivered. “Is that how he got all those artifacts on the wall?”
“Payment for selling slaves to the tribes,” he confirmed.
“What do we do?” asked Erin.
“I have to get you two out of here.”
“How?”
“Rufus is face down on the table. He ends many days that way.” Blake glanced back over his shoulder and then turned back to the girls, “Now’s your chance.”
He pulled both girls to him. His touch was soft on Colleen’s arm, but his grip was firm. “Be very quiet. Even when passed out, he hears everything. Step exactly where I step.”
Blake, walking as if navigating a mine field, led the girls slowly through the kitchen. He maneuvered them board to board, as if he knew which boards would squeak and which wouldn’t. He gingerly swung the cabin door open then flinched when something flashed by him into the house. It scurried across the floor and scaled the old, wooden legs onto the top of the table.
Colleen pushed onto her tippy-toes and leaned into Boas’ ear. “That’s Fred. He’s with me.”
Blake eyes were wide with alarm. “Your pet is about to wake Rufus up.”
Fred shimmied across the table towards Rufus, crouched low as if stalking prey. Colleen resisted the urge to scream for fear it would wake the snoring sloth.
He crawled to within inches of Rufus’ head which was resting heavily on his folded arms. Fred started sniffing Rufus’ rough, wiry hair.
What is he doing? Colleen thought.
Fred answered by sticking his head in the crook of Rufus elbow.
Rufus unconsciously swatted the air, yet somehow Fred’s instinctive agility allowed him to avoid the blind swipe.
Colleen took a couple deep breaths. If Fred didn’t wake Rufus up, then the pounding of her own heart surely would. And if Rufus woke up, they were done.
Fred stuck his head in the same spot again.
Red-faced from her boiling blood, she started back toward Rufus and Fred, but after only one step the ferret emerged with a half-eaten chicken wing in its mouth. He held the wing high, raising his bounty for all to admire, but only for a brief moment. After a quick glance at Colleen’s crimson cheeks, Fred dropped the chicken wing and was the first one out the door.
The moonlight glistened off leaves, illuminating their escape route. Out into the night, the four silently tiptoed across the dirt lot to the cover of the forest.
Blake stopped the girls. “Follow this path. It will lead you to a small beach less than a mile from here,” he instructed. “There is a small boat anchored in the shallows. Row out past the swells to where the motor won’t be heard, start it up and be on your way. It should get you to where you need to go.”
“Blake you must come with us!” Erin insisted
“I can’t,” he responded.
“Why not?”
“Like I said - I have my reasons.”
“What will he do when he finds out we’re gone?” asked Colleen
“He will be very angry.”
“That’s not what I’m talking about. What will he do to you?”
Blake blinked as if erasing an unpleasant image. “I’m not sure.”
“He’ll know that you helped us escape,” said Erin.
“I am counting on the fact that he needs me to help him run his business. It will not be pleasant the next few days, but that is something I will have to deal with.”
That wasn’t good enough for Colleen. “What if he decides that he doesn’t need your help?”
“I don’t want to think about that.”
“He’ll kill you! Why won’t you come with us? It can’t be worse than staying here!”
Blake clenched his fists at his side. “It can be. You don’t understand. You don’t know who I am or where I have come from. Do you think I want to stay here with him?” Drops of perspiration flowed freely from his forehead. “I have no choice. There are worse things out there than the fate that may befall me here.”
Colleen wanted to object, but the forcefulness of his words told her it would do no good.
“You need to find the island of Floria right?” he continued. “I can give you some direction. I don’t know why you want to go there. You won’t make it out alive. No one who goes there ever comes back. But if you still want to go, I can show you where it is.”
Blake pulled a map out of his pocket and then a flashlight out of the other.
Colleen looked at the map and then over to Erin. Lines of suspicion formed on Erin’s forehead. “I thought you said you had never heard of Floria?”
Boas shook his head. “Do you want to find this island or would you rather we sit here and ask each other meaningless questions? Then again, we can go back inside and ask Rufus.”
“I’m sorry if I seem nosey. It’s just that you seem to me a decent, compassionate person. I thought you would jump at the chance to start over, away from him.”
He turned away from Erin and looked at Colleen. “OK, head Northeast off the beach. After an hour you will see an island lined with tall, rocky cliffs to the north; past that head due east. After another hour you will come upon a second island; this one has a beach protected by a reef. Head around the reef to the east and you will be able to access the beach. Do you understand?”
“I do,” Erin answered, pushing back into Blake’s field of vision. “It’s clear to me now. You’re afraid to go to that island because something happened to you there. What was it? What could be so bad that you would face torture or death rather than step foot on that island?” Erin’s persistence was impressive. It was also dangerous. “Since you won’t tell us your secrets, let me fill you in on some of mine. My mother is dying. If I don’t get her medicine, found only on Floria, she will be dead within three days. Worse yet, if Colleen and I don’t bring back that cure to my people, they will all die.”
Her words had a galvanizing effect on Colleen. “If you don’t come with us, we will fail, I know that.” Colleen grabbed his wrist. “If you had a chance to help save the lives of your mother and family, wouldn’t you at least want to try, regardless of the risk?”
Blake looked like a statue in the moonlight for a long moment. But just when Colleen thought they had reached him, he dismissed the girls. “Go to the beach now. You must leave right away. Good Luck.” Then he turned and ran back through the yard and into the house.
Colleen started to run back towards the cabin, but Erin grabbed her arm. “Let’s go,” she said. “He’s made his choice.”
Erin, flashlight in hand, led them down the narrow, rocky path towards the beach.
The boat was exactly as Blake had described- fully stocked with gas and anchored in the sand. Erin jumped in, sat down on the middle seat, and grabbed the oars. “Push us off.”
Although the reflective moonlight gave shape to some of their surroundings, it was the thundering crash of the surf that told Colleen the odds were against them getting past the pounding swells without capsizing. In for a dime, in for a dollar, she pledged and then planted her shoulder into the wooden engine-mount in the stern of the boat. She rammed the boat three times, but it gave no indication it was willing to budge.
“We didn’t figure in the tide,” she stated, but thought, in the grand scheme of things, this was a minor problem. She clenched her teeth, dug her feet in and pushed as hard as her ninety-pound body could, but the sand that yielded was under her feet and not under the metal boat.
Erin jumped out and grabbed the metal-handled plate at the bow. She dug in her heels for leverage. “One…two…three!” she said in a low grumbling that sounded like a whisper gone wrong and yanked. After a couple seconds Colleen exhaled. This boat was as stubborn as Erin.
This minor problem was becoming a major one by the second, especially if Rufus decided he needed to use the outhouse and realized the girls were gone.
“One more time, with everything you’ve got.” Erin repeated the count from the bow, “One, two,” her voice rumbling lower with each number. “Three!”
Colleen pushed so hard her legs trembled under the strain. Her eyes were shut tight, to channel every ounce of energy. She groaned along with her muscles, yet could feel no give from the glue-like sand.
Suddenly, like a drag-racer firing off the starting line, the boat exploded with a ‘Pop!’ and lurched forward into the shallow film of water ebbing back to the ocean.
Colleen splatted face-first into the muck.
Erin was thrown on her back and then had to dive face-first into the sand just to avoid being steam-rolled.
The boat skimmed over the sheet of water and bobbed into the foamy waves rumbling through the shallows.
“How did that…?” Erin asked with her back to the water.
But Colleen was looking right past her. Standing next to the dinghy, anchoring it
in the breakwater was a welcome sight. “Blake, why are you here?”
He looked down at the boat and then back to Colleen. “I realized you girls would need some help.”
Colleen jumped to her feet and splashed through the shallow tide, the water threatening to trip her with every explosive step. “I knew you would come!” That was a lie. In fact she expected just the opposite. She would have bet her panda privileges that they would never see this tall, thin (and she had to admit to herself, cute in a young Leonardo DiCaprio in the Basketball Diaries kind of way) ‘lost-boy’ again.
Blake stoically dismissed Colleen’s joy. “We better get moving. I didn’t like the way Rufus was stirring.”
With Colleen sitting in the back near the motor and Erin in the front, Blake jumped onto the middle seat, grabbed the oars, leaned back and pulled the boat over the breaking waves. Colleen noticed muscles ripple Blake’s arms and chest where earlier in the day it appeared he was made up of only skin and bones.
Blake pulled the boat directly through the path of light set by the moonlight onto the bumpy water.
Fred seemed to have his own thoughts about navigating and bounced to the front of the boat where he took his position - two feet firmly on the bow with his tiny face cutting through the wind.
In the darkness of the pre-dawn skies they had time to talk. Erin took advantage of the captive audience. “Tell us what you know about Floria and the Korombai.”
Blake stepped to the back of the boat next to Colleen and pumped the gas bulb three times. “Do you really want to know what I fear? Would you like to find out what is worse than death, or would you rather not know what you face?”
Colleen was quick to shake her head. “I would really rather not know.”
Erin seemed to have different thoughts. “What I want to know is where you come from, and how you ended up a slave to a miserable, no-good, drunk.”
Blake pulled the cord on the motor once, twice, and on the third time it revved to life. He sat down with his right hand on the handle. “I am not his slave nor have I ever been,” he explained. “I am free to go if I so choose.”
“Why don’t you choose then?” asked Erin.
“I have nowhere else to go.”
Colleen moved up to the middle seat. “Why hasn’t Rufus tried to sell you?”
“I am useful to him. I know many of the native tongues from the islands. I can translate for many of his deals.” Blake closed his eyes and turned his head away, as if the girls could look through them and see his thoughts. “I hate being part of the terrible things he does. He is an evil man. But he feeds me and gives me a place to sleep. He took me in when no one else would.”
“What about your mother or father?” Colleen asked.
“They are both dead.”
“I’m so sorry.”
Erin still looked suspicious. “Then why come with us now? You’ll never be able to go back. Rufus will kill you ten times over.”
Blake rubbed his hands together, as if washing off some unseen blood. “I realized I can no longer take part in his evil dealings. I am old enough now where I can take responsibility for who I am and what I do. My hands are stained with the blood of people whose lives he has destroyed - the parents who will never see their children again and always wonder what happened to them; the nameless who will be missed by no one yet deserved a better fate than the one he has forced upon them. I am ashamed of everything I have been a part of. And I have always been afraid.”
“What then could be worse than helping that monster with all his despicable work?” Colleen asked as the dinghy bobbed through the waves.
“The same thing that has kept me handcuffed in hell to that man,” he answered. “It is what we are doing right now.”
“Travel to Floria?” Erin asked
“Believe me you’re not alone in that,” added Colleen.
“To go home.”
“To go home?”
Then the pieces crashed into place for Colleen “You’re Korombai!” she screamed. “You’re a cannibal!”
Blake stepped away from the motor and sat down beside Colleen. “My people are a great people.”
Erin frowned from the front of the boat. “Cannibals, a great people? I can’t wait to hear this explanation.”
Blake scowled at Erin, but then turned back to Colleen. “They were the first people to inhabit any of these islands. The Korombai have survived in this hostile, wild landscape for thousands of years, and how? They have hunted without killing off the animals that share their world. They have farmed without stripping the land and destroying the soil. They have fished without depleting the waters around them. They have done what the rest of the world has not been able to do - live by taking only what they need and no more.” Colleen heard the pride with which he spoke and knew he had found something that had long been lost. “Yet the rest of the world sees none of that. They only know the Korombai as cannibals. The only motivation to travel to Floria is for exploitation of my people - to sell magazines. Yet my people are not the same cannibals you read about in a magazine. They do not randomly kill and eat strangers or enemies. The fact is they have very few enemies and, because of their reputation, very few strangers even dare journey to our island.”
Erin didn’t appear convinced. “If they’re such a great people, why did they leave a small boy without a mother and father to die?”
“To understand that you must understand my people.”
“Try me.”
Blake moved his way up to the front of the boat and sat across from Erin. With no one to pilot the boat, it bounced unguided from wave to wave. “Their greatness is equaled only by their savageness. You cannot survive for thousands of years in these wild lands without a hard, savage nature. Some of the traditions we have adopted over those millennia turn civilized people’s stomachs. But they don’t live where we live. Most would not survive a week out here. That survival instinct has produced some less than desirable side effects, of which one is cannibalism. Yet cannibalism is just one small part of a system forged by the blood and sweat of generations of Korombai.”
“I understand to survive out here it takes things we can’t even begin to comprehend,” Erin said. “But that doesn’t explain why you were abandoned by your people.”
Colleen took a different tact with her questioning. “Blake, didn’t you have an aunt or an uncle that could have cared for you?”
“First, my name is not Blake. My real name is Boas.” He paused letting the long forgotten sound of his name linger in his ear. “Blake is the name that hairy donkey gave me.”
Colleen smiled. “I like it. What does it mean?”
Boas returned her smile. “A Boas is a small monkey that lives its entire life in the trees, its feet never touching the ground. It is revered as the guardian of the Korombai. Its high-pitched yelp from high up in the treetops acts like an alarm that warns of danger.” Boas paused for a moment and smiled. “I was told my uncle took one look at me and proclaimed that I would become a guardian of my people. And so I was named Boas.”
“That’s a beautiful story,” Colleen remarked to Boas whose smile had disappeared, replaced by a watery-eyed look of sadness.
“It is also nothing more than a fairy tale that couldn’t be further away from the truth.”
“I don’t get it,” Erin jumped in. Her tone was more accusatory than sympathetic. “If the Korombai don’t have any enemies like you said, then what kind of danger did they need to be warned about?”
Boas glared at Erin. “There are other dangers on Floria that you would not want sneaking up on you.”
Colleen gulped. “What dangers?”
“Things we do not have to worry about right now.” Boas abruptly changed gears. “You asked about my aunts and uncles. I only have the one uncle. We all lived together in the same ‘tupah’, which is a large, family tree-house. Our culture requires that any child who is orphaned becomes the responsibility of relatives who share that tupah. That is Korombai law.”
“That sounds more civilized than the ‘eat your own to succeed’ world that I come from,” Colleen commented, letting her hand skim across the water on the side of the boat as it cut through the undulations.
“The origin of cannibalism among my people comes from a belief that demons can possess a human soul. The khukhua, will inhabit that soul forever. The only way to destroy the khukhua is to eat the flesh.”
“How would you know who is possessed and who isn’t?” asked Colleen.
“Indications can be as severe as a murder or as seemingly minor as bringing bad luck. But, if branded a khukhua, you must be ‘cleansed’.”
“By cleansing you mean what?” Colleen asked.
“A barbeque,” answered Erin knowingly.
“Please, let me finish.”
He explained how his father had become suddenly and gravely ill - delirious with fever. His infliction deepened brutally fast and had killed him within a week. Boas spoke in a pained tone. It seemed like it was his first time thinking about this episode in a long spell. “After my father died, my uncle was glad to have us. He loved me like a son, even before my father’s death. Then a few days later, my mother became sick. Being a tribal healer, my uncle called on all his knowledge and experience to try and save her, but it did not help. My mother died a week later in much the same way as my father.”
Colleen looked over at Erin and could tell she had the same ache in the pit of her stomach. “Her death spread panic in the tribe. The fear was that a khukhua had captured a soul and was attacking the Korombai, weakening them by infecting villagers with sweating sickness, a disease that has plagued my people for many generations. Inevitably I was accused of being the khukhua. I was only seven years-old at the time, but since I was the one common link between both my father and mother, it was logical that I was the demon.”
Erin grimaced. “Your people may be great, but killing and eating a seven-year-old is barbaric.”
“That very night they came and took me out of my uncle’s tupah and brought me to the ceremonial house. That is where khukhua are kept until the cleansing.”
“But you’re still standing here in front of us, so they must have come to their senses,” Colleen said.
“I have never heard of an accused khukhua being pardoned.”
“Then how?” asked Erin.
“My uncle loved me far too much to let that fate befall me. He snuck me out of the ceremonial house and took me off the island by boat to the only non-Korombain human he knew.”
“Rufus!” Colleen gasped.
“That is correct,” Boas confirmed. “My uncle did not know the true nature of the man he left me with. Even if he did, it would not have made a difference.”
“Where did your uncle go?” Colleen asked.
Boas paused as if contemplating it for the first time. “I assume he went back to Floria.”
“What will your people do if they see you again?”
“They will kill me.”
Colleen gave a shocked glance at Erin, but she was deep in thought. “You mentioned your father and mother suffered from the disease,” Erin inquired. “Did anyone else get this disease?”
“Not that I remember,” he answered, wincing as if the memory itself produced some kind of physical pain. “There have always been stories passed down from generation to generation about great outbreaks of the sickness. Many Korombai have died because of such things. I am sure that is why the elders acted so swiftly and extremely in my case - to control the outbreak before it claimed more lives. ”
Erin’s eyes opened wider with Boas’ explanation “The sickness your father and mother had - high fever, a lot of sweating, and hallucinations. Was that common with all the outbreaks?”
“The symptoms are always the same,” Boas confirmed.
Colleen could see the gears turning in Erin’s mind. “Who was your father?”
Boas expression glazed over. “What do you mean?’
“What was your father’s job in the tribe?”
“He was a hunter.”
“What did he hunt?’
Boas looked confused. “Why are you asking me these questions?”
“Just answer!” Erin demanded. “What would your father kill for food?”
“Mostly deer and warthogs. They are the most prized game on Floria.”
“How about monkeys or gibbons, right before he became sick? Can you remember?”
“Erin, it was a long time ago and I was a young child,” Boas said. “Korombain law forbids the killing or eating of any monkey. They are worshipped in our culture as the friends and guardians of men. There is no way my father or any hunter would kill a monkey and bring it back to the village to eat.”
Erin deflated quicker than a balloon in a freezer.
“I don’t understand why that is so important,” Boas said.
Colleen explained knowing Erin, head slumped forward, simply couldn’t. “The sweating disease you described sounds very similar to the disease that’s killing Erin’s mom and destroying her people.”
Erin lifted her head. “Boas, as long as we are being totally honest with each other, there’s something else I should tell you. I’m not from Java like Colleen.”
The Korombai boy nodded in acknowledgement.
“I told you a disease was killing my people, but I never told you where I’m from.” She took a quick, deep breath. “I’m from the future. I’ve come back here because my people believe the disease that is killing us is the same one that ravages the Korombai every generation or so.”
Both girls waited anxiously for Boas’ reaction. He sat straddling the bench, the first beams of light reflecting off his hair making it look more blond then brown.
“How far in the future is your home?” he asked unfazed.
“Four-hundred and fifty-three years,” Erin answered, looking like she was not sure if he was just humoring her.
He looked over at Colleen, asking for confirmation with his eyes.
She nodded her head in support of Erin’s story.
“OK,” he said.
The shock almost knocked Colleen onto the floor of the boat. “Really, you’re going to accept that wildly crazy story as truth just like that?”
Boas rested his right hand back on the engine handle. “Why not, I have no reason to suspect Erin or you would lie. Besides, what else would explain two thirteen-year-old girls sneaking onto a plane destined for Tanuwi?”
That comment produced a giggle from both girls.
Boas seemed to be having more trouble believing another part of Erin’s story. “Forgive me for my doubt but what would make you think a disease that is killing your people four-hundred-fifty years in the future is the same as the sweating sickness of the Korombai?”
“My people,” Erin said, “first got our ‘sweating sickness’ when we cloned…. I mean when we contracted it from a gibbon found only on a few islands around here - one of them being Floria. If there were a link between outbreaks of sweating disease and the eating of those types of gibbons, then we would have the connection and the confirmation we’re looking for. Without it, we’re back to square one.”
“Why not just look for the cure in your own place and time?”
“It’s difficult to explain, but there’s no cure back there.”
Boas stared into the dark, blue waves, studying them as if the answers were scrawled on the troughs between each swell. “I am sure he would never have eaten a gibbon or any other monkey for that matter. But I do remember, right before he got sick, he told me a frightful story, about a strange attack by an unusually aggressive monkey.”
Erin jerked her head up. “Go on.”
“I remember he showed me the bite marks on his forearm. The deer were scarce that year and the hunting parties had to journey to the far reaches of the island in search of food. He was lashing a deer to a carrying post when a monkey hurled itself upon him from the trees. It was able to lock onto his arm before other hunters beat the monkey off.” Boas shrugged his shoulders. “Huh! I had forgotten all about that story. Anyway it was a couple days later when he got sick.”
“That’s it!” Erin screamed. “That’s how your father got sick.” She stumbled to the back of the boat, almost capsizing it. “It has to be Monkey Pox. ”
Colleen held Erin back. “But if his father had Monkey Pox they could’ve just given him the flowers to cure him.”
“You know the legend of the healing flowers?” Boas asked.
That comment caused Colleen’s eyelids to disappear. “That’s why we’re here - to find the healing flowers.” She pulled the National Geographic magazine out of her backpack and handed it to him.
Erin couldn’t contain her excitement “Do you know where to find the flowers?”
A smile formed on his thin lips “No, I have never actually seen the flower. But I may be able to help you find them.”
“How?”
He tapped the picture of the women with pink eyes. “By asking Jilkari.”
“You know her?”
“That old, gray-haired woman with the pink eyes is my grandmother,” he said. “I cannot believe she is still alive.”
The plan suddenly seemed so simple and clear to Colleen. “That’s great! She can tell us where to get the flowers.”
Boas raised his brow in alarm. “You cannot just stroll in there and start asking around!”
“Why not?”
“For starters we will all be burned and eaten before nightfall!”
“Wait a minute. I thought you said the only people the Korombai will eat are people thought to be possessed by a khukhua.”
“That is true.”
“Then I don’t understand. We haven’t killed anyone. We’ve brought no bad luck. We should be fine, right?”
“You would have no chance. You are Leleo,” Boas informed them.
“Leleo, what’s that?” asked Erin.
“Leleo in Korombain language means ‘white ghost’.”
Colleen ran her eyes up and down Erin’s thin frame. “You’re about as Leleo as they come.”
“The last great sweating sickness outbreak, the one that ravaged my people when my grandmother was very young, started shortly after the Korombai were visited by two Leleo.”
“Who were they?” Colleen asked.
“They were white missionaries. It was not uncommon for them to visit the native tribes throughout the islands. But rarely did they dare visit with the Korombai for fear of the cannibals. Yet, in the days when my grandmother was a child, two determined missionaries ventured to Floria despite the warnings. Unfortunately for them, their stay coincided with one of the worst outbreaks of sweating sickness in Korombai history.”
“What happened to them?”
“Their fate was the same as all khukhua. Leleo are treated very harshly. That is the source of the Korombai’s savage reputation.”
Colleen bit her lip “If we can’t approach your people, how then do we find the flowers?”
“We must find Jilkari,” answered Boas.
“Then it’s hopeless,” Colleen concluded. “There’s no chance we’ll be able to reach her, never mind asking her for help.”
“Let’s not give up so fast,” Erin responded.
Colleen could feel the frustration boil inside her. “Let’s not forget - the old lady has to be willing to tell us where the flowers are in the remote chance she even knows!”
Erin shot Colleen a sharp look. “I brought you with me to help, not to complain and create excuses why we can’t do it.”
That comment fueled Colleen’s growing anger. “Good choice on choosing me,” she spit sarcastically. “I feel like I’ve really helped out. In fact let’s count all the times I’ve really stepped up. How about the time I helped us escape from Rufus? Oh wait…. that was Boas. Or my great plan….no, let me think - you came up with the plan. Or the time…”
“I have a plan,” Boas interjected loudly from the back of the boat.
The girls stopped arguing and stared at Boas.
He pushed the red kill-switch on the side of the housing. The motor gurgled for a brief second then went silent. With both sets of eyes on him he pointed in front of the boat. The morning sunlight illuminated a heavy blanket of fog suspended over the water, white-washing their surroundings.
“I don’t see anything,” Colleen said.
“Keep looking.”
Faint shadows momentarily took shape and then disappeared back into the mist.
Colleen strained her eyes but still couldn’t identify the shape-shifting forms all around. Finally large pillars of sinuous wood, tall and bare, materialized through the thick veil of fog, their roots arching out of the water as if grown on stilts. Boas silently navigated through the watery jungle, the mangroves playing the part of skeleton soldiers protecting an unseen coast. Proboscis monkeys, with long, fleshy noses making them look like the animal world’s incarnation of Jimmy Durante, swung from mossy branches and then vanished into the mist, laughing as they disappeared.
That’s when the boat slammed into something big, knocking Colleen to the floor.
Boas jumped off the bow and pulled the dinghy onto the embankment. Colleen and Erin followed him, their feet sinking into the spongy turf.
“Is this Floria?” Colleen asked.
“Yes,” Boas whispered.
“I thought you said we would be landing on a beach,” Erin whispered back.
“This mangrove forest offers us some protection. The Korombai will not patrol in here.”
“Which means you were originally going to send us into an ambush by having us land on the beach.” Her words had a sharp edge to them.
“I was sending you to the beach because you would have never found this place,” he countered. “It would not have mattered anyway. You would have eventually been caught and killed regardless of where you landed. I thought I made that abundantly clear when we discussed it on Tanuwi.”
Colleen patted Erin on the back. “I think he’s got a point.” Then she turned back to Boas. “If it’s safe here then why are we whispering?”
“I said the Korombai do not patrol here. I never said it was safe.”
Colleen froze for a moment. “That’s not the answer I was looking for.”
The girls grabbed their backpacks.
“Follow me,” Boas instructed. “I will find a path, but stay close. It is easy to get separated in this fog.”
“Where does the path lead?” asked Erin
“To Taurenta Toola.” After seeing the blank looks he added, “That is the name of my village.”
“That name sounds beautiful. What does it mean?” Colleen questioned.
“The English translation is ‘village in the clouds’.”
“I’m afraid to ask, but why that name?”
“You are about to find out.” Boas was ready to lead the girls through the ghostly landscape, but Fred was quicker. He couldn’t wait to stalk new, unfamiliar, and more importantly, unaware prey. The ferret hit the turf front feet first, but before his hind legs could dig in, Boas scooped him up.
“Nice try, but we cannot afford to have you running around causing commotion when we are in stealth mode.” He handed him off to Colleen. “Better keep him zipped up for now.”
“Yah think?” She said and placed him in the backpack.
The relative calm of morning bird’s song and the rhythmic slap of the waves against the shore were in stark contrast to the twisting knots of Colleen’s stomach. She was afraid of what was in front of them, but she was more afraid of staying put, alone.
The soft peat-like earth kept their footfalls silent except for the occasional “kerplunk” of a misplaced step into pools of stagnant, brackish water.
“There it is,” Boas announced, pointing to a small gap in the fortress wall of green. He turned to the girls, “The trek to Taurenta Toola will be very difficult. The jungle hides many dangers. Cliffs, steep gorges, and sudden drop-offs are all around. Some you can see, some you cannot. Be careful, stay close to me and do not wander off the path.”
The young Korombai navigated the trails of Floria like he had never been gone - veering to the left or right into what seemed like impenetrable underbrush only to have the trees give way to another path.
Colleen quickly realized he was spot-on about one thing - the trek up the mountain was exhausting. At points it became so steep, the girls were forced to use their hands to scramble up the slope. Colleen had climbed up steep cascades in the White Mountains of New Hampshire in her early youth, but nothing close to the difficulty and danger at present. Boas, on the other hand, stepped lightly on the crumbling rocks as if he had lived his entire life on the side of a mountain.
After an hour of hiking they left the thick blanket of fog below them, which allowed sunlight to slice through the canopy and brighten their path. The trees thinned as they passed an opening on a cliff. Colleen looked down the near vertical wall of the mountain. The fog settled below them like an ocean of white. Pangs of vertigo shot through her, but subsided as the forest closed back in around them.
No one talked on the trail. With the weight of her full backpack tugging on her shoulders, Colleen was gasping so desperately for air she didn’t have the wind for speech. Erin seemed more focused on her immediate surroundings, studying the details on both sides of the narrow rocky trail. Colleen guessed that she may be trying to memorize the path, perhaps in the instance they have to return without Boas, but that was not an option in Colleen’s mind.
Intermittently Boas would suddenly stop and raise his right arm, fist clenched military-style. The girls would freeze like deer in headlights, and Colleen would listen to the sounds of the jungle. She never spotted anyone, but on one occasion she did hear the faint sound of human voices babbling an unfamiliar dialect and she knew they were close.
After two grueling hours of that stop and go climbing, Colleen was relieved to feel the steep pitch of the trail decrease, cooling her burning lungs. If Boas’ time estimate was right (which she had no doubt it was) then most of the tough climbing was behind them.
Again he turned to both girls and this time signaled them off the path where the vines and leafy vegetation quickly enveloped them.
“You should be safe here,” Boas said. “But you must stay and wait for me to come back.”
Erin looked alarmed (and suspicious). “Where are you going?”
“Taurenta Toola is close. I will circle around the village to my uncle’s tupah. If I can make contact with him or Jilkari there then they should be able to help,” he explained.
“What if your uncle isn’t alive, or even if he is, what if he turns you in?” Colleen asked.
“My uncle will not turn me in,” he stated confidently. “But if he is no longer with the Korombai, then all will be lost. My grandmother alone will not be able to protect us.”
“That’s your plan?”
“If you have a better one, then I am all ears,” Boas replied.
Erin pressed her lips tight. Colleen could tell she was taking a huge leap of faith with Boas, but Colleen also knew there were no alternatives.
“Do not move until I get back!”
He disappeared into the forest without ruffling as much as a single leaf. Then the girls faced each other underneath the forest cover.
“How do you like his chances?” asked Colleen.
“I’m not sure I want to answer that,” Erin replied.
With each passing minute Erin appeared more jumpy. “Do you think he got caught?” she asked, pushing her damp, red hair out of her eyes.
“I’m not sure.” Colleen answered.
“We have to find our way back to the trail.”
“But you heard Boas. He said if the Korombai find us, we’re toast.”
Erin stood up on her toes and peered into the leafy patchwork to her left, leaned back on her heels, turned one-hundred eighty degrees and was back on her tiptoes again. “We can’t just sit here and do nothing. Anyway, how threatening are two thirteen-year-old girls?”
“They tried to kill Boas when he was seven, didn’t they?”
“Good point.” Erin slung her backpack over her shoulder, started to her left, stopped and stutter-stepped before heading back to her right into the bush.
Colleen never let Erin get more than two steps in front of her. “Are you sure you remember the way back?”
“Sure I do,” Erin said.
“Should we let Fred out so he can help us find our way?”
Erin snickered. “Not unless you definitely want to get caught.”
Fifteen minutes into their journey, in between floggings to the face from branches with thick, knotty bulbs being whipped at her in Erin’s wake, Colleen spoke up. “Don’t you think we should have come across the path by now?”
Erin twisted her head sideways. “If we keep heading in this direction we have to run into it.”
Another ten minutes passed and it felt to Colleen like they were going in circles “Erin, stop!”
But Erin didn’t stop. “Look!” she shouted, pointing to an opening cleaved into the wall of trees, “The path.”
Erin scrambled (and her scrambling was always faster than Colleen’s) toward two large trees bending apart from each other in a wooden “V”.
But she never reached them because the ground, or maybe the gods, didn’t let her. On her last step before the ground fell away into vast nothingness, Erin’s sneakers found traction on the gravel. She probably would have laughed at her near-fatal misfortune if not for Colleen, who wasn’t looking up, and directly because of the fact she wasn’t looking up, ran full-speed, head-first right into Erin’s back with such force it would have drawn a flag for unnecessary roughness in football. So there was no laughing or joking, there wasn’t even enough time to scream, only grunts as the girls toppled over the precipice of the thousand-foot deep ravine and tobogganed down the sloping cliff on their fiery backsides towards the drop-off.
Raking her hands wildly across the rock as she skimmed towards the final, lethal drop, Colleen grappled for anything. She could hear her uncle John’s voice swirl through her mind. “It’s not the fall that will kill you, it’s the sudden stop at the end,” he had cracked while balancing on a thin, wooden beam in the nose-bleed section of the rafters holding up his old, decaying, New Hampshire barn.
Colleen was skimming down the cliff trying to grasp anything before she slid to the edge and then off into thin air. But there was nothing to slow her, only a slick rock surface that seemed to push her faster towards the end.
Then pain flared from everywhere on her head, all at once. The most excruciating torture she had ever felt, but along with the burn, a singular realization managed to break through the wall of pain – she had stopped falling, but how and why?
Every movement brought a fresh jolt of pain into her scalp, so she stopped moving and took inventory. She knew she was lying on her back just a few feet above the edge of the cliff, and in opposition to all laws of gravity, she wasn’t moving.
“Grab on to one of the vines beside you!” Erin called from somewhere above her.
Colleen shifted her sightline to the left, moving only her pupils, and could barely make out the twisted braid of a vine lying only five feet from her.
“Is my hair caught on something?” Colleen asked in a high-pitched tone.
“Yes, my hand.” Erin’s voice was shaky and there was definitely a large dose of fear mixed with it.
“If you’ve got me, then who’s got you?”
“I have a vine in one hand and you’re hair in the other.” It wasn’t fear in her voice this time, it was panic. “My shoulder is killing me and your sweaty hair is slipping through my fingers, so grab that vine to your left and be quick about it!”
Colleen shifted to her left on the rock face and stretched as far as her muscles would allow. Every movement carried with it the sensation of a thousand points of agony coming from each follicle.
“Hurry!” Erin gurgled. “My grip is slipping.”
Colleen used her legs to gain some traction against the slope and lurched to her left, brushing the smooth bark of the vine with her middle fingertip. But before she could grasp it, she heard Erin scream, “No!” The agonizing strain on her hair vanished in an instant and Colleen knew she was falling again, even before her stomach registered it.
She bounced the last few feet down the face, swiping at anything to save her, but grabbing nothing before sailing over the edge.
Her last bounce had shot her to the left and twisted her around so that she fell facing the cliff - the latter being the good fortune that saved her life. She was able to spot and, in that same milli-second, snatch the same vine hanging over the sharp edge of the rock. She swooped out before the vine pulled her back, smashing her against the vertical cliff face. The impact was hard, but she didn’t feel it because by some miracle she was alive. And that’s all that mattered… for a brief second.
Hanging by a vine one-thousand feet in the blustery mountain air, Colleen could hear Erin desperately calling her name from somewhere above the cliff. It echoed off the surrounding rock before fading.
“What?” Colleen yelled back with her face tilted up.
“Are you OK?” Erin’s words were faint by the time they rode the wind currents and reached Colleen, but she could still hear the surprise in them.
“That depends on your definition of OK,” Colleen replied. “If, by OK you mean still alive, then my answer is ‘yes’. If you mean ‘are things really good in your world?’, then that would be a big, fat ‘No’.”
“Can you grab the vines?”
“That’s what’s making this conversation possible.”
Erin chuckled, much the same way a boy chuckles when he realizes he’s not dead, even though he should be, after crash-landing his bike going over a jump that no one without the last name Pastrana should be attempting. “We have to use these vines to scale back up the side of the cliff.”
Colleen winced from the sting in her shoulders as she shimmied up the vine. With one final but ferocious jolt of pain, she pulled herself up onto the ledge.
Resting on the rock slope for a moment, she took one hand off the vine and reached behind her. She felt her heart skipped a beat. “My backpack is gone!” she screamed.
“It’s alright,” Erin said. She was further up the slope lying on her stomach with both hands clenching the same vine as Colleen. “Take a look.” She took one hand off the vine to point to a stand of trees above them.
Colleen let out a long sigh of relief.
The trees at the top of the cliff were leaning at a gravity-defying forty-five degree angle. The vines that had saved the girls lives hung like tinsel from the branches - tendrils that extended all the way down the slope and over the edge. The trees roots looked like long, gnarled fingers digging into the rock, as if trying to secure their precarious perch. Securely wedged between the index and middle finger of the tree to the left was Colleen’s black and white panda backpack. Even that relief was fleeting. Colleen could feel her eyes bulge.
“What’s wrong?” Erin asked.
“It’s your vine,” she called from below. “It’s moving!”
Erin jerked her head up. The vine was twisting and turning above her, but it somehow lay motionless in her hands.
When it clicked, Colleen tried to contain her scream. It wasn’t the vine that was moving; it was something moving down the vine toward Erin.
Colleen recognized its coloring and marks. “Erin, that’s a Burmese python!”
“It’s huge!” Erin yelled. “Is it dangerous?”
“Anything that size is dangerous.”
Colleen scrambled up the vine furiously, but her sneakers couldn’t gain traction on the damp rock. After smashing her knee twice, she looked up at Erin. The python had already slithered all the way down around Erin’s arm.
“Hurry!” Erin called, her face flushed with fear.
Colleen yanked hand over hand, but she wasn’t going to reach Erin in time to help. She cursed with each slip and then let out a half-grunt and half-cry when she saw the python spiral down Erin’s arm and over her chest and neck. Its thick coils almost enveloped her entire upper body. Erin pounded the snake with her free hand, but the black python went about its predatory business seemingly without notice.
“Tell it to stop!” Erin yelled in a weak, garbled voice.
“What?”
“You can tell it to stop!” Erin gasped as the last pockets of air were being squeezed out of her lungs. “Like you did with Blizzard. Talk to the s…s…snake. It…will…list…n.”
Colleen stopped for a moment. Did she hear Erin correctly? If she did then Erin had to be delirious, probably from lack of oxygen, which meant the asphyxiation had already started.
It was maddening. She was close enough to reach up and grab Erin’s dangling, lifeless foot, yet the blue hue of Erin’s lips told her, at a minimum, she was unconscious and worst case she was already dead.
How was she supposed to help? Even now the python had coiled itself around Erin so tightly it was actually holding her unconscious body on the vine. Even if she could get the snake untangled from Erin, it would release her and she would fall to her death. If she’s not already there, Colleen thought.
Suddenly Erin’s vine jerked upwards, startling Colleen and almost causing her to release her grip. The tangled mash of predator and prey was dragged up the entire length of the rocky cliff, over the tree roots, and out of sight.
Then Colleen’s vine wretched upwards and her head snapped back. She held the vine in a death grip even as skin was stripped off her knuckles and elbows by the rock underneath her. She was dragged in between the two thick trees, over the precipice, and onto the jungle floor.
“Boas, thank you,” she screamed, jumping up to greet him, only to be stopped in her tracks by a group of four men. They were tall and lean, with a dark complexion similar to Boas. Gruesome raised scars covered their arms and shoulders, but their pattern and spacing suggested to Colleen that they were not random wounds but some type of tattoo. Yet that didn’t alarm Colleen near as much as the necklace made of small bones, strung together like popcorn on a string, hanging around each man’s neck. They carried long, wooden spears with ivory spearheads, not unlike the kind that were displayed above the hearth at Rufus’ shack. One man held a machete-like knife almost as big as a sword.
To the right of the men was Erin - semi-conscious but breathing- lying next to the carcass of the python which was sliced into three sections. Her lips had gone from the blue-ish tone of death to a slightly rosier complexion.
“Erin!” Colleen ran to help her. She only got two steps before she was stopped by the working end of a spear pressed into her side. The native attached to the other end of the weapon yelled at her in short outbursts, violently gesturing for her to step back.
Two other tribesmen grabbed Erin, who was rubbing her throat, and jerked her to her feet. She wobbled momentarily, but steadied herself.
Both girls had their hands lashed behind their back and were put shoulder to shoulder. Two natives in front led the way while the two in back prodded the girls to move.
Their forced march was rife with yelling and chanting from the warriors. The only word recognizable to Colleen was “Leleo”.
As the march got underway, Erin didn’t talk. Colleen assumed by the pained look on her face, the condition of her throat was the reason. But her look said everything her voice couldn’t. Colleen could see the anger and betrayal written all over her face and it dismayed her. Hadn’t she done all she could trying to help Erin?
“Who do you think these people are?” Colleen asked.
“They must be Korombai,” Erin replied in a raspy voice that sounded painful. “I think we were ‘lucky’ enough to have a hunting party close by.”
“Where do you think they’re taking us?”
“Probably to Taurenta Toola.”
Colleen turned her face forward for a moment then looked back at Erin. “Is everything alright?”
“No thanks to you,” Erin shot back.
“I tried,” Colleen pleaded. “I’m sorry, but I just couldn’t reach you.”
“I told you what to do, but you didn’t listen.”
“Tell the snake to let go?” Colleen snorted. The idea itself seemed absurd. “Seriously how is that going to help? Who do you think I am, Dr. Doolittle? Do you think that snake understands English?”
Erin sneered at Colleen. “Maybe you don’t have to say anything out loud. It could be that all you have to do is think it, or… I don’t know, whatever it is that you do. What I do know is that the snake can understand you.”
“Whoa!” Colleen shouted loud enough to get the native’s attention. She could feel herself losing control, but now was definitely not a good time. After a minute or two of quiet she continued. “Let’s make fun of the girl with a chimp’s brain - real funny. I expect that kind of teasing from bullies in the hallway, but not from a so-called friend.”
“I’m not making fun of you. It’s the truth. I saw you do it at the zoo with Blizzard.”
Colleen opened her mouth, but couldn’t focus any one of her multitude of thoughts into anything comprehendible. She took a deep breath and started again. “You think I was talking to Blizzard? C’mon, can’t you hear how stupid that sounds? Blizzard is a polar bear for crying out loud!”
“Remember I told you that you were special and your purpose on this trip would reveal itself in time?”
Colleen raised her eyebrows.
“Well that’s it. That’s your special gift. It’s why you’re uniquely qualified to help me on this quest.”
Colleen could feel the blood rush to her face. “You had that planned all along, didn’t you?”
“What?”
“You thought I could talk to animals before you met me, so you had to test it out.”
Erin cocked her head slightly to the side. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about?”
“At the zoo, the day before school started. You were looking for me because somehow you had this crazy notion that I could talk to animals.”
“There’s a lot more to it than that, but you’re right. And you can,” Erin said.
Colleen shook her head, but not casually as one would refuse a soda, but with the conviction that you would refute something that you knew to be false. “No, no, no. You didn’t stop there. You had to test your theory, didn’t you? So you pushed me into the polar bear pit and cut the power to the door so I would be forced to confront Blizzard. That’s it, isn’t it?”
Erin’s face seemed whiter than normal (which should have been impossible). “It wasn’t like that,” she said, verbally back-peddling. “I knew you could do it.”
Colleen growled like a rabid dog. “You could have killed me Erin! Blizzard’s a polar bear!”
“But she didn’t kill you, did she?” Erin’s tone transitioned from defensive to offensive. “Don’t you ever wonder why she let you pet Squall? Do you think that’s normal for a mother polar bear to allow that?”
“You told me it was Elijah’s crew that pushed me!”
“I’m sorry that it went down that way,” said Erin. “There was no way to know except by seeing it for myself. I was taking just as much of a risk as you. I needed you to help save my people and you wouldn’t be able to help me much if you were in the belly of that bear.”
Colleen frowned. “Somehow it doesn’t seem like quite the same risk.”
Erin expression softened. “Colleen, I’m really, really sorry.”
“A freakin’ polar bear, Erin!” Colleen gnashed her teeth. “How about that kid from the woods, were you behind that too?”
“Of course not.” Erin sounded irritated. “What purpose would that have served? Besides why do you think I was the one who doubted it was one of Elijah’s cronies in the first place?”
Colleen didn’t respond. She didn’t know what to believe anymore. But she did know she couldn’t trust Erin.
Erin didn’t let the silence stop her. “I had no idea that Elijah’s boys had been able to solve the time machine until you told me about the boy with the tattoo.”
Colleen put her eyes forward and shook her head. She was humiliated. Her role in this journey now seemed like nothing but a joke. She thought the bond she and Erin had formed was based on trust; a trust that Erin had betrayed.
But Erin wasn’t done. “Just hear me out. Imagine all the nerve endings from the chimpanzee portion of your brain entangling with the nerve ending from your existing brain in the speech-controlling area. I think something activated while you spent all those years, day after day, sharing your life in the company of all those animals.”
“No way, I’m not listening to this craziness anymore! This conversation is over.”
“C’mon, I know how impossible this is to believe, but please just think about this: remember how crazy you thought I was when I told you I was from the future? Well, as crazy as that seemed, didn’t it turn out to be the truth?”
But there was not even a hint of a response from Colleen.
Their march continued through the jungle in silence. After twenty minutes slicing through the razor sharp leaves, the jungle abruptly fell away and before them stood the basic brilliance of Taurenta Toola.
Chapter 16- Here There Be Cannibals
Taurenta Toola was an oasis in a desert of jungle. Sitting in the middle of a clearing high on a mountain plateau surrounded by pristine jungle, the Korombai were totally isolated. Here Colleen noticed the heat and humidity of the jungle were replaced by cool, crisp mountain air. All around, huge wooden structures - the tupahs Boas described - dominated the skyline. The tree houses towered twenty feet above the plateau floor, circling the edge of the clearing like the wagon trains from the old western movies Colleen’s father loved to watch. Rectangular in shape with no windows or doors, the houses were simplistic, but it was their simplicity that made them beautiful.
The tupahs circled two main central structures-one a building far bigger than any of the tree dwellings. It was also the only structure in the village that had decoration- blue and yellow wild flowers sprouted on all sides entangling with ivy crawling up the outside walls. Wooden pillars with demon-like casts carved into them reminiscent of Native American totem poles leaned up against the chiseled log walls. All the care and detail shouted to Colleen that it must be of great religious or civic importance. But it was the other structure that made her cringe (she saw Erin cringe too). A two-foot high circular, stone wall surrounded a fifteen-foot diameter pit with one of the thick, wooden totem poles in the center. The fiendish images had long since burnt to charcoal. The air around the pit smelled of something so foul it made Colleen gag.
The triumphant whooping and chest-beating from the four warriors as they paraded the girls through the village was drawing the Korombai out of their tupahs.
Men, woman, and children climbed down to witness the girl’s march through town. Colleen thought it odd that despite what must be a once in a lifetime Leleo event, there was only a sparse gathering of villagers curious enough to bear witness.
“Where’s Boas?” Erin asked Colleen.
“I don’t see him.”
A young Korombai child with eyes as big as baseballs reached out and touched Colleen’s arm. Her hand was instantly slapped away by a young Korombai mother. Colleen saw in the woman’s eyes a mix of wonder and fear, almost as if she was unsure whether to praise the girls as gods or condemn them as demons.
The uncertainty didn’t last long. An old woman stepped from out of the crowd. Erin’s eyes locked on to the snow white hair and piercing, pink eyes. “That’s her!” she yelled.
“Who?”
“Jilkari.”
Colleen recognized the old, weathered face and hoped Boas would be close. Sure enough, standing directly to the old woman’s right was their young Korombai friend.
“Boas!” Colleen screamed.
His distraught, brown eyes locked on the girls, but he didn’t wave back.
Beside him Jilkari raised her arm and pointed towards the girls.
“What is she doing?” Erin asked.
“Khakhua!” the old woman screamed in a high-pitched tone. “Khakhua!” She yelled again and again
“I don’t understand,” Colleen said and shifted her bewildered eyes to the right. “Do you think Boas can help?”
That answer came just as quickly. Boas put his head down, turned his back, and walked through the frenzied crowd until he was out of sight.
“Boas, come back!” Colleen’s lips were trembling.
Erin scowled. “Some friend he turned out to be.”
Colleen glared at her. “You should talk.”
The hardened villagers began throwing rocks, branches, dirt, and anything else they could get their hands on. The girls had to turn their backs to avoid getting pelted in the face. Soon every Korombain man, woman, and child had joined the chorus of hate. Ironically, the only thing keeping the girls from being swallowed by the suddenly vicious mob was the four warriors, who were responsible for their capture, brandishing weapons. One warrior with a nervous look kicked the door of the ceremonial longhouse open and pushed them in.
Both girls stumbled in the dim light of a room that had no windows. Colleen could still feel the tip of the spear pushing directly between the vertebrae of the small of her back, urging her deeper into the room. The girls were forced onto the ground and lashed to a thick, smooth beam.
Colleen took a deep breath. She fought against the despair that boiled inside her. She wasn’t a seven-year-old that cried at a drop of the hat. But she just couldn’t prove it yet as the tears started to flow. “I don’t understand why Boas wouldn’t help us?”
Erin seemed to dismiss the question. “I don’t know.”
“Maybe he tried.”
“Stop being so naïve,” Erin snapped. Her disgust was palpable. “You heard him. He was branded a khukhua and exiled by his people. Maybe his way out was to bring us to the village and offer us up as a sacrifice to clear himself.”
“No, you’re wrong! He’s not that kind of person. He wouldn’t sacrifice us to help himself.”
“Wake up!” Erin snorted. “I know the pathetic look of a traitor and it was written all over his face.”
“I’m supposed to go by your word?”
“Gee, I don’t know.” Erin smiled, but Colleen could see the sarcasm that came with it. “Look at us! We’re tied to a pole in here, and he’s free to come and go as he pleases out there. Do the math.”
“I don’t believe you.” Colleen had over the years, become somewhat of an expert in reading people. It was her self-defense mechanism and her strength. She had to know who was dangerous, who was genuine, and who was being phony. Her sixth sense told her Boas was a friend although she had nothing to back that feeling up right now.
“Get over it,” Erin demanded and then stopped. Her expression softened. “Colleen, you’re a good person with a good heart. That’s a great way to be. Sometimes though, that can make you a bit too gullible. Me, I’m not like that. I can see things clearer.”
“Maybe your perception is just as distorted as mine,” Colleen suggested. “Maybe you automatically assume the worst in people. I guess you have that right, seeing where you come from, but that doesn’t make your perception any truer than mine.”
“It’s possible. But why then, did Boas suddenly decide to come with us? You heard him yourself - ‘once a khukhua always a khukhua’. If he had no chance of surviving, then why come back with us?”
“To help.”
“That or perhaps he secretly had a plan to rejoin his people without being cooked.”
Colleen didn’t dispute Erin’s last statement. Instead she wiped tears away in the dark, quietly resigned to the possibility that maybe Erin was right. She felt so alone. What was she doing here? Erin had proven herself untrustworthy. Now she couldn’t bear the notion that Boas had betrayed her as well.
Colleen’s eyes adjusted to the filtered light. She scanned her surroundings. The girls were bound together in the middle of a long, open room with thick wooden beams rising from the dirt floor up twelve feet in the center, capped by a straw and leaf roof. Smaller logs formed rafters, connecting the thick, wooden posts. Monkeys were scattered about, high up on the cross beams. Three or four chased each other in what looked like a game of follow the leader, oblivious to the dire situation unfolding below them.
Suddenly Fred exploded from Colleen’s backpack without warning. He rocketed up the center beam like a torpedo targeted for destruction, causing the monkeys to scatter.
“Fred. NO!” Colleen yelled. “Don’t you dare touch those monkeys.”
Fred slammed on the brakes just seconds from chomping down on a twitching tail.
But it wasn’t just Fred. Every monkey froze at the sound of Colleen’s command, like someone had just yelled “Red Light”. Then they moved, but not in retreat. Instead they advanced on Fred, leaping into his face, jumping over him with no apparent fear. It was almost as if the monkeys knew…
Stop it! Colleen yelled at herself. You can’t talk to animals.
Just then the main door swung open spilling blinding light directly into her eyes. In stepped three men. Colleen blinked. Her eyes gravitated to the man in the middle. It’s always the one in the middle, her inner voice told her, same as the groups in the school halls. The one with the most skin in the game is always the magnet. He was squat like a troll, although he had a commanding, Napoleonic presence about him. His face was painted in rich colored red, orange and yellow stripes. To his left was the Korombai version of a gargantuan. He was tall and ripped, with biceps thicker than a typical Korombai waist. He carried a spear in one hand, a wooden shield in the other, with a large sword sheathed at his waist. Colleen couldn’t imagine why a man of his size would even need a weapon. Standing to the man’s right was Boas.
The painted man stepped forward. He shook his clenched fists at both girls. And when he spoke the veins on his head bulged, threatening to burst with every word. Colleen couldn’t understand a word he said, but she didn’t need a translator to know that he was as mad as the day is hot in Scottsville.
“This is Soloman,” Boas announced. “He is the Korombain high priest. He also is the head of the Council of Elders. Soloman says his people are strong and have the gods on their side. They will not be defeated by khukhua disguised as Leleo.”
“Boas, what’s going on?” Colleen questioned. “Why have you turned against us?”
Boas did not respond directly to her. “He says the Council of Elders has decided that there will be a cleansing ceremony tomorrow.”
“A cleansing ceremony?”
“Yes, a barbeque,” Erin clarified. “And we’re the main course.”
“I thought you were our friend,” Colleen cried.
“Hey, what does he care?” Erin spit. “He saved himself didn’t he? Who cares what happens to us, right?”
“Soloman says your fate has been sealed. There is no hope for you,” Boas concluded. Then he and the other two men turned and walked out.
Colleen again fought - and again lost - against her emotions. She sobbed, holding her face in her hands.
Erin kicked the dirt floor. “Now you can see why I’ve lost all faith in people. They turn on each other to save their own hide. It’s so sickeningly predictable.”
Colleen’s face was red, but not from her usual self-pity. This was anger born of betrayal so profound it generated an entirely new emotion in her - hate. “We can’t just sit back and accept this. If I die it will not be cowering and afraid,” she promised.
“Who are you and what did you do with Colleen?” quipped Erin.
For a second time the main door swung open spilling light all around.
Boas and Soloman walked in. “Soloman would like to know if there are any other khukhua coming disguised as Leleo,” Boas demanded.
“What are you talking about?” Erin asked
“Just talk. Say anything until I tell you to stop,” he ordered.
Colleen was happy to jump in. “Ok, that’s easy. I know this coward who initially seemed like a nice, helpful person, but he turned out to be a no good, back-stabber. How am I doing so far?”
“That is enough,” he said, raising his hand to her face. He turned and talked to Soloman. The high priest nodded his head and exited the room.
“What was that all about?” Erin asked.
“I told Soloman that you would disclose your true purpose if I talked to you alone.”
Colleen felt like slapping him, but her hands were still tied. Maybe a hard kick to the groin would make do instead. “Just make it up, any lie will do. That should come easy to you.”
He stomped over to her and pushed his face just inches away from hers. “I know you think I betrayed you, but I did what I had to do.”
She didn’t flinch. “To save yourself.”
“No, to save all of us.”
“Great job on that,” she snorted. “We’re about to be burned to death and then eaten.”
“Listen to me. I know you do not believe me, but I am trying to get us out of this mess,” Boas said. “When I snuck into the village I discovered that my uncle was very sick with the sweating sickness. Our timing is not great. It looks like another outbreak has hit Taurenta Toola. This one is bad- the worst one since my grandmother was a child.”
“So you decided to turn us in,” Erin deduced matter-of-factly. “It’s no coincidence that the warriors came across us in the jungle, is it?”
His eyes confirmed her assumption. “I found my grandmother, but without my uncle to support me, I was helpless. She feared for my life. If I was discovered I would be killed. She believed the only way for me to survive was to give the villagers another khukhua - one responsible for the outbreak.”
“Thanks a lot,” Colleen commented.
“That was her idea, not mine.”
“Yet we’re still here tied up,” Erin stated.
“There was no hope for you two from the beginning. The Korombai have made the connection of your arrival. If I tried to protect you, I would be tied up next to you. Then we would have no chance for freedom.”
“What connection have they made?” asked Erin.
“Another Leleo arrived in Taurenta Toola over a week ago. He was calling himself a messenger of his great and powerful god. He claimed his god had decided the Korombai’s time on Earth had come to an end. He had arrived to witness their destruction.”
Erin shook her head. “Why would someone do that? That’s like taping a sign to your back that says ‘Kill Me’.”
“I don’t know the answer,” he said. “But if he expected anything but a violent reaction from the Korombai then he severely miscalculated.”
“I guess they didn’t invite him in for tea,” commented Colleen.
“I bet they did invite him to stay for dinner though,” Erin added.
Boas didn’t laugh. “He was restrained and dealt with the Korombai way.”
“You mean he was ‘cooked’.”
“Yes. That is exactly what I mean. Soloman wasted no time. He had the intruder immediately strung up on the ceremonial fire.”
“That guy obviously had a death wish, but I don’t understand how we’re connected to that nut,” said Colleen.
“Let me finish. You will understand the connection when I am done. Shortly after this ‘ceremony’, the first cases of sweating sickness appeared. The villagers panicked. Suddenly there was belief in the destruction which the Leleo had foretold.”
“Can’t we explain to Soloman that we’re here to help, not to destroy them? Certainly we can make them understand that,” Erin said.
“We can explain all we want, but, in the end, they will never believe you or me,” Boas replied.
“Why not?”
“Before he was killed, the Leleo warned the Korombai of two other Leleos who would arrive in Taurenta Toola to carry out the final destruction. His warning was this: ‘His conqueror’s powerful greatness will be masked by the innocence of young girls’.”
Erin looked at Colleen and then back at Boas, her complexion whiter than before. “He knew we were coming!”
“It gets worse. He even knew what you look like. ‘One with flowing, brown hair, the other with curly locks of the devil’s color,’ how could he know that?”
The girls sat in stunned silence. Then the connection, terrible and real, snapped into place for Colleen. She swallowed hard. “Boas, did anyone mention any marks or tattoos on the Leleo?”
“Soloman mentioned he had the mark of his god on his forehead.” Boas reached into his pocket and pulled out a small piece of wood - it was flat with one symbol engraved in it - a circle with a cross in the middle emanating rays of light.
“In the middle of his forehead, right?”
“You do know him then.”
“We’re dead,” Colleen said, her voice trembling.
Erin looked over at Colleen. “I guess we know why he didn’t kill you at the soccer field?”
Colleen tried to shrug her shoulders because she really didn’t have a clue or didn’t care at this point, but found it was difficult with her hands lashed together behind her back.
Erin worked her hands back and forth behind her. “If he killed you in the soccer field, then he would have been hunted down and arrested, leaving me alive to complete the journey on my own. Better to just try and scare you into not coming on this journey at all.” She stopped and then added, “Smart.”
He had almost succeeded in doing just that, Colleen thought. “If he was really smart then why not just go after you instead of me?”
“Because he knew I would have kicked his ass. Besides the same thing applied, in the very unlikely event he killed me you would still be left alive.”
“What does that matter? I certainly wouldn’t have gotten off square one without you.”
“Oh, your role in all this is a lot bigger than you think,” Erin answered with a smile, and then stopped and took a moment before continuing. “We both have a stake in this. Kill one or the other and you’ve only eliminated part of the threat. But by coming to the island and setting this trap he knew he gets both of us and it all ends here.”
Erin may as well have told Boas that he was the Leleo, he looked that confused. “How did you know that demon?” he asked.
“We didn’t know him,” Erin explained. “But we do know who he is, or was. He wanted to see us dead so he set us up. He sacrificed his life to do it, but some things are more important, I guess. I’m sure he was infected before he arrived in Taurenta Toola. He knew if he threatened the Korombai he would be killed and eaten. That would ensure there was another outbreak of Monkey Pox. He also knew we would come here looking for the flower and so he set his trap and we walked right into.”
“A perfectly constructed plan aimed at one thing - having us killed,” Colleen said.
Erin slumped over, looking beaten. “It never truly dawned on me until now.”
“What’s that?” Colleen asked
“They will sacrifice everything to see this through. Elijah and his followers will never stop. If they will die for him in 2010, then they will die for him in 2463. Everyone in Scottsville is in grave danger.”
“I think they’re better off than we are right now,” Colleen reminded her. “We don’t have much time so we better start thinking of something. I’m not cool with just letting this happen without smacking someone in the chops.”
Erin smiled in the warm light of Colleen’s hope. A light that had for so many years been dimmed by ridicule and self-hate, now burned with the intensity of a super nova. “I’m sorry for getting mad at you about the snake.” Erin said. “I know I was asking too much. I’m so sorry for the polar bear thing too. I just didn’t know what else to do.”
“I just wish I was able to help the way you wanted me to.”
“What are you two talking about?” Boas asked.
“After you left us in the woods, we had a close encounter with a python. It almost killed Erin. She’s under the insane belief that I can talk to animals. She thought I could save her. The reality is, if you didn’t send the warriors to find us, she would already be dead.”
“That is it!” Boas exclaimed.
“What’s it?”
“That may be your ticket off the menu.”
Erin looked as Boas. “Me dying is the answer?”
“Let me explain.” He recalled in detail his grandmother’s legend of the healing flowers. The sickness had started shortly after missionaries arrived. In a matter of weeks, almost half the villagers had perished, and the other half was not going to survive much longer. Sometime in those last dreadful days, as the fate of the Korombai lay in the balance, a healer from the village presented the flowers as the divine cure to the disease, yet no one had recognized the flowers or knew where they had come from. The healer claimed he had been infected and the flowers had cured him.
Desperate and without any other alternatives, the villagers tried his remedy and within days everyone was cured.
The Korombai survivors questioned the healer about the origin of the flowers. He claimed he was visited by Tofi, the monkey god, who had given him the flowers as a cure and told him to take it to the village.
“I remember that story from the National Geographic that Erin showed me,” Colleen recalled. “But I’m still not sure how that helps us.”
The corners of Boas lips turned up. “If Solomon believes you can talk to animals, or more specifically monkeys, then he may believe that you are a divine messenger from Tofi.”
Both girls looked at Boas like he was speaking in his native tongue.
He seemed a little annoyed that they could not appreciate the wisdom behind his plan. “Look, perhaps we can convince him that you two are not the evil destroyers that the Leleo claimed, but ambassadors of a greater, peaceful god - Tofi.”
Colleen definitely was not appreciating the full extent of his plan. “I hate to throw a monkey into your wrench, but aren’t you forgetting one very important detail.”
“A what in your what?” Erin asked.
“A monkey in your wrench,” Colleen repeated. “Anyway, my point is that I can’t actually talk to monkeys.”
Then Erin smiled and shook her head. “You don’t have to. We just have to convince them that you can.”
“And how are we going to do that?’
“I think we’ll need some help from your little buddy,” Erin stated, winking at the masked ferret curled up in Colleen’s lap.
“Someone’s going to have to spell this one out to me.”
“We will, later. For now get some sleep,” Boas urged. “The cleansing is happening mid-morning. We have a long day ahead of us tomorrow.”
“Let’s hope,” Colleen commented as she watched Boas close the door behind him, leaving the girls once again in darkness.
Chapter 17- Of Monkeys and Men
The Florian night brought two revelations from Colleen. The first was born from her shock that the night was so cold for an island close enough to the equator that someone with a really good arm throwing a flat rock sideways should be able to ‘wing it’ off the tops of the waves and reach the imaginary line from the shores of Floria. The second revelation wasn’t such a big surprise. It was the fact that she wasn’t going to be able to get any sleep. Erin wasn’t either (and she assumed Boas was in the same boat since she saw him no less than four times during the night). Yet the dark eventually gave way to a dawn glow and then brightened to early morning sunshine. Their plan, maybe their last plan ever, the one they spent all night reviewing step by step over and over again, was finally and mercifully set in motion.
The first act was Boas’ part - to set the stage. And so he did by spinning Soloman the tale of Tofi, the most powerful god in all Korombain folklore, sending his messenger Colleen to the people of Floria, not to annihilate them with sickness, but instead to help them by providing the healing flower they so desperately sought.
Soloman’s initial reaction was exactly as Boas had said it would be. He was not only thoroughly unconvinced by his tale, but he was now suspicious of Boas’ motives. Disease ravaged the village and as far as Soloman was concerned, the only possible cure was to drive the khukhua out of Taurenta Toola by cleansing the Leleo hosts where they had taken up residence. But despite his suspicions, and quite possibly because of them, Soloman agreed to meet with the girls a third time.
The door opened and the tribal leader entered. This time Solomon was escorted by an entourage of ten guards of which Boas was not one of them. He had stayed with the girls until Soloman was ready to meet, acting like some kind of khukhua defense attorney. Boas addressed the leader in the Korombain tongue. His words stirred things up among the gatherers. Wild glances at Colleen were confirmation his story had been heard. It was enough to generate an animated round of bickering among the Korombai.
At the height of the commotion Solomon let out a thunderous yell. He had made his decision which he informed everyone in the room of (at least all those who spoke fluent Korombian).
“That did not go as well as I hoped,” Boas informed the girls.
“What did Soloman say?”
“He said our story was one of a khukhua trying to escape punishment. He also now believes I am a khukhua.”
Guilt tugged at Colleen. “Boas, I’m sorry. We should never have put you in this position.”
Boas was calm. “This is where I belong,” he said. “My fate is intertwined with the both of you.”
“The plan can still work,” Erin reminded the other two. “Let’s keep to it.”
The three were marched single file out of the ceremonial house and paraded in front of the frenzied villagers before being halted on the stone wall of the fire pit. The high priest, standing in front of them, addressed the crowd. Blood would be spilled today, and it seemed to excite them.
Colleen tried to summons the strength she could never find in school. She needed to find the courage now. There was more at stake here than there had ever been in the classroom.
Colleen spotted Fred sitting on the edge of the roof of the ceremonial house and winked at him. “C’mon Fred, do your thing,” she instructed.
Fred shimmied down the door frame to the hardened clay ground. Colleen willed herself not to look. Fred’s ability to be a ghost was paramount to keeping them off the burner. Colleen glanced to her left at Erin who, she could tell, was also struggling to keep her eyes fixed forward.
Fred scampered low and fast, unnoticed through the center of the village only lifting his underbelly off the ground long enough to zero in on his target - a group of monkeys on the far side of the clearing. They were mulling about the base of a tupah taking turns scaling up the tree and through the entrance looking for some bounty.
With the cunning of a sheep dog controlling its flock, Fred circled behind the band of monkeys, effectively cutting off their escape route to the jungle and herding them towards the center of the village.
The monkeys acted disoriented by the surprise attack, some running head-long into each other. Fred used their confusion to channel them towards the fire pit.
Colleen saw the first lemur leap over the wall and into the wood-filled pit just as a guard was locking her hands into a tightened noose strung through the charred pillar.
Then another flew through the air and landed in the circle of death, followed by a third, and then some more, until a cascade of monkeys flowed over the outer rock wall.
Boas wasted no time either. As the noose tightened on his own wrists he shouted to anyone who would listen the same story he had told Soloman earlier.
Colleen looked over at Erin who was tugging on the rope that kept her anchored to her right. “I don’t think it’s working,” she said through teary eyes.
“Give it some time,” Erin reassured her. “Boas will convince them. He has to.”
Fred had left the first group of monkeys in the supposed safety (as far as they knew) of the pit and he galloped out to the back edge of the village where another group of a dozen monkeys could be seen in a playful tussle that most resembled a monkey mosh pit. Fred whipped them into a frenzy, and soon they were stampeding away from him and toward the wall of the pit just as their simian brethren had done a minute earlier.
With a final flanking maneuver, Fred merged the two groups of monkeys directly at Colleen’s feet.
Boas stole a brief glance towards Fred and smiled. Colleen guessed that Boas had never seen any animal get the better of the wily monkeys before, but Fred was showcasing his superiority. His smile faded when he saw Soloman touch his torch to the dried kindling.
Boas shouted louder and with more vigor this time. He gestured towards Colleen and the monkeys grouped at her feet. He made sure every last villager heard the word of Tofi and he used the shimmering wave of primates to prove his point.
First it was the young Korombai boys and girls that giggled and shouted playfully at the monkeys. Then one by one the adult’s eyes widened at the spectacle in front of them. The commotion finally grabbed Solomon’s attention, who was bent over, about to ignite the bundle of split logs at his feet.
He screamed and stumbled backwards, almost lighting himself on fire.
Colleen looked down at the logs and smiled - a proud parent’s smile - because for the two dozen crazy, jumpy monkeys at her feet, Fred was nowhere to be found.
Then something else caught Colleen attention. She could hear the chants of “Tofi!’ Tofi!” gathering strength in the crowd.
“Way to go, Fred,” Erin whispered under her breath.
The dialogue between Boas and Solomon had taken on a much different tone. Boas was doing the yelling and Soloman was shaking his head feverishly in agreement. Had their crazy plan really worked? It didn’t seem possible, yet the warriors were unlashing all three as Soloman shouted orders at them.
Elation surged through Colleen, but for only an instant.
“Oh no!” she groaned. She could see out of the corner of her eye on the far side of the village, a Korombain hunting party was emerging from the jungle with two deer tied to carrying sticks. The trouble wasn’t in the hunters themselves, but in the five hunting dogs trotting at their side.
“What’s wrong?” asked Erin, who was tied to the opposite side of the pole.
“We are going to have to run for it,” said Boas. “As soon as your feet are free, go.”
Before his words could even reach Colleen’s ears, she heard the first of the dog howls and it sent chills shooting up her back.
“No!” She screamed at the galloping dogs. The monkeys scattered like bugs on the underside of an overturned rock. Not even Fred could help at this point. He would definitely be the lesser of two evils vs. the jaws of a hunting dog.
In the scant seconds it took the dogs to reach the ceremonial pit, every monkey had retreated into the trees. Boas struggled against the guards, but he was never fully released from the pillar. Neither was Colleen or Erin.
Solomon glared at the three, looking more convinced than ever that they were khukhua. He barked at the guards as they were re-lashed to the pole, so tight this time that Colleen’s hands tingled for a minute then went numb.
“We’re not getting out of this one, are we?” Colleen asked Boas.
Boas didn’t answer. He just stared at her with defeated eyes.
Colleen was aware of a faint humming in her ears. It wasn’t really a sound as much as it was a feeling, a vibration like the constant drone produced by electricity coursing through high tension wires. She knew it wouldn’t stop there though, it never did. As far back as she could remember the drone built in a crescendo of pain in times of high stress. And her current level of stress shot through the stratosphere.
She dug her thumbnail into her index finger, but there was no relief from the throbbing in her head. Colleen’s vision started to blur from the pain. “I’m sorry I couldn’t help you,” she said turning towards Erin.
“Don’t apologize for being courageous,” Erin replied.
Solomon dropped the torch into the fire pit. Logs dried especially for these ‘events’ ignited like they were soaked in lighter fluid.
Intense heat bit at Colleen’s face. This is going to be agonizing, she thought.
She blinked to try and clear her vision but the migraine was still building. It blocked everything except the most basic thought. So out of helplessness and frustration Colleen did the only thing she could think of for relief. She bowed her head forward so her chin was tucked close to her chest and then thrust her head backwards as hard as she could. The back of her head smashed against the wooden pillar. A spark of pain fired from the back of her skull to the front.
“Colleen, stop!” Erin cried.
But she didn’t stop.
Bang! Bang! Tears of pain and frustration and of fear sprayed from her eyes with every impact. If she knocked herself unconscious, that would be a blessing.
But the only luck Colleen ever had was bad luck, so the pounding of her head on the post was only making her head hurt worse. On the fourth thrust, Colleen held her head against the fire pole.
“Colleen, don’t give up,” Erin begged. “We have to keep calm.”
Colleen turned to Erin, her chin still tilted up so the back of her head kept contact with the wood. “Keep calm for what?” she asked. “If I want to die hysterically I think I have that right.”
“It can’t end this way,” Erin said, sounding like she was trying to convince herself as much as Colleen.
She smiled at Erin, not out of warmth or comfort but because she could see there was still hope in Erin’s eyes, and that was downright funny.
“I guess we don’t get a say in this one,” Colleen said and turned so she had the back of her head flat against the pillar with her chin raised again. The fire was roaring closer and she could feel her skin starting to blister.
She focused her gaze further out, above the wall of fire and between the smoke. With her head tilted up, she was staring directly into the tree tops. There was movement on the branches that caught her attention. The same monkeys that had been scattered by the hunting dogs were now pacing back and forth on the branches above, looking down at the fire.
“Why wouldn’t you help us!” Colleen screamed at them, not because she in any way blamed them for what happened, but only because she needed to scream and that was the only thing that came to her mind besides ‘I don’t want to die’.
Suddenly the pacing stopped. Not just one or two froze, but every last monkey sat motionless, staring at her.
She blinked knowing her vision was blurred, but it looked like the monkeys actually heard her. Colleen looked away and then back again for a second time. It was real. The monkeys were like statues with all eyes locked on her.
Can they really hear me? she thought. The burn of the superheated air told her either way there wasn’t much time left to find out.
She blinked a few times to cool her corneas then opened her eyes wide and focused them on a branch that had at least ten monkeys sitting and staring at her. “Please, if you can really understand, then help us!” she yelled.
For a split second nothing happened and Colleen understood it was just a hopeless pipedream. But then the farthest monkey to the right bent forward on all fours, climbed over to the trunk, ad shimmied head-first down toward the ground. Then the one to its left followed, and then the next and so on, on every branch in every tree she could see.
The lead monkey in each line jumped from the tree, clear over the hunting dogs that were sitting and waiting for a careless monkey to miss a branch. When each one hit the ground, it scampered in a different direction than the one before.
The hunting dogs did what they were bred to do, what hunting dogs have done for thousands of years - they gave chase. That gave the other monkeys the opportunity to zip down the trees and sprint over to the sacrificial pit.
The smallest monkeys - spider monkeys - dove into a deep bark-lined barrel filled with rain water and jumped out one after the other with hair dripping. They didn’t shake the water from their fur though. Instead the monkeys bee-lined towards the raging wall of fire and jumped, head-first, through the flames.
Colleen shook her head thinking she must be hallucinating as she watched monkeys fly at her from out of the inferno with smoke billowing behind them like a doomed fighter jet. The dirty, white steam from the monkey’s singed coats stung Colleen’s eyes and filled her nose with the putrid smell of burnt hair. The first monkey to tumble at her feet ripped at her binds with its sharp teeth.
Within seconds, Colleen’s ankle and wrist binds were frayed enough so she was able to wriggle free from the pillar, but was wasn’t free from the danger. She covered her face as searing heat blasted her from every angle, making it impossible to see Erin or Boas. She was trapped by the wall of flames that was broiling her in her own skin. Even the monkeys couldn’t help now. Colleen could tell that the skittish primates, their fur dry from their first run, wouldn’t attempt another leap into the flames.
Suddenly a hand grabbed her left arm and yanked her. “This way,” the voice screamed. In between blinks Colleen could make out Erin to her left and Boas squeezed tightly on the far side of her. Thick white smoke was billowing to the left of Boas.
Colleen blinked again and saw, in quick glimpses between the columns of smoke, monkeys strip palm and fern leaves off the roof of the ceremonial longhouse, pass it down to others who dunked it into a water barrel and then on to a third who threw it on the fire. Steam rose from the glistening leaves, separating the orange flames in a narrow sliver just long enough for Colleen, Erin, Boas and their monkey saviors to dive through.
Colleen felt like she was on fire. She hit the dirt with near perfect stop-drop- and roll form and came to a stop. She caught an elbow in the cheek when Erin slammed into her. Colleen coughed and smoke billowed out of her mouth. Wood crackled behind her, throwing off sparks that danced on the ground around her like jumping beans. A bolt of pain shot up her back that may have driven onto her knees if not for Erin’s helping hand. Straightening her back by pushing near her kidneys, she stared out at a crowd of villagers in an obvious state of collective shock.
Solomon looked as if he had just seen a ghost. He immediately dropped to his knees at Colleen’s feet and chanted “Abuda, Tofi!”.
She turned to Boas “What’s he saying?”
“All hail, Tofi!” Boas laughed. “He is asking your forgiveness. You have proven yourself. After what I just saw and heard, I may have to agree with him. ”
“Heard?” she asked. “What did you hear?”
“I heard what everyone else in the village heard. You were speaking to the monkeys in their language.”
“You must’ve heard something else,” she clarified. “I only speak one language- English”
“I’m happy to inform you that Erin is, indeed, correct. That definitely wasn’t English that I heard.”
Erin picked Colleen up and spun her around. “You did it!”
“Stop it!” .
“And you thought I was crazy,” said Erin.
“Now I think it’s me that’s crazy.”
All the villagers, taking their lead from Solomon, dropped to their knees and praised a blushing Colleen. Why hadn’t I picked up on it before? she thought. She had lived among animals for the better part of her life, but to actually talk to them? The idea itself bordered on insanity.
After meeting with Solomon and the Council of Elders, Boas rejoined the girls in the friendlier confines of the ceremonial house, although it still gave Colleen the creeps.
“Well?” Erin asked
“Good news,” said Boas. “No danger in us falling victim to the ceremonial fire again. The Elders formally apologized for not recognizing you and ask for your forgiveness and your mercy.”
“Apology accepted,” answered Colleen, exhaling.
“They also asked you to produce the cure to save their people.”
Colleen looked wearily at Boas. “What did you tell them?”
“I bought us some time. I told them you will produce the cure, but first you will need to pray to Tofi for guidance.”
“Exactly how does that help?”
“I will get my grandmother,” Boas said as he pulled the door open. “She can tell us everything she knows about the flower. Perhaps we can figure out a plan on how to find it.”
“Not likely,” cracked Erin, “considering your people have been unsuccessfully trying to find this flower for at least seventy years and they know this island. But it’s a better option than having my butt burn.”
A few minutes later Boas entered the room arm in arm with Jilkari.
She waddled over and hugged Colleen. The strength of the old woman’s embrace surprised her.
“You’ll have to excuse my grandmother,” Boas offered mid-hug. “She believes you are a god.”
“That’s fine,” Colleen squeaked with the little air left in her lungs. “I hope I have as much strength as her when I reach that age.”
Through Boas’ translation, the girls listened to the story of the last great sweating sickness outbreak.
“Can you ask her if she ever saw the flower again, or if she ever heard of anyone seeing the flower?” requested Erin.
After a brief exchange with Jilkari, Boas addressed the girls. “She said she knows of no one, besides the ancient healer, who ever found the flowers. Throughout the years many Korombai have searched, but none ever discovered it. After a while my people simply chose to believe the flowers were a divine gift and they did not exist on Earth.”
“Translation - we’re no closer to finding the flower,” Colleen remarked.
Boas didn’t respond to her comment, instead his attention was trained on Jilkari.
“My grandmother does remember one instance where a hunter claimed to have found the flower,” he revealed. “But his story was dismissed as fantasy.”
Jilkari’s eyes fascinated Colleen. Her pink iris’ were hypnotic. “Several years ago a hunter came to my grandmother claiming he had extracted the flower from a tangle of twigs and reeds in a bird’s nest. At first she did not believe him, so she made him draw a picture of it.”
On queue Jilkari took a stick and scratched an image in the dirt floor - a long curling stem with petals opening like the skin of a peeled banana. Protruding out of the petals were long, thin follicles with a small black bead on the end - unmistakably the flower they were searching for.
Erin looked puzzled. “I don’t get it. Ask her, if the hunter drew the flower accurately, why didn’t anyone believe him?”
“It was in the story itself. He claimed to have come across the flower tangled in a bird’s nest high up on Mount Tictinaka. He traveled there, he said, because he got separated from his hunting party and followed the trail of a mountain goat into the high terrain. With nightfall closing in he had to search for shelter. It was during his search he said he came across the nest.”
“That doesn’t sound far-fetched to me,” said Colleen.
Jilkari continued to talk, her pink eyes equally as riveted on Colleen.
“There are a few elements to that story which are questionable,” Boas explained. “First, it was not just any bird’s nest he claimed to take the flower from, but that of an Indonesian Deer Vulture.”
“Did you say an Indonesian Deer Vulture?” A wide eyed Colleen asked. “Now I understand the skepticism.”
“Clue me in, then,” Erin requested.
“They’re extinct,” said Colleen. “There have been no reported sightings of an Indonesian Deer Vulture in over one hundred and fifty years.”
“So what,” Erin replied. “No one’s been here in one hundred and fifty years.”
“Have you ever seen a drawing of an Indonesian Deer Vulture?”
“No.”
“If you had, then you would understand. They were - or perhaps they still are - the largest predatory creature to soar through the skies since the pterodactyl. They were as tall as a grown man from head to foot with a long blunt bill and razor sharp talons the size of kitchen knives, and the wing span of a small plane. They earned their name of deer vulture. Let’s just say getting close to its nest without losing a limb, or your life, would be very challenging.”
Boas added to the story. “Secondly, in English, Mount Tictinaka translates to ‘mountain of demons’. No Korombai would ever venture up to the high country on Mt. Tictinaka. The few who have made the mistake of climbing there, never returned. Evil things roam the terrain high up on the mountain - beasts from the underworld. Over the millennia countless villagers have disappeared just near the base of the mountain.”
“Excellent!” Sarcasm was a self-defense mechanism for Colleen. It kept her fear masked from teenage bullies with an acute sense of smell.
But Jilkari wasn’t done. “The hunter did not have the flower with him when he came down. According to him, he pulled the flower out of the deer vulture’s nest and planned on returning to Taurenta Toola with it, but he was stuck high up on the mountain as a dark, moonless night closed in. The slopes of the high terrain are very treacherous, especially at night. One would almost certainly be killed climbing down those slopes in the dark. The weather at night up on the mountain is very windy and raw. The hunter found shelter in a cave deep in the mountain, in a huge cavern he described as having an eerie, green glow. It was there he claimed he ran into the demon, Riki.” Jilkari turned her gnarled hands toward the girls, fingers curled over like claws. Her face squeezed into a viscous, albeit toothless, snarl.
“What’s a Riki?” Erin asked.
“A Riki is a demon lizard,” Boas explained. “The Korombai believe Rikis are the guardians of the netherworld. The demon is said to live in the caves which are the entrance to the underworld. It will feed on anything that crosses its path.”
“Would that include humans?”
“Body and soul,” Boas confirmed.
“Kind of sounds like the Korombai, doesn’t it?” teased Colleen.
Her comments were met with a disapproving glance from Boas.
Jilkari continued on. “The hunter struggled with the Riki, but was able to escape. In this confrontation, he lost the flower.”
“Sounds a bit exaggerated, but again if he could draw the flower then why not?” Erin asked.
“To the Korombai, that story is impossible,” Boas stated, this time on his own.
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