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            Chapter One

            SPY

         

         I nearly fell out of the giant tree. Snorting with laughter, I tried to keep my balance. Adri was perched on a wide branch of the samaan, cracking jokes despite everything.

         “Shh,” I warned him, looking around at the listening hill.

         He laughed, long legs dangling in the air. The island sky was full of colours melting into gold. I had never seen him this happy. It was almost as if he’d forgotten that we were on the run in the forest from some dinosaur-like creature, smart-mouthed spiders, and who knows what else.

         Truth was, he almost made me forget.

         He stopped mid-joke. “You good?” 2

         “Yeah,” I said, glancing away.

         His spiky hair had started growing back. He’d shaved it off with his parents, to celebrate his mum’s recovery and their trip back home to Trinidad.

         His parents …

         My heart sank. Where were they now and how did we find them?

         A shadow crossed Adri’s face. I could tell that he was thinking the same thing.

         “Hold on,” I called, “you have something by your ear.”

         He was too far away for me to reach the silver thread stuck to the side of his head. He raised one hand to wipe it off. Then, I realised what it was.

         “Wait!” I shouted.

         Too late. Spiderwebs snaked down around us, strangely beautiful in the dying light.

         I scrambled toward Adri. He stared at me wildly, terror snapping off him like lightning.

         “Run, Zo!” he screamed. “Now!”

         I spun around, looking for anything to fight with, but instead found myself rolling out of bed, tumbling with a hard “Thump!” to the floor.

         “Oww …” 3

         
            ***

         

         That was one way to wake up.

         I lay face-down on the smooth wooden planks, trying to get my bearings. I was drenched with sweat and my legs were tangled in bedsheets.

         My mind felt just as jumbled. Somehow, it was always the same dream … And I still had no clue where Adri and his family were being kept.

         Over a year ago, in Samaan Bay, on the other side of the country, he and I had survived being lost in the forest for days. We’d been chased by weird creatures: the giant centipede-like X, talking spiders, and a swampy monster I’d called the Flesh-skinner until I learned what it really was.

         Come to find out, they’d been working for some strange Council that experimented on animals, and kids like us.

         Yet none of this was in the dream that haunted me month after month, ever since Adri had chosen to go back to the Council and their tests, for the sake of his captured parents.

         No. My nightmare was always about him: the boy who, through all kinds of crazy, had become my best friend. The boy who was stuck in a trap, warning 4me to escape.

         I took a deep breath and pried my legs from the bedsheets as quietly as I could.

         Please let Ms. Kofi be down in the backyard, picking pomeracs from the bat-infested tree. Anyone who could face down a colony of bats was not someone to be messed with … And the bats were right to be scared. I’d learned back in Samaan Bay that the short, limping old-woman I knew as Ms. K, was really an Anansi – part woman, part spider, part trickster.

         Yes. Ms. K, aka Boss of the Anansi crew, was one of the head Watchers for the Council, keeping an eye on children like me, while working secretly on her own plans to take the Council down.

         She was here with me on Monos, one of a string of small islands off the northwest coast of Trinidad. We’d moved to this house miles away from Samaan Bay, for my stepdad Jake’s company ‘Lee’s Green Energy’ to build a solar plant on the island.

         Now I was stuck here, on the floor of my bedroom, listening for Ms. K’s heavy tread on the stairs.

         Whew. Nothing. Maybe she really was in the backyard chasing bats. I could breathe again … for now.5

         As I turned, something caught my eye. A floorboard under the bed was bent to one side. It had probably come loose when I slammed onto the floor. I’d better fix it before Ms. K fixed me.

         I crawled under the bed to push the board back into place. Something glinted. Wait. Was that gold? I scooted in more, heart racing like a pirate finding treasure.

         Under the floorboard was a rectangular space. Inside the space was a long brassy tube. I picked it up and crawled out from under the bed, sneezing out a cobweb or two. Then I sat up and turned the tube from side to side. One end clicked open to reveal a small pane of glass. My heart jumped. This wasn’t a tube.

         Gently, I pulled it out to its full length. It was a spyglass – and a beautiful one at that, covered with carvings that looked like dragons. It was old, a relic, coated with dust from being in a hole under the floor for so long. I wiped it clean with the sheet and squinted into one side, holding it a little away from my eye, in case it wasn’t as harmless as it looked.

         It seemed to work exactly as a spyglass should, magnifying things in the room, making everything 6look larger and closer.

         I checked out the carvings on its side. The dragons were twisted into shapes that looked like letters, but I couldn’t make them out. Suspicion tapped on the back of my neck. This could be a trap set by Ms. K – one of the tests the Council ran on “gifted” children like me and Adri. Ms. K was supposed to have wiped my memory after Samaan Bay, but she hadn’t.

         At the time, I thought she was doing me a favour, but maybe she’d had other plans for me all along.

         The sweat on my skin felt cold. To my right, white curtains billowed like sails in the breeze. The entire house was like living inside of an ancient ship and my room was no different. There was a pitched roof over the wooden walls and floor, held up by thick wooden beams. The spiced smell of cedar filled the morning air: sharp as a warning.

         “Why?” Mum had asked again and again, when I insisted on staying here while she, Jake and Tayo – a toddler now – went to Barbados for her new art exhibition. Her expression toggled between confusion and hurt.

         “We just moved here!” I’d said, pretending to be frustrated. “I’m tired of packing and unpacking. 7Ms. K’s here too! I’ll be fine. Don’t you trust me?”

         “Of course,” Mum protested. “But are you sure?”

         She was still asking the morning they left, with Tayo crying in her arms. The ferryman untied his boat from the dock, getting ready to take them over to the mainland. Jake put the last bags in the boat.

         “You ready Marie?” he asked my mum, looking at me with a furrowed face.

         All he said was, “You know you can still change your mind … Your mum would love to have you there.” He added kindly, “We all would.”

         I kissed the air near Tayo’s sweet round face.

         “Doh-doh!” he begged.

         I sure felt like one.

         “Thanks, next time, okay?” I blurted out to Jake before rushing away, so he couldn’t see the tears in my eyes.

         Mum had tried to hug me before she left, but I cringed away as always. She knew that, for some reason, in the last year, I no longer did hugs or kisses. What she didn’t know was that I couldn’t hug or kiss her, because I had no idea when my power of falling into other people’s memories by touch would kick into gear. 8

         The most unwanted gift ever.

         Most of all, Mum didn’t know that the same morning she’d announced the Easter trip to Barbados, I’d found a note under my pillow that said, “Stay with me.” Signed, “K.”

         Even as I’d ripped the note to shreds and flushed it, I knew what I was going to do.

         Ms. K was the only link I still had to Adri and his family. To have any chance of finding them, I needed to go along with whatever she had planned.

         I thought about telling my family what had really happened a year ago in Samaan Bay; what was happening right now. Maybe I could call Da. But he was deep in some part of rural Guinea in West Africa on a job for his company – on the other side of the world. He still found a way to call me every time he went into town for supplies, always asking in his low but warm Jamaican voice, “Boonoonoonus, you a’right?”

         I wanted to say, “No, I’m not.”

         But how did I explain what had happened? It sounded totally mad.

         No. Following Ms. K’s instructions was my only chance to see Adri again. And it was the only way 9to keep my family from ending up in some ‘freak accident’ designed by the Council, the way his parents had, a year ago.

         So, I did it. I told my Mum I didn’t want to travel with them to her exhibition. I didn’t even hug her goodbye.

         Now, here I was, trapped in our new house on Monos, Monkey Island, even though there were no monkeys left. It was a place that at any other time would have been stunningly beautiful, with green hills and sheltered bays on one side and wild open sea on the other. But I couldn’t enjoy it. I knew that this was just one more place the Council could reach me: the beginning of another crazy test.

         I jumped up and went to the window, trying to see the carvings on the spyglass more clearly. I choked. As sunlight hit the dragon-letters, they morphed into fiery words:

         LOOK INTO THE DRAGON’S MOUTH.

         Then they disappeared like smoke.

         I nearly dropped the spyglass. The Dragon’s Mouth? What did that mean? It sounded dangerous, but strangely familiar.

         I turned the tube around in my hands, trying to 10remember. Ah! Of course. It was something Ms. K had said. One morning while supposedly dusting my room, she had pointed out an island even further out than this one – barely visible from my bedroom window. She’d been close enough that I could see the sharp grey hairs on her chin and smell her earthy perfume.

         “Dragon Mouth Island they call it, invisible to most,” she’d said her deep, hoarse voice, “in the Bocas del Dragón … Merciless currents that can take any boat under. Strange winds too. Took down submarines in World War II; even planes.”

         She looked at me with sharp black eyes. “Nothing that flies or sails there ever comes back. So, people stopped trying a long time ago.”

         Now, alone at the window, I took a deep breath.

         LOOK INTO THE DRAGON’S MOUTH, the spyglass had said.

         My heart pounded in my ears. It sounded simple, but nothing was ever that easy … Still, this might be my ticket to see Adri again. It might be the chance to free my friend.

         I lifted the spyglass and zoned in on Dragon Mouth Island as fast as I could. With my bare eyes it was 11nothing more than a speck on the horizon, one that most people couldn’t even see, but this spyglass was the most powerful I had ever used. I bit my lip in surprise. I could see the distant island as if it were right there.

         In the center of the island, on top of a green hill, was an old colonial mansion. My heart pounded in my ears. What was this? Despite Ms. K’s story about no boats or planes making it over, there were people living on Dragon Mouth Island!

         Children, they looked like, hurrying in and out of the building and rushing in groups across the wide grounds.

         I leaned forward on the windowsill, adjusting the spyglass, trying to see more. But the lens got blurry, swirling like a whirlpool. I felt dizzy. Time to put this thing down.

         But I couldn’t. It was stuck to me, sucking me in. With a loud rush, everything tilted … a kaleidoscope of shifting colours and shapes.

         Then, with a snap, I was gone.
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            Chapter Two

            CRASH

         

         I lay curled up on the floor like a battered seashell, gripping the spyglass with one hand.

         “They’re going to need that back,” a dry voice said.

         I opened my eyes to see an old man in a dapper suit and straw fedora, reaching down toward me. Golden eyes shone brightly in his lined, ebony face. I pulled back, but all he did was take the spyglass from my hand.

         “Hello Zo,” he said gently, peering out from the shadows under his hat.

         It was Mr. Yancy, the man who’d first tried to warn me about the Council back in Samaan Bay. I looked for his magic, shape-changing, multicoloured coat, but it was nowhere to be found. The last time 13I’d seen it, it was being captured by the Council. It seemed that, despite his best efforts, Old Man Yancy had been caught too.

         “Get her up please,” a melodious voice cut in.

         I jumped. It couldn’t be, but I could never forget that voice.

         Mr. Yancy reached out a hand to help me, but I scrambled to my feet myself.

         “Yara!” I shouted.

         He shook his head at me quickly.

         “Ahh, so you remember me,” Yara purred. “Well then,” she smiled meanly, “Ms. Kofi will have to be reported, won’t she?”

         Oh no. I’d instantly forgotten that Ms. K was supposed to have wiped my memory of the forest and everyone I’d met there, including Yara.

         It was too late now. Here she was, standing right in front of me. Yara … the woman who had captured Adri and I back in Samaan Bay, then shockingly, helped us to escape the Council.

         What was she doing here?

         My heart sank as I took in her tall elegance, her hawk-like face that seemed young and old at the same time, and the micro-braids that hung all the 14way down her back.

         Somehow, despite Yara’s fierceness, she looked like a trapped bird of prey. She wore a dress with a harness over it that seemed as uncomfortable as a corset, with floor-length, layered cotton skirts that swished each time she moved. Around her neck was a tight golden choker. She kept scratching at it with long, purple nails.

         My stomach turned. I thought she’d escaped. But if Yara were here, it meant that she was back in the power of the Council … and so was I.

         “Not to worry,” she trilled in her birdsong voice, with that cross between a Spanish and French accent.

         I wondered again where she was from.

         “You are just in time Zo. Class is in session,” she smiled, revealing sharp white teeth.

         Class? I looked around me. We were in a round, luxurious, panelled room. The walls were covered with floor-to-ceiling shelves, lined with books and antiques that looked like they had come from colonial times. There was a massive, carved mahogany desk and high-backed chair lined with plush red velvet like a throne.

         To my right, Mr. Yancy leaned against a wall, 15hands in his pockets, hat pulled low, chewing a piece of grass. His face was unreadable.

         “Where am I?” I demanded, making my voice sound way bolder than I felt.

         Yara’s sweet laugh didn’t meet her eyes. “Why, you silly girl, Dragon Mouth Island of course.”

         What? Clearly the spyglass had dragged me here. At least now, I could ask the question that burned a hole in my mind.

         “Where’s Adri?” I trembled.

         She waved one hand around the room, “Not here, as you can see.”

         Rage boiled in my chest, “So that’s it? You’re just back working for them? The Council! After everything they took from you!”

         In a second, Yara was in my face, even though I hadn’t seen her move. The fingers of her right hand pinched my cheeks, pointed nails just inches from my eyes. She smelled of cinnamon, cloves, and something else that I couldn’t pin down.

         “Have you heard of a place called Ouanaminthe?” she whispered. She pronounced it like “Wanna mint”, eyes piercing mine.

         “On the border,” she pinched my face tighter, 16“between Ayiti, what you call Haiti … and the Dominican Republic?”

         “No,” I choked.

         Were those tears in her eyes or mine?

         “Then please do not pretend to know who I am,” Yara hissed softly.

         I felt a hand lightly brush the side of my jeans. Did Yara just slip something into my pocket? If so, she gave no sign.

         “Hm,” Mr. Yancy chimed in, with his scratchy, half-laughing voice. “So, how much time is this going to take?”

         Yara snapped at him, “Insolence will not be tolerated old man!”

         “Eh? My two-cents? Not at all your Eminenceness,” he detached from the wall with an innocent face. “I was only saying that I, for one, have all day, as required … At your disposal, Mad-dahm,” he added with a bow and an irreverent grin.

         Mr. Yancy leaned his frame back slowly against the wall like an ancient staff, unfazed by Yara’s angry glare.

         She released me suddenly: “What are you waiting for? Take her away. Hurry. The test has already begun.” 17

         I staggered backward.

         “W-what test?” I stammered as Mr. Yancy, with strange swiftness for such an old man, grabbed my sleeve.

         “You’ll see soon enough,” Yara said in a low voice, turning away with a shake of her skirts, “If you survive …”

         “No. Wait!” I yelled.

         Despite my kicking and struggling, Mr. Yancy began to pull me out of the room, a pained but resigned look on his gnarled face.

         Yara’s back was to us, shielded by her braided hair. One hand gripped the top of her throne-like seat. The room, luxurious as it was, looked like a cage.

         She murmured over one shoulder. “They do say knowledge is power.”

         “And time waits for no man,” Mr. Yancy hurried me toward the door.

         Yara turned toward us slowly, her eyes like sparks of flame. “Wait, Miss A Thousand and One questions. You want to know what the Council is doing?”

         Mr. Yancy froze, clearing his throat uneasily. I wasn’t sure if he was warning Yara or me.

         With one long, perfectly painted fingernail, Yara 18pressed the knob of an old-fashioned microphone on top of her desk.

         “Alice-Ann!” she announced smoothly, “Alice-Ann to my office … Now. Merci!”

         Her skirts rustled like dried leaves as she swung back to face me. Mr. Yancy stood next to the door, tense as a bow.

         “My dear Zo,” Yara dropped her voice. “The Council is in the business of power. Gifted children, such as yourself, are the source of that power. As such, you are in high demand by wealthy and influential people around the world. The Council exists to find gifted children like yourself. They train them, test them, and once they’ve passed these tests, ship them off to certain families and organisations in need of their unique powers. In return, of course, the Council is paid generously for these services.”

         “So, you steal kids, then sell us.” I stated as matter-of-factly as I could.

         A sharp pain flashed across Yara’s eyes.

         “Me?” she snapped, then softened her voice. “This is a school,” she gestured around her with one graceful hand, “a training facility if you will. A way-station before children who pass the tests are 19shipped off. I try to make sure that the children who leave here have all the skills they need to survive their new masters.”

         Mr. Yancy broke through in his mocking voice, “Eh heh? I thought they say, ‘Jack of all trades, master of none’?”

         “Of course. Not masters. Families.” Yara smiled at him dryly.

         “Everyone needs a family – right Zo?” Yara looked at me with a mixture of grief and rage.

         I thought about the sister she had lost forever, back in Samaan Bay. Did she still blame Adri and I, or the Council? It was their fault, not ours!

         How could she work for them after everything they’d taken from her?

         It hit me that maybe she didn’t have a choice. Maybe I didn’t either.

         “You always ‘ave a choice,” I heard my Da say.

         But where was he now? He didn’t even know where I was.

         “Cat got your tongue?” Yara purred, her eyes flashing like warning signs.

         “Okay, great talk! Time to go …” Mr. Yancy broke in, reaching for my sleeve. 20

         “Not yet, old man,” Yara ordered, looking at a weathered brass clock on the wall that I could swear chimed in agreement.

         My mind whirled. So, this was the Council’s big scheme: finding, training, and testing gifted children, to sell them off to the highest bidder. Was this what they had done with Adri – what they were about to do to me? In a daze, I turned to run, but Mr. Yancy was there, blocking my path, with an unusually sad look on his face.

         “What happens if we fail the tests?” I asked numbly.

         Yara’s long nails tapped the surface of her desk.

         The door behind us inched open.

         “Ah!” she sighed, as Mr. Yancy twitched uneasily. “Let us see, shall we?”

         A pale girl with reddish-blond hair in two pigtails, an apple-green t-shirt and ragged shorts, crept in through the door. She looked from one of us to the other, then at Yara, like a mouse watching a cat.

         “Hello Alice-Ann. So glad you could join us,” Yara’s red lips parted in a smile.

         “Headmistress?” Alice squeaked, then cleared her throat.

         “Would you be so kind,” Yara continued, “as to 21show our new friend here your gift?”

         Despite her trembling, Alice stubbornly shook her head.

         I was impressed. She was braver than she looked.

         Yara curled out from behind the desk like a mountain lion, her voice rising to a growl.

         “No? Shall we invite your entire class then – put them to the test? Some of them might not be ready.”

         Alice’s chin dropped. “No,” she shook her head. “I’ll do it.”

         I jumped. Suddenly, she was gone. Well … most of her. I could still see her pigtails and her mismatched socks, ending in once-white sneakers. They went dashing for the door of the room.

         I got ready to push Mr. Yancy out of the way to help her escape. But before I could move, a net dropped onto the pigtails with a “Whoosh!” and froze them into place.

         This was more than an ordinary net, it seemed to be some kind of immobilizer. Yara had moved so fast that I hadn’t seen her throw it.

         “Hey! Let her go!” My t-shirt struggled uselessly against Mr. Yancy’s iron grip.

         “Not now, Little One,” he warned me hoarsely. 22

         Yara’s voice dropped to a whisper that was somehow more terrifying than a roar.

         “Alice-Ann Poucault. Since you have consistently failed your tests here at school and despite every advantage, have not learned to master …” here she gave Mr. Yancy a scathing look, “the art of making yourself invisible, I’m afraid you will have to exit the programme. Forthwith.”

         “You crusty-face old biddy, I ain’t fraid you!” Alice burst out, to my surprise.

         She re-appeared fully under the net – her defiant face red enough to match her pigtails. Her limbs and head might be locked in place, but she could still talk!

         “Oh, my sweet dear.” Yara’s face was ablaze. “I am not the one to be feared.”

         She reached out and released one drop from a vial held gingerly in her gloved hand, onto the girl’s stuck head.

         My heart pounded. What was in the vial? When had Yara put on gloves?

         “This is one of the Council’s most treasured inventions,” she explained softly.

         A sense of dread filled me as she carefully corked the vial and put it away in the massive desk. 23

         Meanwhile, Alice was having her say: calling Yara all kinds of creative names. I grinned. At least she still had her voice.

         Then with a squeak, in front of my eyes, Alice began to shrink.

         I pulled back in horror. Pale hair grew on her arms and legs. White hair. No … Fur. Her ears grew narrower and longer, covered in the same white fur. Her face, already round, became shockingly so, highlighted by two sets of long silvery whiskers on either side of her shrinking nose.

         She grew smaller, until there was nothing but a pile of clothes under the net.

         “Where is she?” I whispered, too shocked to move. “What did you do to her?”

         “Darling,” Yara said in a smooth voice. “She is right there!”

         She pressed something and the net disappeared. The pile of clothes started wriggling. I shrieked and nearly jumped into Mr. Yancy’s arms. Now, he was staring at the clothes on the floor with his fists clenched and a steely look on his face.

         Something crawled out slowly from the pile of clothing: a snuffling little … white rabbit. 24

         I stared at its round pink eyes. They looked as though they were trying to tell me something.

         “W-what?” I stammered.

         “My dear Zo, meet Alice.” Yara said in cautionary tones. “The newest addition to our school’s working farm.”

         “You’re going to eat her?” I groaned, about to be sick.

         Mr. Yancy choked back a laugh.

         “Of course not, you foolish girl!” Yara snapped. “This rabbit will help keep the grass low and remove the weeds from our grounds.”

         She pinned me with her blazing stare. “This is the fate that awaits anyone who doesn’t pass the Council’s tests. Now, you understand the importance of doing your best. Don’t you, Zo?”

         I couldn’t stop staring at Alice the Rabbit, snuffling around her own clothes. My eyes were as round as teacups.

         “Good,” Yara nodded, coming in close.

         Her skirts rustled like the wings of a bird.

         “Remember,” she said pointedly, grabbing me with her eyes, “the key is to use all the gifts you’ve been given.” 25

         It felt like I was floating outside of my body – hearing Yara from some faraway place. She scratched at the choker around her neck, then signalled Mr. Yancy to take me away.

         He led me gently out of the room and down a windowless corridor lined with shining marble floors. At first, I went along blindly, stunned by everything I’d just seen and heard.

         Then something inside of me clicked back into place. I couldn’t just go along with this madness. I dragged my feet and let my body go limp, hoping it would slow us down.

         “Hey!” Old Man Yancy warned me in his quick voice, “You better keep moving. Resist the training and they have no more use for you. At least in there, you still have a chance. And remember …”

         He looked at me closely, thick grey eyebrows sticking like bushes from the cliff of his brow, “The strongest rope is made of many strands.”

         I snorted in anger. “Thanks.”

         After giving me up to Yara and watching a girl be turned into a rabbit, now he was dropping proverbs? This man had some nerve.

         But he was right about one thing. I was in the 26Council’s power. If I fought them now, I might never see my family again. I stopped struggling, stood up and pulled myself loose from his grip.

         “Where are you taking me?” I demanded.

         “Here.” He turned a sharp corner on the left.

         I went with him and stopped in my tracks.

         We were in a seemingly endless corridor, lined on either side with golden doors.

         “Come,” Mr. Yancy said.

         I forced myself to move. As I followed him down the long, narrow hallway, I could see that each door was different in shape and design – some looked ancient, some modern, some ornate, others sleek. We passed what looked like the door of an Aztec temple, then another like a submarine hatch. There was even one shaped like the airlock on a spaceship. But they all seemed made of solid gold.

         When I looked closely, I could see another thing that they had in common. They were all covered with dragons. Each door had a different style of dragon in its design: as door knockers, frames, handles, hieroglyphs, and decorative carvings. Each door’s dragons seemed to come from a different era and civilization in the world. 27

         As Mr. Yancy walked ahead of me, I quietly dipped my hand into the pocket Yara had touched. There was something in there. I pulled it out slowly and saw that it was a key, small and exquisite, made of gold, with one end shaped like a dragon’s head and wings.

         Yara had mentioned something about a key. Yes, she’d said that the key was to use all the gifts I’d been given. Clearly, she’d been trying to send me a message. Had Yara given me a key to one of these doors? If so, which one? There were so many of them.

         I remembered her freeing me and Adri from the Council’s clutches, back at their lab in the Samaan Bay forest. Maybe Yara was trying to help me again without them knowing. Either way, I’d better hold on to this key if I ever hoped to make it out of here alive.

         I slipped the key back into my pocket just as Mr. Yancy stopped suddenly in front of me.

         “What is this place?” I whispered, looking at the rows of what looked like hundreds of doors stretching past us on either side; each one different from the other.

         Mr. Yancy gave me a look that bordered on pity.

         “They call this Dragon Hall.” 28

         Well, that was an obvious name.

         “What’s inside the doors?” I asked quietly.

         Somehow, this didn’t feel like a place where you raised your voice.

         “Be careful Zo,” Mr. Yancy cautioned, looking at me with piercing eyes. “Remember your gift.”

         Before I could move, he held my shirt as tight as the pincer of a crab, opened the nearest door, and shoved me in.
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            Chapter Three

            SURPRISE

         

         Oof. I landed on my hands and knees in a pile of sand. Someone rushed past me, almost knocking me flat.

         “Hey!” I protested, struggling to my feet.

         The person had their back to me. They were tall with wavy black hair, wearing muddy cargo pants and a grubby t-shirt that might once have been forest green, with a mottled brown rucksack on their shoulders, like the one on the sand by my feet.

         Mr. Yancy must have tossed this pack in with me. I ground my teeth. How could he abandon me without so much as a heads up? Most importantly, where was I and how did I get out?

         The person in front of me was banging and 30pushing on the door I’d just come through, but it was already shut tight.

         “H-how …?” I stammered, trying to make sense of what I was seeing.

         The door stood in the middle of a pile of sand, without a wall or other support to hold it up. I tried to catch my breath as the person in front of me kept fighting to break it open.

         The door, double doors in fact, stood inside of an arched frame covered in an intricate pattern of circles and stars. At the front of each door was a golden handle shaped like a dragon from Persian stories: a curling, snake-like creature with many legs and wings, a fierce face with curved horns, flaming eyes and a wide-open mouth filled with sharp teeth.

         But that wasn’t all.

         I looked around in shock. Somehow, we were on a long stretch of deserted beach. To my right was the sea, wild and windswept, stretching out to a distant horizon. To my left was yellow-brown sand, lined with what seemed like an old coconut plantation running the length of the beach, as far as the eye could see.

         The plantation seemed to be abandoned. I couldn’t see any houses or buildings; just rows and 31rows of coconut trees that had seen better days. Mangrove and forest had probably been cleared to make this plantation. Now the sea was eroding the land at top-speed. Some trees had fallen across the beach, left with only their leafless trunks and tangled roots sticking into the air. Those that were still standing were bent and twisted by the wind into painful shapes.

         My head whirred. Where was Dragon Hall, the rooms, the house I’d just been in? Where was Mr. Yancy? There were no good answers. I inhaled a chest-full of salty air.

         “Hey!” I shouted at the person who still had their back to me, yanking and pulling at the locked door. I stumbled toward them, then froze. With a crack like lightning, right in front of my eyes, the door started fading from the bottom up. In seconds, it was gone, leaving nothing but sand and the stranger beating on air.

         Finally, they were still. Their arms dropped to their sides; head sunk forward. Then slowly, they turned around.

         I screamed.

         “Adri!” 32

         I was staring into the face of my long-lost friend.

         “How do you know my name?” he snarled at me, dropping back into a martial arts stance.

         “Wait, what? Adri, it’s me, Zo!”

         I wasn’t ready to fight anyone, least of all him.

         He stared at me blankly. “Whoever you are, whatever they’ve sent you to do, stay away from me. I’m getting out of here, no matter what.”

         “You hear that!” he yelled into the sky, startling a flock of pelicans on a distant rock and sending a blue crab scuttling into its hole. “I’m getting out of here! You just keep up your end of the deal!”

         “What deal? Adri …?”

         He was already stamping away from me.

         After everything we’d been through last year – lost in a forest on the other side of the island, chased by monstrous creatures, kidnapped, webbed, and worse, he really had no idea who I was?

         I stood there, shock crawling over my skin.

         An image popped into my head of the memory-stick that Ms. K had nearly used to zap away my memories of Samaan Bay.

         This was the Council’s work. They had wiped Adri’s memories of me, and who knew what else. 33

         Something sour burned my throat. Taking Adri’s parents, threatening us, experimenting on us like rats. Now this.

         I stumbled after him as fast as I could. “Adri, wait! Please.”

         “Eh-hem. Excuse you, Girlie. Like you forgetting something?” A voice cut in, stopping us both in our tracks.

         The voice was hoarse and rolling like a pirate’s. It was also uncomfortably close.

         I looked down to see a gold band clasped around my wrist. Mr. Yancy must have put it on as he chucked me through the door. Now, sticking out of the wristband like a picture from a projector, was a talking, moving image of Cap’n Peg, the spider I’d first met in Samaan Bay.

         She was just as hairy and ornery as I remembered, sporting a red polka dot headscarf, two black eye-patches, and a robotic telescope eye clicking in and out of her head. Her one good eye was giving me an extra-scornful look.

         “Hmmph, you older now Girlie,” she observed. “Any wiser?”

         “Wh …” I stared at the projection, trying to 34form words.

         “I guess not!”

         Her harsh laughter filled the air like seagulls. The image of Cap’n Peg moved, talked, and cackled above my wrist. I tugged on the band, but it didn’t budge. Adri wore one that looked exactly like mine, with the same image of Cap’n Peg playing above it. He seemed irritated, but not surprised.

         “You again Peg,” he snapped. “Well, out with it! What do they have to say?”

         “Eh eh! Check yourself little boy. Is Cap’n to you. We didn’t pitch marbles together!”

         Adri growled. Clearly, he had met Cap’n Peg since having his memory wiped. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know how.

         Cap’n Peg steupsed. She rolled her robotic eye. “Lil’ boy, I don’t work for you.”

         “Can you help us?” I whispered.

         The spiders had helped me before, but that was a secret that needed to stay between us.

         Cap’n Peg cut me off quickly, “Listen. The Bosses say you have one hour to get to the other door. After that, you fail this round and you …” she jabbed her silver mechanical leg with all its gears and joints 35in Adri’s direction, “know what that means … You could kiss seeing your parents,” she smacked loudly, “goodbye!”

         I felt sick. So, the Council still had Adri’s parents.

         Somehow, they’d convinced him that if he survived their tests, they’d let him see his family again.

         “Adri,” I stepped toward him, “don’t believe them.”

         He ignored me completely.

         “Fine!” he shouted at Cap’n Peg. “Get to it! Where’s the other door?”

         “Watch your tone with me Mister!” she puffed up. “Can’t even see what in front your face.”

         Our wristbands started beeping. I looked down to see 60:00 start counting down and next to it, an arrow, pointing to my right, along the curved edge of the sea. Without another word, Adri rushed off in the direction of the arrow.

         “Adri, wait!” I turned to go after him.

         “Stop! Girlie,” Cap’n Peg barked as though she were shouting orders on a ship. “You need your pack. Unless you planning not to eat or drink for the rest of the test.”

         Okay. So, they’d given us supplies. How kind.

         I grabbed the rucksack and slung it over my 36shoulders, dashing after Adri who was running at full speed. I could no longer see Cap’n Peg’s image above his wrist, but she was still beaming from mine. Apparently, she wasn’t quite done with me yet.

         “Girlie, I told you this before and I telling you again,” she aimed her telescopic eye at me, snapping the pincers at the end of her metallic leg. “Watch yourself! That boy don’t know you from Adam now. And cockroach have no business in fowl party.”

         With that, she was gone, leaving behind the smooth gold wristband on my arm. It said 59:35 now, with a flashing arrow next to it, pointing in the direction in which Adri was running, as if his parents’ lives depended on it.
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            Chapter Four

            TEST

         

         I followed Adri along the edge of the sea, keeping one eye on him and the other on my wristband. I tried to catch up with him but running on sand was no joke. Eventually, Adri’s pace slowed to a jog, then a walk. My legs and lungs were grateful.

         I thought back to when I’d first met him over a year ago. He could barely keep up a brisk stroll. Clearly, a lot had changed since then. Adri looked taller and stronger, with a toughness that I had not seen in him before. I wondered where the Council had kept him and what they’d done to change him like this.

         “Adri!” I called out to him for the tenth time.

         He ignored me completely. 38

         My stomach felt like it was eating itself.

         I had looked forward to this moment for so long.

         Ever since Samaan Bay, it was like I’d been living in two worlds. The psychologist told my parents that it was normal for a child to withdraw after a traumatic experience, like getting lost in the forest for days. But neither she, nor they, knew the half of what I’d been through. And none of them knew about Adri. Everyone back at the village thought that he and his parents had drowned at sea. And Adri didn’t turn up to confirm my story. He’d gone back with the spiders to the Council’s headquarters to find his parents.

         Back then, Da, Mum and Jake were so happy to have me back alive and in one piece, that they hadn’t asked too many questions. But now it was like there was a mountain between us, made up of everything they didn’t know – a loss I couldn’t talk about or explain.

         I tried to be the fun, carefree girl they wanted me to be, but on top of everything else, I couldn’t even hug them, hold hands, or play with my brother without constant fear that one touch would send me tumbling into their memories. A gift I’d never 39even wanted.

         Instead, I had to be constantly on guard, and it showed. I could see how much it hurt them to think that I didn’t want to be close.

         Mum kept trying to talk with me, to get me to open up about what had happened. But how could I explain the Council to her? A secret organization of people who ran tests on children with special powers and created powerful hybrid creatures for their own ends?

         She’d have thought that I was crazy for sure – that dehydration and starvation in the forest had made me hallucinate and now I believed all the visions that I’d seen. So, I kept it inside, hoping for the day when I’d see Adri again – someone who had been through it all with me and could help me tell the truth.

         Only to find him and discover that the Council had wiped Adri’s memories, or at least the ones that we had made together.

         I clenched my fists. Waves of rage washed over my skin.

         I couldn’t let them just have him. I couldn’t let them win. Somehow, I had to reach him.

         “Adri!” I called. 40

         He didn’t even slow down.

         I finally caught up with him.

         “Hey!” I yelled.

         He kept walking as if I weren’t there, but I pressed in, “If we’ve never met, how do I know that you have a scar on your right shin from when you were playing ‘Don’t touch the floor’ with kids in school and you tripped and fell on an upside-down chair? How do I know you’re originally from Chaguanas but moved to New York when you were eight. When you saw the city-lights from your plane window, you thought that Christmas had come early just for you.”

         He ignored me, so I kept going.

         “How do I know that you and your dad cried when Brazil lost in the World Cup? That you have a cricket bat signed by Brian Lara in a glass-case in your room?”

         He picked up the pace. I jogged next to him, panting, “If we’ve never met, how do I know that your dream trip is to visit the pyramids in Giza and the ones in Kemet too?”

         He cut me off with a swipe of his hand. “Listen, I get it! I’ve done the Council’s dirty work too. Get to know the target, use the information you have on them to earn their trust.” 41

         I tried protesting, “No, I’m …”

         “It’s not going to work, okay? I don’t have time for their games or yours,” he spat, swinging away from me.

         I felt like I’d been dunked in cold water, but I couldn’t give up.

         “Your parents’ names are Lila and Sarun!” I yelled. “Your dad loves books by C.L.R. James and Sam Selvon. Your mum’s favourite writer is Rumi!”

         He froze and spun around toward me. I took a step back, feeling the rage rise off him like flames.

         He said quietly and clearly, “So you know my parents’ names and what they like to read. Great. You think you know them? Guess what. I know where they are right now,” his voice tightened. “Trapped in a Council lab in Tasmania, on the other side of the world … in cryochambers with tubes running from their bodies.”

         His eyes blazed, “Lying there, out of it, helpless, until and unless I finish this test and whatever else the Council asks me to do!” he shouted. “Got it?”

         I stood there, shaking.

         His eyes bored into mine. “Got it?”

         I nodded. 42

         He swung on his heels and took off. I followed him, fighting back tears.

         I could feel him looking at me from the corners of his eyes.

         Slowly, his shoulders dropped. He sighed. “Listen, Zoë you said your name was?”

         “Zo,” I whispered.

         “Okay Zo, I’m sorry … But even if I did know you once, it doesn’t matter right now. All I need is to get back to my life, my family. And for that, I need to get out of here as quickly as possible. If you’re really not one of their spies, then that’s what you should be focused on too.”

         I hesitated, thinking of everything we’d been through together; wondering if it was all lost for good.

         “Okay,” I whispered finally.

         Da taught me to never give in to a bully and that’s just what the Council was.

         “Small axe cut down big tree,” he’d remind me with a grin; teeth flashing through his moustache and beard.

         And Mum taught me to fight smart.

         “Your biggest weapon isn’t here Z,” she’d say, raising her fists after judo class. “Even though they’re good to have when you need them.” 43

         “It’s here,” she’d point to my brain, “and here,” then my heart. “And in the space between.”

         That’s what I needed now.

         Step one: get out of here alive.

         Step two: get Adri back his parents and his memory. Somehow.

         My thoughts ducked and whirled like a bèlè dancer. If I lost my emotional balance, I would push him further away. I couldn’t let that happen.

         I looked down at the arrow on my wristband, doing my best to keep up with Adri. We were still headed in the right direction, but it also said we had about twenty minutes left. How far did we have to go? I knew the Council’s methods well enough to know that it wasn’t going to be this easy to get to the other door.

         I looked to our right. The coconut plantation was huge. It seemed to stretch the whole length of the beach and go back deep into what looked like more trees. I wondered why it had been abandoned. Maybe it was beach erosion, pests, disease – the things that climate change made worse year after year.

         Whatever had happened, this place was in bad shape. The coconuts weren’t green or yellow like 44they normally were … just brown, dry husks. Most of the trees had no fruit and their leaves hung down like black fringe at a funeral. Based on what Da had taught me on our camping trips, I could see heart rot and red ring disease. It didn’t look like somewhere Adri and I would find help.

         How had we gotten here in the first place? Apparently, the Dragon Door was some kind of portal. I tried to wrap my head around the idea, but Adri didn’t seem fazed. Maybe he had done this kind of test before.

         “So, where …” I started.

         He froze.

         “Shhh,” he hissed at me, looking out to sea.

         I stared past him at the whitecapped waves. “What is it?”

         Suddenly, he was scrambling around in his pack.

         “Shield. Now!” he gasped.

         What? Was he losing it? There was no way a shield could fit into these overstuffed packs. But seeing the look on his face, I slung off my rucksack and started digging around inside.

         Whoosht! Whoosht!

         I heard them before I saw them. Bright arrows, 45some of them as long as spears, flying through the air toward us, from the sea. I stood there, staring up like a deer in headlights, as the arrows sped straight toward me.

         Thwack! Something round blocked out the sun and kept me from being pinned.

         It was Adri. He was holding a shield of some kind over our heads.

         “Run!” he yelled, heading for the coconut trees to the side of us.

         In a daze, I turned and ran with him, stumbling over sand, brown leaves, and coconut husks. He held the shield up behind us.

         Thwack! Thwack! I could hear the arrows smacking into Adri’s shield until it must have looked like a porcupine.

         As we ran deeper into the plantation, I could hear rustling noises up ahead, followed by loud hisses and snaps. I pulled up short, just as Adri yanked my t-shirt and dragged me back against one of the trees.

         “What are you doing?” I shouted, “We have to get out of here!”

         Arrows kept thudding into the trees and sand around us. Looking closely, I could see that they 46weren’t really arrows, more like giant needles. In fact, they looked most like quills, but the strangest thing was their colour. They were white in parts, with reddish-orange, brown and black stripes like a tiger’s.

         I shook my head. Arrows, quills, needles … whatever they were, they were coming from the sea. These tree trunks weren’t going to shield us for long. Despite the strange noises up ahead, we’d better move before we got stuck like kebabs.

         “Wait!” Adri warned as I got ready to run, his eyes flashing at me from the coconut tree’s shadows. I had forgotten how intense his eyes were.

         “There are worse things in there,” he jutted his chin toward the tangled undergrowth deep inside the plantation. It looked like a mixture of forest and swamp.

         “Worse than killer arrows?” I stared at him, trying to keep my arms and legs behind the tree trunk, away from the shooting quills.

         “Yup. Besides,” he panted, pointing at his wristband, “Time’s running out.”

         “Oh no,” I groaned, staring down at my wristband.

         Only twelve minutes left!

         I’d completely forgotten about the other door. 47As per the Council’s instructions, delivered by Cap’n Peg, we had to get to that door on time, or fail the test. I didn’t want to guess what they’d do to us if we failed. Besides, Adri’s parents were at stake.

         The arrow on my wristband was pointing back and to the right. We were off-course and running out of time.

         “Okay then, what’s our plan?” I asked, trying to ignore the whir, zip, and thud of arrows around us.

         I looked up and Adri was gone.

         Panic seized my chest. I spun around wildly, arrows whizzing past my ears.

         There he was, running from tree to tree, holding up his shield and dodging arrows, going further and further away.

         “Wait!” I screamed.

         How could he just leave me? I had a flashback to the clearing in Samaan Bay, more than a year ago, when he’d eaten poisoned berries and couldn’t move. What had I done then?

         Now I knew what it was like to be left behind.

         Adri dashed toward the cover of another tree. He paused and shouted over his shoulder. “The pack! Get your shield out. Keep moving.” 48

         Then he was off.

         The backpack …? I slung it off my shoulders with shaking hands and rummaged around past a few thermoses, some waterproof material, packets that looked like space food, and other items I didn’t have the time to explore. Deep in the bag, something round caught my eye. There! That must be it. A circular disc about the size of my hand. But that made no sense. Adri’s shield was so much bigger than this one.

         I grabbed the disc and nearly jumped out of my skin. With one smooth click, it expanded into the size of a proper shield, attached to the wristband on my arm by a magnetic force. I raised my arm slowly. Now the arrow and timer were on the inside of the wristband, easy to read, with the shield attached to the outer part of my arm. The timer said that I had nine minutes left. I’d better get moving.

         Adri was already out of sight.
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            Chapter Five

            SPEAR

         

         I dashed between the twisted coconut tree trunks, backpack on my shoulders, shield raised, praying to stay alive. Long, needle-sharp quills whizzed around me. I could hear them ping and snap as they bounced off my shield. At least they weren’t hitting me.

         There was one problem. The arrow on the inside of my wristband was leading me back towards the sea – in the direction of the flying quills.

         I heard the growl of the waves and the crash of the surf, like air forced through clenched teeth. Soon, I was still among the trees, but running parallel to the shore, with the ocean in sight. I was not ready for what I saw.

         In the water, just beyond the shallows, were rows 50and rows of strange fish. Now, I knew where the quills were coming from. The fish were striped, white, reddish-orange and brown, with round staring eyes and wide mouths turned down on the sides. On either side of their bodies, their fins fanned out like feathers in a peacock’s tail. Their tailfins, covered with smaller spines, flashed from side to side. But what really caught my eye was the row of long, deadly spines along each fish’s back and tail. Even though I couldn’t see their undersides in the water, I was pretty sure they had more spines there as well.

         They were lionfish, a species from the South Pacific and Indian Oceans, that had been brought to Caribbean and American waters, by none other than … humans. People focused on the lionfish’s unique looks had bought them for exotic saltwater aquariums. Then they’d tossed them away or let them escape into the wild. Now they were a top predator in the Caribbean and Atlantic Oceans, cornering and consuming over fifty species of fish, including those that many coastal communities relied on to live, like snapper and grouper, as well as coral reef natives like parrotfish. In fact, lionfish risked destroying reefs throughout the region by threatening 51the local fish that kept those ecosystems alive.

         It didn’t help that they laid about two million eggs a year!

         As if that weren’t enough, these lionfish were like none I’d ever seen. For one, they were about the size of rottweilers, making the seawater a bubbling cauldron with their tails and fins. I stared at them, amazed. Lionfish usually hunted alone, or at most, in pairs, but here they were – a school of lionfish lining the water.

         Voot! Voot! Voot! The nearest fish sent their spines shooting up into the air and arcing down toward me. I raised my shield and ducked back into the shelter of the trees. I peeked out from behind the scarred trunk just in time to see a new set of deadly spines grow out of the lionfishes’ backs.

         Great. They were sprouting new spines like starfish growing new limbs.

         I knew from a Biology project at school that scientists were studying starfish and zebrafish to understand how to regenerate organs in the human body, even heal the brain and nervous system. But this wasn’t something that lionfish were usually able to do. At least, the ones I knew about.

         I wished Da were here to see this and help me 52escape. He’d worked with me on my school project back when he was in Trinidad, before he had to leave the island again for work.

         We’d learned that, in humans, the liver had the ability to grow back after illness or injury. Meanwhile, starfish could grow a whole new body from a single leg!

         Now, I shivered, looking at what the Council had done – they’d turned life-saving research into a weapon.

         Anyway, I had to keep moving. Da wasn’t here and if I missed the next door, I could be trapped in this place forever. For all I knew, Adri had already escaped. I was on my own.

         I took a deep breath, raised my shield, and ran as fast as I could through the trees.

         That seemed to enrage the lionfish. From the water, they made pulsing noises like the beating of war drums. They sent such a hail of spines that I had to take cover behind another tree.

         I licked my chapped lips. There was probably water in that thermos in my rucksack, but there was no time to get a drink.

         I tried moving forward, but there were too many 53arrows. I was stuck in place.

         I sank down to the sand, my back against a coconut tree’s lined trunk. My mind went back to the first time I had seen lionfish.

         It had been nothing like this …

         “Delicious,” Jake had pronounced the dish at the seaside dinner he’d taken us to in Chaguaramas, on the northwest tip of Trinidad.

         This was just last week, before they’d left for Mum’s exhibition in Barbados. Now it seemed like a lifetime away.

         There was an effort to get people to eat lionfish at restaurants, to help keep their numbers down. Jake said that, properly cleaned and seasoned, it tasted like flaky, buttery whitefish. The fork had looked tiny in his tattooed arm, as he drew it gently across the half-eaten plate and took another bite.

         “Try some, Marie,” he offered, his top-knot moving slightly in the breeze.

         “You look like you’re enjoying it for all of us!” Mum teased him.

         She adjusted the batik wrap-dress with a hummingbird design that she had made herself. Then she took a bite from his fork, her already wide eyes opening with 54surprise. “Mm …That is good!”

         The fish slices were in a spicy ceviche, with shallots, garlic, pepper, lime juice and strips of green mango. It looked great, but if there was one thing I’d learned from my adventure in the forest: looks could be deceiving. I wasn’t sure I wanted to try lionfish.

         Tayo squealed and tried to swipe the fork from my hand.

         “Zo?” Jake lifted his plate slightly, reaching for a clean fork. “You always go brave,” he looked at me warmly, eyes crinkling in his tanned face.

         I hesitated.

         “No pressure though,” he said quickly, putting the plate down.

         I had to give Jake Lee credit. He’d stumbled across us after my parents’ divorce, gotten married to my Mum and had Tayo in what seemed like a whirlwind year. Yet, from the beginning, he was always extending the olive branch to me one way or another. Since Samaan Bay, when he and Da had spent days side by side in the forest searching for me, he had earned even my Da’s respect.

         I decided to do my best to return some of the kindness he’d shown me. 55

         “Sure! I’ll try it!” I said a little too loudly.

         “It’s okay, Zo,” Mum leaned in.

         She was always telling me to be true to myself, in big and small things. I knew that she was right, but it was easier said than done.

         Like, right now, I didn’t want to taste the new fish, but I also didn’t want to give Mum and Jake another reason to feel rejected. Tayo protested loudly for his piece, while Mum kept trying to tell me it was okay.

         I took a bite of the fish. It tasted good. And it felt even better to see the smile that lit up Mum’s face like the sun–shining against her beautiful black skin.

         I wanted to keep that smile on her face every day.

         I took a deep breath and snapped back to myself. My family was a world away. I was trapped behind a coconut-tree being attacked by mutant lionfish, in the middle of a Council-made disaster. Part of me could still taste the tart, spicy green mango in the dish that Jake had shared. It felt like the burn of missing my family: always there under my tongue.

         I pushed myself up. I had to get out of this. I had to see them again. Hopefully, these fish had no idea that I’d eaten their cousins.

         I lifted my shield and ran to the next tree. After 56a few more minutes of dashing from tree to tree, I slid to an abrupt stop. A few steps ahead of me, the line of trees ended. There was just a stretch of sandy beach, without even rocks to use as cover.

         Then I saw it, not far away–the second door!

         I felt a fresh wave of hurt. Adri must have gone through it. He was nowhere to be seen.

         At least the door was still there.

         I looked down at my wristband. Three more minutes. I’d have to make a run for it, with nothing but my shield and rucksack to protect me. I braced myself against the last tree.

         The lionfish were right there in the water, sending off showers of arrows. Their calls felt like my frantic pulse.

         I took a jagged breath and ran.

         Even though I was sprinting as fast as I could, for some reason it felt like I was moving in slow motion. I could see a hail of spines flying toward me like a deadly swarm.

         I raised my shield, but a stabbing pain hit my left leg. I fell and curled myself up under the shield as best I could. One of the lionfish spines had grazed my left calf. Thankfully, it wasn’t stuck there, but 57it burned where it had marked my skin.

         I curled up under the shield, then tried crawling forward toward the door, while still protecting myself from the storm of arrows. For some reason, the door was blurry.

         Right. How could I forget. Lionfish spines released a painful venom. I tried to stand but my leg was on fire. I crawled forward in the sand.

         I remembered Da warning me when we went scuba diving at Buccoo Reef in Tobago, that lionfish venom could cause paralysis, burning, chills, even a deadly allergic reaction. My heart jumped in my throat. At least, so far, I could still move.

         I had to get to that door.

         One more minute before it closed.

         I dragged myself forward under the shield. Everything blurred, then tilted. I couldn’t get up. I fought to keep my eyes open; to call for help. Maybe Adri would come back for me.

         “Help!” I called.

         No one answered.

         I tried to hold on to Tayo’s howling laugh, Jake’s kind eyes and my mother’s smile, but it was too late …The world around me faded.
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            Chapter Six

            SAVE

         

         “Quick, the med-kit!” a no-nonsense voice ordered.

         “Luna, I’m going as fast as I can,” another voice responded, soft but firm.

         Water hit my face, shocking me awake.

         I wiped my eyes and blinked slowly.

         Standing over me was a powerful-looking girl with dark brown skin and a silver nose-ring. A wave of dark hair fell over one side of her face, clashing with a short buzz-cut that looked like she had shaved it herself. Her eyes were arched and wary as a cat’s. She stared at me with a mixture of suspicion and concern.

         “More hot water Esme!” she demanded.

         “I’m right here,” the other girl pointed out, “you don’t have to shout.” 59

         That girl, Esme, came up behind Luna. Even in my pain-addled state, she grabbed my attention. She had round cheeks, with freckles scattered like stars over her brown skin, and what could only be described as her own style. She wore sparkly eyeshadow in a blend of shades. Her hair, tied up in knots all over her head, was every colour of the rainbow, but it was her outfit that really caught my eye. She looked like she was wearing a handmade jumper from chess-board patterned fabric. Two chess pieces – black and white knights, dangled from her ears.

         Somehow, the effect was stunning.

         She handed the shaved-hair, cat-eyed girl, Luna, a mug and a piece of cloth. Luna dipped the rag into the mug and pressed it against the cut on my foot. It was hot water. I whimpered and pulled away.

         “Stay still,” Luna ordered, in the tone of someone used to being obeyed.

         “Is it working?” Esme asked anxiously.

         “Swallow this,” she said, handing me two pills and a thermos of what looked like water.

         I hesitated.

         “Don’t worry, it’s allergy meds,” she assured me. 60

         “If we were going to kill you, we’d have done it by now,” Luna added, giving me a less-than-impressed look.

         She had a point.

         I swallowed the tablets.

         After a few minutes, I sighed with relief. The hot compress was definitely making my leg feel better.

         “See,” Esme gave a belly-laugh, dimpling her face and setting her chess-earrings dancing, “you’ll live.”

         “Thank you,” I whispered, slowly sitting up.

         That was when I saw Adri lying on the ground a short distance away. He was out cold.

         “What did you do to him?” I shouted, scrabbling to get to him.

         “Careful,” Esme pleaded.

         “Nothing, you crazy girl!” Luna yelled. “He had a spike in his arm. We took it out and patched him up same as you, but he had more venom in his system. He has to sleep it off.”

         “Who are you anyway?” she confronted me, eyes flashing.

         “Can you give her a second?” Esme protested.

         “Who are you?” I pushed back.

         Luna snorted. 61

         “A feisty one,” Esme grinned.

         Each of the girls spoke with a different lilt, like they were from different countries. Esme’s accent sounded familiar.

         “Where are you from?” I challenged them. “Where are we?”

         “Where we’re from is none of your business. We came through a Dragon Door, same as you,” Luna shot back. “Just not the one you used … And how should we know where we are?”

         “Can we just all stay calm,” Esme pleaded. “Wunna not tired arguing?”

         Luna paced, scanning our surroundings as if expecting an attack.

         Our backs were against a rocky slope: part of a line of low hills. Around us was dusty ground, covered with rows of tall, prickly cacti that blocked our view of what lay ahead.

         Adri was asleep under a cactus. It stood up like the mismatched fingers of a giant’s spiky hand. The cacti seemed to be the only thing, other than the hills, that provided any kind of shade.

         It reminded me of pictures I’d seen of Washington Slagbaai Park on the island of Bonaire. Bonaire was 62one of three Dutch and Papiamentú-speaking islands west of Trinidad. The ABC islands – Aruba, Bonaire and Curaçao – were once part of the Netherlands Antilles, even though they were in the Caribbean.

         How had we gotten here from Dragon Mouth Island without a boat or a plane? Clearly the Dragon Doors were even more powerful than I thought.

         “The doors … how do they work?” I asked out loud.

         Luna stormed over to a nearby rucksack that looked the same as mine.

         She ignored me completely: “Well, what to do Esme? Why we eh get the instructions yet?” she tapped her wrist.

         They both had on the same golden wristbands as me and Adri. So, she and Esme were on the Council’s test too!

         I took a deep breath and tried again. “Look, I’m sorry.”

         Esme gave Luna a ‘please calm down’ look.

         “I’m Zo.” I raised my wristband-wearing hand. That guy is my friend Adri.”

         Luna shoved things into her pack, “Really? Friends don’t leave friends behind. That boy dropped you like pholourie in hot oil! Didn’t even bother to 63look back for you. Esme and I were the ones who went in and dragged you through the door … Just in the nick of time too.”

         My head dropped.

         “It’s not his fault,” I croaked. “The Council. They wiped part of his memory – at least the part with me in it.”

         Luna was silent.

         Esme exhaled softly. “I might be able to help with that,” she said softly.

         Luna objected under her breath.

         Esme continued anyway: “I’m a memory worker.”

         Energy coursed through my body. “What …?” There was a name for this?

         Words tumbled out of me, “Wait. Me too! I think. But I thought I could only go into people’s memories … not bring memories back!”

         “Hold up,” Luna raised one calloused hand, “Run that again?”

         I quickly told them some of what had happened in Samaan Bay and how I’d learned that I could enter other people’s memories through touch.

         Esme turned red with excitement, her dimples deepening. “You’re a memory worker too! We’re 64hard to find. They must have brought you here as part of your training.”

         Luna dropped her backpack with a sigh and sat down heavily.

         She and Esme explained that they were part of a group of gifted children (“That’s what they call us at least”) forced to live at a twisted Council training centre called the Big House, run by a terrifying superintendent they knew only as the Headmistress.

         “I know,” I interrupted. “Yara.”

         “You know the Head’s name?” Esme stared at me incredulously.

         “How come?” I could see that Luna was suspicious all over again.

         So, I told them everything that had happened to me since this morning, right up to Yara having Mr. Yancy throw me through the first set of Dragon Doors. The only thing I left out was Yara slipping me a dragon-shaped key. I didn’t know these people well enough to tell them all my secrets.

         “We call the old man Antsy,” Esme jumped in, “cause he like ants … everywhere … and you don’t want to see him mad.”

         “As you may have guessed,” Luna explained tiredly, 65“the doors are portals connecting places across the Caribbean and the world, where we get tested by the Council.”

         “You know what happens if we fail the tests?” Luna asked in a heavy voice.

         “Yeah,” I muttered, getting a flashback of Alice, the girl in Yara’s office, shrinking down into a fluffy white rabbit.

         Some things you couldn’t un-see.

         “If your friend has been under the Council’s control all this time,” Esme shook her head sadly, “his parents too … It’s been just as much a nightmare for him as it’s been for us. If he’s willing, I can help him get back the memories they took. The Council can lock certain memories away, but they can’t get rid of them completely. They’re still there in his mind where he can’t get to them, or even remember they exist. With practice, you’ll be able to control your power better – even restore locked memories like his.”

         I turned toward Adri. In sleep, he looked so peaceful, like the little boy I’d gotten to know. I thought of him recognising me again. I imagined being able to hug my Da, Mum, Tayo, and even Jake, without always being afraid. 66

         My heart felt like a steelband rhythm section in my chest. I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself down. It was almost too much to hope for.

         “But we don’t know for sure where this guy’s been, or what he’s been up to …” Luna tossed me a small tube and packet. “Antibiotic cream and a bandage. Put them on your leg,” she said in clipped tones. “To tell you the truth, we don’t know you either. So, if you don’t mind Esme checking your story …”

         It was more of a statement than a question.

         I bristled.

         “Do you mind?” Esme asked quietly.

         “Thank you for asking,” I said pointedly, slathering the antibiotic cream on my leg and bandaging it carefully.

         Luna sat there, waiting.

         I calmed myself down and wiped my palms on my jeans. Then I held out my right arm to Esme.

         When I opened my eyes, I was inside one of my own memories from a year ago: on the edge of a river in the Samaan Bay forest, about to jump in to try to save Adri. I could see the gently swaying bamboo, hear the gurgle of the water and smell the dank, earthy smell of mud beneath our feet. 67

         “So, you were telling the truth,” Esme observed.

         I turned to see her standing next to me, her boots squishing around on the riverbank.

         My mouth fell open. “How are you here … as yourself?” I asked her. “When I fell into people’s memories it was so confused, so close. I felt like I was going through things the way they had experienced them … from their point of view.”

         Esme nodded, “Yes, it’s like that when you start out, but I’ve learned to come in as myself now. I see what they saw, hear what they heard, but without getting sucked in. I can control when it happens too. I don’t fall into other people’s memories anymore.”

         I felt a rush of envy and excitement. “Will you teach me? Is that why I know you’re in my mind? When I entered Adri’s memories before, he seemed to have no idea.”

         “Nah. Memory-workers can always tell when someone enters our memories. Most other people don’t realise it unless we let them know. In the memory, we can speak directly to their mind and tell them that we’re looking through. But really, that’s something you should ask permission for first.”

         A flash of pain crossed her face. 68

         “Bad things happen when you invade someone else’s mind.”

         I thought back to Adri and my adventures the year before and how many times I’d fallen into his memories. How I’d hidden it from him almost until the end of our time together, and how hurt and angry he’d been that I did.

         She was right.

         Esme glanced at me softly. “Can I take a look around?”

         At least she’d asked my permission.

         I nodded.

         She took my hand in hers and with her free hand swiped the air across her face, like she was swiping a screen. I stepped back in shock. Like scrolling images, my memories slid in front of me. Esme would stop one and let it play for a bit, then move on.

         I smiled at seeing Adri and I back in the branches of the samaan tree, getting to know each other for the first time.

         I cringed when Esme stopped at the memories where I’d abandoned him to the X, or when I’d pretended that I had no idea what had happened to his parents – afraid to reveal to him what his 69memories had shown me.

         Was him forgetting me now some kind of cosmic payback for the things I’d done?

         As if she could sense my pain, Esme stopped.

         “I’ve seen enough,” she turned to face me softly. “Thank you.”

         I nodded silently.

         When I blinked, I was back in the cactus-filled corner of the earth where we’d left Luna and Adri.

         Luna stared me down.

         Esme gave her the nod. “She’s telling the truth Lu.”

         I turned away and wiped my face.

         This is what it felt like to have someone go through your memories … Open. Exposed.

         No wonder Adri had resented it when I finally told him what I’d done.

         “Okay, great,” Luna jumped to her feet as though I hadn’t just allowed a stranger to flip through my most private moments.

         “Now let’s wake the boy up and get moving.”

         “But we haven’t gotten any instructions yet,” Esme pointed out. “Let’s at least rehydrate some corn soup and eat.”

         “Corn soup?” My stomach grumbled. 70

         After everything I’d been through that day, I was hungry. “Wait,” I continued, excited, “is that a solar oven? Did you make it?”

         Nearby, on some rocks, was a cardboard box held open with a stick, with foil lining the inside, including the inside cover, reflecting sunlight into the main part of the box, which was sealed by a clear layer of plastic wrap.

         “The parts came from the rucksack.” Luna brushed my compliments aside, but I could tell she was pleased by my reaction.

         A solar oven: that was where they’d gotten the hot water to clean my wound. Da had taught me how to make these on our camping trips. I was impressed.

         “Luna made it,” Esme answered, seeming relieved to see me smile. “She’s a Girl Scout for sure,” she grinned. “Anything survival-based … And …” she looked pointedly at Luna, “we need to eat to live.”

         “Esme,” Luna sighed, “you and I both know that it’s not safe to stay in one place for too long. We’ve already been here long enough.”

         “Where are you from?” I asked, trying to change the subject. 71

         “Guyana,” Luna said shortly, packing up her gear.

         Esme waved, “I’m Bajan. From St. Phillip.”

         Barbados! I knew it.

         “My family’s there now!” I jumped in excitedly.

         Esme had this faraway look in her eyes. “But my parents are from the Grenadines.”

         “The Grenadines …” I tried to remember what I knew about the tiny islands between St. Vincent and Grenada. “They make ships there, right?”

         A cloud came over Esme’s face.

         “Mm-hm, used to,” she answered, focusing on packing up the solar oven, putting it into a canvas bag and tying it to the outside of her rucksack.

         I squirmed. Clearly, I’d hit a nerve.

         “Let me guess, you’re Trini,” Luna said dryly, re-rolling a coil of rope.

         I got up gingerly and slung my pack over my shoulders.

         “Guilty,” I smiled awkwardly, then grew serious. “But how did the Council find you?”

         “We don’t have time for that now. Besides,” Luna looked around carefully, “Bush got ears … Esme, go wake up that boy and see if he wants to move with us or no.” 72

         “Girl, you know I doan’ work for you, right?” Esme threw out as she sailed over to her pack.

         “Oh look!” she squealed, pointing at Adri, “What a cutie!”

         I stiffened. Sure, Adri was good-looking, but … Then I realised that she was pointing at an anole lizard on the ground next to his arm.

         Oh. Thankfully no one could see me blush.

         The lizard was small, greenish-brown, with black stripes along its side and a long, pointy-tipped tail.

         “Racerunner, we call them. Oh Lu, can we keep him?” Esme begged.

         “Absolutely not,” Luna slung her backpack over her shoulders and picked up Adri’s.

         The lizard looked at Luna and puffed out the skin under its neck, revealing a yellow flap with a black spot, like an eclipse of the sun.

         “See, he don’t too like that Lu …” Esme chimed in.

         Luna exhaled and rolled her eyes. “For the love of … Zoe, Zo, whatever your name is. Go and wake up your friend please, before we all end up stuck here in who-knows-where.”

         “Girl, you ain’ bossy in joke.” Esme started packing up her backpack. Slowly. Taking her cool time. 73

         I couldn’t help grinning, but I went over to Adri and bent down to wake him up. Then I froze. An idea popped into my head. Now that Adri was sleeping, I could try going into his mind, to find and restore the memories the Council had locked away.

         I felt a twinge of guilt. It wasn’t right to go into his memories without permission, but this was the perfect moment and maybe my only chance. Once Adri was awake, he probably wouldn’t let me near him.

         I reached out slowly. As I stretched my hand toward his bare arm, I got myself ready to look for lost memories of me and our friendship. I had no idea how to do what Esme talked about, but I could try.

         “Let me see,” I whispered, getting ready to go into his mind.

         We all jumped back. Esme screamed. Luna dropped the pack in her hands.

         I pulled away from Adri. What had I done?

         He’d woken up with a bloodcurdling shriek and was slicing around wildly with his knife.
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            Chapter Seven

            GUARD

         

         “No!” Esme wailed, kneeling next to the tiny lizard.

         Apparently, it had climbed up on Adri’s shoulder while he was asleep. In his dazed slashing, he had cut off the little creature’s tail.

         Adri spun around in a blind rage. “Who …?”

         “You!” he pointed at me accusingly.

         Esme’s face darkened. “What happened?”

         “You were in my head!” he yelled.

         Esme looked at me with a mixture of rage and dismay, cradling the injured lizard in her hands. “What did you do?”

         My stomach flipped with guilt. “I just … Adri, you know me! I was trying to help!”

         “Help yourself?” Luna stared at me. She had two 75sticks out, one in either hand. Where had she been hiding those?

         “Wait!” I said, not sure if I meant Luna, Adri, Esme, or all of the above.

         “Who are they?” Adri demanded; his guard up, as he turned from one to the other.

         “It’s okay!” I tried to reassure him, “They’re like us.”

         “You never EVER go into someone’s mind without permission Zo,” Esme said solemnly. “I hope you know that now.”

         “E, move!” Luna warned.

         Esme gasped. I stared at her, confused.

         “Well look at that!” she giggled.

         There, on the ground near her hands, the lizard was moving around like nothing had happened. It was growing another tail before our eyes.

         As if that weren’t enough, its sliced-off tail was growing another lizard!

         I took a sharp breath. I knew that lizards could re-grow their tails, but this was happening fast. And I’d never heard of a tail re-growing a lizard!

         Luna clearly felt the same way.

         “Time to go!” she urged.

         It was too late. Immediately, from all the holes in 76the rock behind us, from behind every cactus and shrub, crawled lizards almost identical to the one … well, now two, at Adri’s feet.

         “No. Sudden. Moves,” Luna advised, carefully picking up Adri’s pack and signalling us to lift our own.

         The crowd of creatures moved slowly toward us. We backed away. In large numbers, the little lizards weren’t so cute. The one that had grown from the tail Adri had so unwisely cut, hissed at him loudly.

         Adri brandished his knife, “Back! Back!”

         “Stop!” Luna warned, but the damage had been done.

         All around us, the lizards unfurled their rattling neck-flaps like so many flags. The nearest ones leapt at Adri. He swung in a circle, slicing at them. The regeneration was even faster this time. In fact, it seemed like they doubled in numbers before they even hit the ground.

         Now they were snapping, not just at Adri, but at all of us.

         “Run!” Luna screamed, and we were off.

         We dashed through the scrub, trying to avoid cacti and rocks. We were in a dry, stony plain covered 77with patches of grass and giant cacti, with a line of hills behind us.

         I didn’t have time to see much more. Lizards were everywhere.

         They kept up with us easily, jumping onto our arms, hair, and backpacks. I ran, resisting the urge to swipe them off frantically. They weren’t biting or hurting me in any way. The only person they were snapping at was Adri. He kept slapping and kicking at them. But at least he’d stopped slicing at them with his knife.

         “Idiot!” Luna called, looking like a Christmas tree covered with lizard-shaped ornaments.

         I wasn’t sure Adri could hear her, but I got her point. The lizards hadn’t bothered us until he’d hurt them.

         I tried to reach over and lift some of the lizards off Adri’s head.

         “Don’t. Touch. Me.” he seethed.

         It felt like a gut-punch, but I understood why. By trying to enter his memories myself, I’d only made matters worse between us. Now it would be even harder for him to trust me.

         “Sorry,” I murmured.

         To my surprise, the lizards on me jumped off and 78scampered away. Why had they stopped chasing me, but not the others? I kept running alongside Esme and Adri, zigzagging on dusty paths between the towering cacti. I looked back at the lizards that had leapt off me. They seemed to be heading home at top speed – the home we had invaded.

         That was it!

         “Guys!” I shouted, “Guys! Say sorry,” I wheezed.

         No one seemed to hear me. Maybe they were distracted by the tiny lizards’ tails hanging down in front of their eyes.

         I suppose that was why we didn’t see the sudden drop.

         I felt the ground give way beneath my feet. I slid down and, from what I could hear, the others and their lizards came down with me.

         I coughed and tried to get to my feet, rubbing the dirt out of my eyes.

         We were on the floor of a sandy, flat-bottomed crater. Thankfully, the lizards were leaping off us and scampering away, up the sides of the massive hole we were in.

         I looked around in a haze of dust. Adri had already reclaimed his backpack from Luna and was rubbing 79antiseptic wipes from the med-kit over a few scrapes on his arms and face. For all the lizards that had been hanging on him, he didn’t look too bad. Maybe they hadn’t really been trying to hurt us.

         Meanwhile, Esme was trying unsuccessfully to get the sand out of her hair, muttering, “Great job, new guy. Just great.”

         “So, this is my fault?” Adri complained.

         Esme looked at me seriously, her hazel eyes flashing in the sunlight.

         “You’re right, it’s not your fault, it’s hers,” she jutted her chin toward me. “Breaking into other people’s memories can have serious consequences.”

         I hung my head. “I get it.”

         I wished I could promise never to do it again.

         “Shhh,” Luna hissed. She looked around carefully.

         I did too and knew instantly why she wanted us to be quiet. All around us, on the ground, were neat circles made up of giant eggs. Each one was twenty times the size of a chicken egg. I held my breath in the sudden silence. Esme and Adri had seen them too.

         I tried to imagine what kind of animal had laid these eggs.

         “Don’t touch them!” Luna growled. 80

         Adri circled one of the eggs, inspecting it. Esme whimpered. My legs were weak.

         There was a round clutch of eggs right next to me. I could see them clearly. They had thick, hard shells, ranging from tan to alabaster, and bone white. They were shiny and slightly stippled on the surface. I thought of the size of the snake that could lay eggs like this. My whole body shivered.

         Without a word, we moved to the sides of the crater. It was time to climb out. There was just one problem, the sand was too soft and dry. It kept slipping under our hands and feet, sliding us back down to the base of the hole.

         As I tried to clamber up one more time, I looked up to find something curious staring at me.

         It had round, glass-like eyes on either side of a small, flattish head – long, gorgeous eyelashes and a feathery, chinless face, mostly taken up by a large beak, that started wide at the face and ended narrow, with two flared nostrils on top. The beak looked like it was permanently pursed in disapproval. All this was on top of a long neck that rose higher and higher above my stunned face.

         The creature opened unmistakable wings, like 81massive, feathered fans, on either side of its domed body – wings with large black feathers tipped in white.

         Shock stuck in my throat. I was face to face with an ostrich.

         It honked loudly in my face.

         I slid back into the crater just in time to see Esme, Luna and Adri doing the same. We backed toward each other slowly. The ostriches slid and jumped down to join us: their long powerful legs covered in pink or white wrinkly skin and ending in two large toes.

         They towered over us. Even Adri, the tallest among us, only came up to their chests. They were hissing, booming, honking, grunting, whistling, and wheezing. Clearly, they were not pleased that we were near their eggs.

         I knew that ostriches, native to the African continent, had been brought to farms on islands like Curaçao and Aruba (Bonaire’s neighbours) for visitors to learn more about these amazing birds … But what did the Council want with them? It couldn’t be anything good.

         We tried to back away as much as we could, but 82we were surrounded by honking, flapping ostriches. We inched around the crater, doing everything we could not to step on any of the eggs. Soon, there was a small opening among the birds.

         “Run,” Luna said under her breath.

         Esme, Luna, and I made for the gap, causing a huge commotion. We barely missed getting clocked by an ostrich’s powerful legs. As I ducked, I could see a pair of toes jam through the air near my face. One of the toes ended in a curved black claw the size of a potato peeler.

         I bobbed and weaved, gasping for air. I remembered reading that an ostrich’s kick could kill a full-grown lion. That was all I needed to know. With shocking speed, I put my foot on Luna’s linked palms, and she boosted me up the side of the crater. Once I was out, I turned to grab Esme’s arms as Luna pushed her up and out. Then we turned and pulled Luna out as well.

         For some reason, the ostriches weren’t focused on us. We soon realised why. Adri was at the other end of the crater holding an ostrich egg in both hands, shouting, “Ay! You! Hey! Look at this!”

         The adult birds protested loudly, but they seemed reluctant to go near him once he held one of their 83precious eggs. Adri and I had pulled something like this off in Samaan Bay the year before, with the egg of a giant X. I was hoping that it worked now too – at least long enough to keep him alive.

         But how was he going to get out of the crater with a massive egg in his hands? It dawned on me that he wasn’t … I went to slide back down to help him, but Luna grabbed me by the shirt.

         “No!” she hissed. “He can take care of himself. We have to go!”

         I tried to wrestle myself out of her grip, but she held me with the strength of a mother bear and dragged me kicking and screaming away from the edge and toward the reddish dirt of a trail. I kept fighting and looking back, hoping to see Adri crawling up from the crater. I wondered why none of the ostriches were chasing us. They could run alongside cars, far less us puny humans. Then I realized that, like the lizards, they weren’t out to hurt us, just defending what was theirs – in this case, their young.

         Luna dragged me as far as a patch of giant cacti jabbing their needle-covered fingers at the blazing sky. I couldn’t hear Adri’s voice from the crater, 84above the ostriches’ loud racket. I thought of their legs and feet, their razor-sharp claws, blinding feathers, and battering-ram kicks. My body went limp.

         “Let her go now Lu,” Esme begged.

         Luna released me. I collapsed on the ground under the unseeing cactus. I couldn’t believe that after all this, I’d lost Adri again. And this time, for good.

         “We better get going,” Luna said gently.

         “Room for one more?” a voice burst in.

         Esme jumped, then burst into laughter. We spun around to see Adri walking toward us from the edge of the crater.
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            Chapter Eight

            FREE

         

         “Adri!”

         I had to keep myself from squeezing him in a huge hug, but to him I was still a stranger: one who had tried to break into his memories, no less. It wouldn’t help if I grabbed him and fell into them again.

         How did you get out of there?” Luna stared at him, amazed.

         “I have a few skills,” Adri waved modestly, with a tired grin. “But no ostriches were harmed in my escape.”

         In fact, we could hear the ostriches begin to calm down. Clearly, they had all of their eggs, safe and sound.

         I heaved a sigh of relief. It was over. 86

         “Watch out!” Luna yelled.

         There was a soft hiss. I felt a net land on me like an unbreakable spider’s web. Before I could move, it gave a small jolt. Something flashed through me. In an instant, I was frozen in place.

         “Stay calm,” I heard Luna say.

         “Calm!” Esme exclaimed.

         I bit back a hysterical giggle. Even though I couldn’t turn my head to see them, it was a relief that we could still talk. This must be the same kind of net that had frozen the little girl, Alice, back in Yara’s office on Dragon Mouth Island.

         And look at how well that had ended.

         “Guys, I’ve seen this before …” my voice wobbled.

         “Shh,” Adri barked. “Listen!”

         I could hear loud, machine-like breathing. Suddenly, in front of me, someone or something in a bright white hazmat suit appeared. I couldn’t see a face behind the tinted glass, but I could tell from the breathing that there were several of them around.

         Without a word, the white suit gripped my arms and lifted me up, net and all, plonking me down on what I could only guess was the bed of a truck.

         “Where are you taking us?” Luna demanded. 87

         There was no answer except for the loud suction-like inhale and exhale of the suits; like astronauts in space. Frozen in place and lying on my back on the metal truck bed, all I could see was the pale blue afternoon sky above me, filled with watchful clouds.

         For what seemed like hours, the truck rattled over what felt like rocky roads and dirt trails. Every so often, we would ask each other, “You alright?” but soon even that stopped.

         I wondered what waited for us at the end of this ride.

         Da always said that the greatest battle was in the mind. I tried to think of things that made me feel strong: the smell of his fresh-coffee-like hugs, my little brother’s dimpled face, the fact that Adri and I had survived our crazy adventures; that I had even made it this far.

         I’d read somewhere that people who survived difficult things, had done so by focusing on someone or something in their heads, however small, that gave them joy. They pictured themselves safe again and through it all, kept that picture in their minds.

         I thought of my family and how much they loved me … of my Mum’s light-filled smile. 88

         “I’m going to see them again,” I mouthed over and over, willing it to be true.

         Finally, I heard a rattling noise like huge metal gates opening.

         The truck screeched to a stop.

         Suddenly, the net was dragged off. I could feel my limbs again. Thick rubber gloves grabbed me from the truck bed and dragged me to my feet. I collapsed to the ground like jelly. I guess my legs had to get used to standing again.

         I turned my head and breathed a sigh of relief. Adri, Luna, and Esme were next to me, trying to stand. But they weren’t the only ones around.

         We were surrounded by people in all-white hazmat suits, boots, and gloves. Without a word, they clapped a metal collar around each of our necks – of the same golden material as the wristbands we wore. It felt cool and smooth, but far from comfortable, like the one I’d seen Yara wear. Luna raised her hands weakly to pull it off. For the first time, one of the suits spoke in a voice distorted by the mask on their face.

         “Don’t try any funny business. These collars give quite the jolt if you try to use your powers, escape, or ignore orders.” 89

         “Who are you?” Adri croaked. “Where are we?”

         “We ask the questions,” the suit snapped. “Now get moving.”

         As they marched us forward, I glanced around. We were under a giant translucent dome, the size of about two or three football fields. I wondered what it looked like from the outside. How did something like this go unnoticed? It was probably camouflaged like the Council’s old research lab back in Samaan Bay.

         Meanwhile, this facility was filled with white bubble tents that looked like space creatures. We were being herded toward one of them. I stumbled forward.

         On our left was a large area with stables and a racetrack. On the track was the strangest race I had ever seen. Instead of horses, it was full of ostriches being raced at crazy speeds, ridden by suits who were holding on to their wings and necks for dear life. I heard Esme inhale sharply. My head spun. I knew that ostriches were fast, but these birds were almost a blur.

         “Look!” Luna exclaimed.

         There was more. In the center of the racetrack was a round sandy ring, surrounded by a wire fence. In it, two ostriches were kicking, spinning, and slashing at 90each other with their beaks and claws, egged on by two suits with rods.

         “What on earth …?” Adri muttered, echoing my thoughts exactly.

         What was this – an Ostrich Fight Club? I shook my head. This place was nothing like the Ostrich Farms in Curaçao and Aruba, where you could meet and learn more about these amazing creatures. So, this was what the Council wanted those ostrich eggs for!

         As one of the ostriches went past us with its handler, I noticed something strange about its legs. Both limbs were encased in some kind of black and silver device. I had no idea what the devices did, but as the ostriches and their handlers filed past us, I could see the effect of the Council’s “training” on the birds. Almost every one of them had damaged wings, scratches down the length of its neck, missing feathers, swollen eyes, or a chipped beak.

         Esme gasped. Luna looked furious. They could see it too. Being put to fight against each other was not what these birds were meant to do.

         I felt the rage that boiled up inside of me fizzle to helplessness. How could we stop the Council from hurting ostriches? We couldn’t even save ourselves. 91

         It seemed like Adri had already figured that out. He kept looking straight ahead, as if refusing to see what was going on around him.

         Maybe it was better that way – to turn a blind eye – but I couldn’t forget what I had seen. Now, it meant I had to do something.

         What exactly? I had no idea.

         “Keep it moving!” the suit nearest to me ordered in a muffled, machine-like voice, waving one of the rods the ostrich-trainers carried. It made a loud zapping noise.

         “Come on Zo,” Esme urged.

         I picked up the pace, trotting toward the bubble tent up ahead. I didn’t want to feel what those zappers could do.

         The tents were strangely interesting: like piles of soap bubbles in the kitchen sink but made of a plastic-like material that held together in a more solid way. The suits pushed us forward, until we came to the entrance of one of the tents.

         “Remember kids,” the suit next to me droned, “Do as you’re told, or the collars will do the talking!”

         They shoved us toward the thin doorway of the tent but didn’t come in with us. I stumbled inside 92with Luna, Esme, and Adri. My already unsteady knees trembled. What would we find in here?

         “Bogle!” Luna and Esme shouted with stunned faces.

         Then they raced forward, screaming with joy.

         Adri and I stared at the reunion happening in front of us. Esme squealed. She and Luna were squeezing a slim boy with thick, blue-framed eye-glasses, and dreadlocks neatly pulled back into one. He was almost as tall as Adri, dressed in a khaki jumpsuit that looked like some kind of uniform.

         Luna kept clapping him on the back and saying, “You’re here.”

         Then she looked around, “Where are the others?”

         Bogle’s face dropped. “They’re here … but busy, you know. Gimme a minute and I’ll …”

         “And this is …?” Adri broke through Luna and Esme’s questions.

         “Bogle … Bogle Freeman,” the boy stretched out his hand, which Adri ignored.

         Bogle raised his eyebrows and leaned back slightly. “Unno no shake ‘ands where you from?”

         I rushed forward apologetically: “Hi, I’m Zo.” I shook his hand hard, until he pulled it back gingerly, raising one eyebrow at Esme and Luna. 93

         “So, these your new friends dem?” he asked wryly.

         “We met Zo and Adri on the test,” Esme jumped in.

         She and Luna filled Bogle in on everything we’d been through so far. I could see now that he wore the same golden collar and wristband that we did. Clearly, he was being kept here too.

         It turned out that Bogle, Luna, and Esme were friends from the training school on Dragon Mouth Island.

         “Bogle’s a genius with science, math, engineering,” Luna boasted, grinning more than I’d ever seen her do.

         “Yeah!” Esme chimed in over Adri’s unimpressed, “So, how’d he end up in here?”

         Bogle had even modified his glasses, she explained, to show the inner workings of structures and machines.

         “Helps with robotics,” he said matter-of-factly, shrugging his shoulders.

         “You’re from Jamaica right?” I asked, recognising his accent. “My dad is too!”

         “For life, yeah,” he nodded. “Quickstep. Me no sen you no come.”

         “What?” Adri bristled.

         This time Bogle ignored him, explaining to me, 94“That’s where I come from in Cockpit Country, Aberdeen.”

         “Cockpit Country! Like Usain Bolt,” I said admiringly.

         “He’s from up Trelawny way, but yeah,” Bogle smiled fiercely. “And don’t forget Queen Nanny of the Maroons!”

         “So, Mr. Freeman, you have a plan to get us out of here?” Adri asked. I could see the sliver of hope on everyone’s face.

         Bogle nodded cautiously, “A likkle sinting … But first things first,” his smile faded.

         “Lemme bring you up to speed.”

         Suddenly, a scary thought hit me.

         I cut Bogle off and pointed quickly to my ear, warning everyone with my eyes to be quiet. What if the Council was listening? Planning our escape could get us into even more trouble.

         “Don’t worry,” Bogle shook his head, tapping his glasses. “I’ve checked everywhere for bugs. Nothing so far.”

         He pointed to the collar around his neck, “With these things on, they don’t care what we say. As far as they’re concerned, there’s nowhere for us to go.” 95

         My stomach sank. They had a point.

         I tried to focus on what Bogle was saying …This centre was the site for some truly weird experiments. The Council had put bionic leg enhancements on ostriches to increase their speed and strength, for their use in transport, defense, and attacks, on top-secret African and Middle Eastern assignments. Some of the tents we’d seen were labs where they kept ostrich eggs in gel-like sacs as a way of keeping the adult birds in check. Security was tight, with electric fences surrounding the compound … not to mention the golden, zapping collar on his neck and ours.

         Bogle shook his head in disgust, “I designed those leg enhancements. They could help people with injuries, paralysis, even amputees, but look at what these people decide to do with it. They been using my tech for the worse,” his voice cracked slightly, looking at Luna and Esme. “Ever since they brought us here.”

         “Us? Bogle. Where is everyone?” Esme asked softly.

         Luna held still, as if bracing herself for what he had to say.

         I realised that they meant the other gifted children: their friends from the training school.

         Bogle turned away. “I’m sorry Lu.” 96

         He took us in silence toward the back of the wide room dotted with curved, glass furniture and surrounded by white domed walls that seemed to expand and contract as if they were breathing.

         “They help pump air through the tent,” Bogle answered my curious look. “And solar energy keeps this whole place going.”

         The white walls had a hexagonal pattern, like being inside of a beehive. Transparent panels in the ceiling filled the room with light.

         “These panels shift from transparent to translucent, or opaque,” Bogle explained, “depending on how much light we want to let in and how much we want to store as solar energy.”

         “Who came up with this?” I stared around me, trying to take it all in.

         “I would bet on Bogle,” Esme said proudly, but Luna pressed forward with a focused look on her face.

         “Me and some of the other kids on the Innovation Crew,” Bogle shrugged humbly, though I could tell he was pleased we’d noticed.

         I thought about how excited Jake and Mum would be to see the clean-energy design. The thought of their excitement made me smile, at least for a second. 97

         Then I saw Luna’s worry. As great as the tech was, we were still prisoners. Imagine what these kids could create if they were free.

         Bogle raised his hand in front of a smooth white wall ahead of us. His wristband beeped and a door slid open. We stepped inside slowly.

         This room was darker, lit from below by LED lights. There was a row of chairs against the opposite wall and in them, about eight or nine children. They were all seated with golden collars around their necks and blank expressions in their eyes, like powered-down robots. They didn’t look at us, move or speak …

         “What’s wrong with them,” I whispered.

         “The same thing that’s going to be wrong with us if we don’t follow orders,” Adri said coldly.

         “Kendi, Shui, Martí!” Luna and Esme rushed over to three children in the chairs closest to us … their friends from Dragon Mouth Island.

         “Stop!” Bogle warned. “Waking them up will set off an alarm. The collars put them in sleep mode until their next assignment. It’s a way to control the number of kids active on the site at one time.”

         Esme stared at the children helplessly, clenching and unclenching her fists. Seen through her eyes, their 98blank expressions took on a sad and longing look.

         “How do we get them out?” Luna demanded.

         Bogle shook his head gently, “Look ‘ere. I’ve been trying to find a way to shut off the collars, fences, everything, by blowing the main convertor. I have a way in, but once I overload the system, I still need someone to help get these guys up to speed and off the compound.”

         He turned to us firmly: “You in?”

         “What about the ostriches?” I asked.

         Adri snorted.

         Luna exploded, “Our friends are zombies and you’re worried about ostriches?”

         Esme closed her eyes and breathed as if she were trying to hold it together.

         Bogle looked thoughtful, “In the morning, a stampede might be good cover.”

         I turned to Esme, “Then that’s what we’re going to do. Right?”

         Luna scoffed, “We? You have mice in your pocket?” Esme’s eyes were still closed.

         Adri growled, “Forget the ostriches! This is nonsense. I’m not risking my parents’ lives for your crazy plan! We should just focus on passing the next test.” 99

         “Like this?” I pointed to the line of seated kids, motionless except for their soft breathing. “Adri, please. You stay with Luna tomorrow and help free the kids. Esme and I will go free the ostriches … Right?” I begged.

         Esme opened her eyes slowly and shook her head; black and white chess earrings swinging in the light.

         “Yes, we will.”

         “What?” Luna exploded.

         “Might be just the distraction we need,” Bogle agreed.

         “Foolishness,” Luna muttered, but I could see her waver.

         “Whatever,” Adri shrugged, slamming past me to the door. “Count me out.”

         I forced myself not to grab his hand. If only I could bring back his memories and show him what we’d already been through with the Council. Then he’d understand why we needed to get out of here and find another way to free his parents.

         “What’s the signal Bogle?” I sighed. “How will we know when you’ve shut the converter down?”

         He gave a mischievous grin.

         “Trust me,” he assured us. “You’ll know.”
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            Chapter Nine

            ATTEMPT

         

         “Okay ladies, this is you.” Bogle said, opening the door to a round, white, padded room; bare except for seamless white bunk beds growing out of the opposite walls. We stepped in warily. Something was neatly folded on each mattress: crisp khaki overalls, in the right size for each of us. Next to each overall was a towel. As I picked mine up, a tall, wide, frosted-glass cylinder emerged from the back wall.

         “That’s the bathroom,” Bogle pointed out, “Everything you need is in here … I’ll be next door with Mr. Sunshine,” he smiled sarcastically.

         Hopefully, Adri had calmed down by now. Would he come with us tomorrow or stay behind? My head hurt at the thought of losing him again. 101

         “I head out at dawn.” Bogle was suddenly serious. “Be ready.”

         And with that, he was gone.

         In under an hour, Luna, Esme, and I were bathed and dressed in our khaki uniforms.

         A nasal announcement filled the air: “Workers and visitors: lights out in ten!”

         Was it night-time already? As the sunlight coming through the ceiling panels faded, the softly breathing walls had begun to glow with their own golden light.

         I had to admit that it was kind of beautiful.

         I wondered how many children had been tested here. Where were they now?

         Like plastic bags and bottles tossed on the side of the street, or into drains, rivers, and oceans, to the Council we were useful, then disposable.

         I couldn’t wait to get out.

         For now, we each got into our own beds: Esme in the bunk above me and Luna across from us.

         “Try to sleep,” Luna ordered. “We’ll need it.”

         The light in the walls flashed as if in warning. One, two, three … then lights out.

         “Okay Zo,” Esme’s singsong voice curled through the darkness, “time to practice some memory-work.” 102

         “Now?” I groaned quietly.

         “Shhh,” Luna warned.

         Esme ignored her. “Now’s as good a time as any! Try and see if you can go to a specific memory in my mind.”

         “Which one?” I whispered, unsure.

         “A night back at the training centre on Dragon Mouth Island … with all of our friends … It’ll help you see what we’re fighting for tomorrow.”

         “How?” I asked, my voice shaking.

         “Focus,” Esme advised reaching her hand down to me.

         “Fine,” Luna sighed across the room. “I’ll keep watch. But we better wake up on time tomorrow!”

         “Thanks Missy!” Esme grinned.

         Luna sucked her teeth softly but clearly.

         Esme chuckled under her breath.

         “Are you guys always like this?” I asked.

         Luna bristled, “How?”

         I stated the obvious. “You argue all the time!”

         “That’s just Lu’s love language,” Esme laughed while Luna snorted. “Don’t get it twisted. She’s the one who went back for you, you know, through the Dragon Door with those giant lionfish. She heard you call for 103help and that was enough.”

         Luna cut in, “Could you all do whatever it is you’re doing? Quietly! Or we’ll all end up in the hot pot!”

         Esme murmured cheekily, “Got you Sis. Love you!”

         There was a long silence from Luna.

         Then under her breath, a gravelly, “You too. Just hurry up.”

         I could almost see Esme’s ‘Cheshire Cat’ grin.

         Okay, she said, reaching down to me from the top bunk, “Take my hand. And remember. My last night on Dragon Mouth Island … Focus.”

         It felt like I was on one of those amusement-park rides that zipped through a dark tunnel, with moving images on either side. The speed made me dizzy and nauseous.

         “Come on Zo,” Esme’s voice boomed in my head.

         Was she planning on talking to me the whole time? Why wasn’t she in here with me like before?

         “You can do this!” Esme chimed in, as if talking over a loudspeaker. “I’ll focus on the memory of that night and all you have to do is hone in.”

         The ride I was on seemed to slow down, then stop. Around me, the images faded and a large, dim room began to form. 104

         “Time to go Es,” a shadow Luna urged.

         Here, in Esme’s memory, her voice sounded different; more vulnerable.

         I sat up carefully. It took a while to get used to the darkness. Where was I? My body felt like it was someone else’s. I was in one of Esme’s memories, stuck inside her mind, seeing things from her point of view.

         But this wasn’t right. What had Esme taught me? I should be able to walk through her memories like an extra in a movie: not feel like I was trapped in her body.

         “Zo … Zo!” someone said loudly.

         I shook my head. It was Esme’s voice echoing in my brain.

         “Close your eyes. Think about what you’re doing,” she reminded me.

         “Easier said than done,” I muttered, but I took a deep breath and did as she said.

         When I opened my eyes, things had changed. I was standing next to Esme as she sat on a low metal cot in what I guessed was a dorm of the Big House on Dragon Mouth Island.

         This was the infamous “school” for gifted children 105that I’d been sucked into by the spyglass at the start of this crazy day. It was run by the Council and managed by Yara and Old Man Yancy. I spun around looking for either of them, but all I saw was a cavernous, wood-panelled room filled with rows of narrow metal beds.

         The moon was the only source of light. In the shadows, a group of children huddled together a few steps from a huge wooden door. On the wall opposite me, an archway framed by broken tiles led to what looked and smelled like a much-used bathroom. The wall behind me had rows of tall, rusty lockers. At the very back of the room, opposite the door, were antique windows with sections of stained glass that would have been beautiful in any other place. Now they were covered with thick wrought-iron bars in intricate and fearsome designs.

         Suddenly, the moon hid behind smoky clouds, plunging us all into darkness.

         “Hey Lu, we can’t see,” Esme pointed out the obvious.

         I grinned despite my fear. It didn’t take that much light to see Esme’s wide, freckled face, bold jumpsuit, and technicoloured hair. I’d even caught a glimpse 106of her chess-piece knight earrings. Her face radiated the same warmth as the Esme I knew. But she gave no sign that I was there and the loudspeaker in my head was silent. Clearly, after her initial guidance, Esme wanted me to learn to do this memory-visit on my own.

         And to people in the memory, I was invisible.

         “Shh. Fine!” Luna answered Esme. “Not so loud!”

         My breath caught in my throat. I’d never gotten the chance to ask Luna about her gift, but clearly this was it … Her palms began to glow with a warm light, illuminating her spiky, half-shaved hair, her large, dark eyes and long, flint-like face.

         “Better,” a guy not far from her grinned, running big hands through either side of his hair. “How do I look?”

         I recognized his strong frame, set jaw and perfectly combed hair. This must be Shui Li, one of Luna and Esme’s friends who was now sitting zoned out in the Council’s bubble-tent prison.

         Esme rolled her eyes. Luna ignored him. The other kids signalled frantically for him to pipe down, but one of the girls laughed freely. She was the one Luna had called Martí back in the bubble tent at the labs 107where the children sat like clones – a far cry from the kids in front of me now.

         Martí looked like someone who didn’t much care what other people thought. She was petite, with wild eyes and two big afro puffs that framed her deceptively pixie-like face. She stood with her head cocked to one side and one hand on her hip, quietly blowing a bubble of bright pink gum.

         Next to Luna, Shui Li and Martí, the other kids waited in various forms of silence: nervous, sleepy, expectant, and most of all … scared.

         Fear crept up my neck. What were they about to do?

         Luna muttered something about getting them all killed and spun around to face the group.

         “Where’s Kendi?” Worry filled her voice.

         On one of the cots at the back of the room, a little boy sat up quietly. Even with Luna’s light shining through the skin of her palms, I could barely see him across the cold terrazzo floor.

         “Hurry up!” the others glared at him.

         “Relax.” Esme went over to help the boy as he fumbled at the side of his bed.

         She brought him over to the group. 108

         “S-s-sorry g-guys,” he lisped, barely keeping his balance while putting on what looked like his only pair of battered blue sneakers.

         He had a delicate bone structure like a bird, with a wide, flared nose and trembling mouth. His shadowy skin was slick with sweat. He looked like the youngest and most terrified of the group.

         “Okay.” Luna ordered quietly, “Remember the plan … Martí, you go first to check things out. Let us know when it’s all clear.”

         “B-but b-be careful,” Kendi stammered.

         Now I could hear his strong Tobago accent: the bass drum of the island east of Trinidad.

         “No kidding Ken … Be careful. Great advice,” Shui Li muttered.

         He raised one hand slowly in front of him. I gasped, trying to accept what I was seeing. From a distance, with just small movements of his hand, Shui Li was making lines of sweat rise off Kendi’s face.

         “Pull it together dude,” he advised, flicking the sweat through the air, making six or seven now-wet kids duck and grumble in protest.

         So Shui Li was a water-worker.

         What else could these kids do? 109

         “Shui,” Esme said firmly, “that’s enough.”

         Quiet! Luna signaled, clearly trying not snap.

         The children settled down immediately.

         “Ya, pana. Cálmate. For the hundredth time, I got this,” Martí flashed a lopsided, toothy grin.

         She spoke Spanish! Why was I surprised? Trinidad was tucked into a corner of South America. There were Spanish-speaking islands in the northern Caribbean too, like Puerto Rico, Cuba and the Dominican Republic. Martí’s accent, though, sounded like she was from Venezuela, Trinidad’s next-door neighbour, visible from the tiny islands of the Bocas.

         “Don’t worry ‘ee,” a familiar voice cut in, trying to reassure the others. “Martí small but she tallawah.”

         It was Bogle, the tech kid with long dreadlocks, washed-out jeans, and a buttoned-down shirt, looking somehow more relaxed and ready than everyone else in the room.

         “She’s got this,” Esme repeated confidently.

         Luna still looked worried, but she took a deep breath and nodded once in Martí’s direction, like a general sending someone off to war.

         Shui Li gave Martí a fist bump, then an awkward hug. Kendi stumbled through a prayer. There were 110no more jokes. Everyone looked as serious as stone, like this was about to be the most dangerous thing Martí, or any of them, had ever done.

         It dawned on me. An escape attempt: that’s what this was.

         The air was unnaturally still. The only light came from Luna’s glowing palms.

         Everyone held their breath as Martí moved toward the heavy, shut door and in a split-second, disappeared.

         I spun around. Where was she? The door was still closed!

         Luna looked at the other kids, then turned off her light. I could hear Shui Li’s deep breathing and almost feel Kendi’s arms shake.

         Everyone was on high alert, but the door didn’t budge. Where was Martí? My stomach flipped. After what I’d seen Yara do to Alice, turning her from a girl into a rabbit in seconds flat, I didn’t need to wonder how things would go for Martí, if she got caught in the hallways of the Big House this late at night.

         Maybe I should leave this memory now. I’d seen enough.

         Wait. What was that? The kids held their breath. 111A shiver went through the air. The moon pushed its way through clouds, bathing the room in silver light. I could see Kendi close his eyes, as if trying not to scream. A mosquito whined loudly in his ears. It must have come through a small crack in one of the windows, or the keyhole of the door.

         The whine grew louder. Kendi jumped. His eyes flew open as he raised his hand to swat the pesky insect.

         Suddenly, Luna grabbed his arm.

         “Are you crazy?” she glared at him.

         “The signal,” he moaned.

         What signal?

         In seconds, the other kids were back in their beds, giving every appearance of being fast asleep. Luna let go of Kendi’s arm and crept quickly into her bunk, scarred sneakers lined up neatly under her bed as if they had never been moved. On her own cot, Esme was breathing softly, like she was in the middle of a beautiful dream.

         I stared at them, confused. What was going on?

         I had just enough time to hear the buzz of the mosquito stop, as it transformed instantly into Martí, curling up under her covers as if she’d always been 112there. Wait. Martí was the mosquito? That was her gift?

         Then it hit me. She was the signal and someone was coming.

         Kendi was still not in bed. He wobbled over to the back of the room and his legs seemed to go limp. Thankfully, his bed was there to catch him. He slid onto the lumpy mattress and tossed his sneakers under the cot before closing his eyes.

         Even though I was invisible and this was only a memory, I shrank back into a corner of the room. Now I could hear it: footsteps clipping stone floors in the hallway outside, the long skirt swishing louder and closer.

         Bang! The carved door slammed open.

         The children jumped to their feet and stood like soldiers. I could see Kendi looking at Esme for how to behave. My heart chugged like speeding train.

         It’s okay, I told myself, it’s fine. Martí had warned them in time. This was probably just a random inspection.

         “Goodnight students!” a musical voice sang.

         “Goodnight Miss! Newt Dorm reporting!” the children shouted in unison. 113

         They faced the door like well-trained pets, feet together, chests high, hands glued to their sides.

         For a second, all I could see in the doorway was a whirlwind of fire and smoke. Then Yara appeared, fire dancing in her eyes.

         Next to me, Luna quietly balled her fists. I prayed that no one cracked, especially Kendi. My inner voice was shouting at the top of its lungs, while Esme fought to keep the fear from her face.

         I told myself: It’s okay, it’s okay, don’t panic. They got the signal in time. 

         But I wasn’t sure.

         Meanwhile, Yara swept heavily into the room, glittering nails scratching at the jewelled choker around her neck, eyes blazing.

         Enough. I didn’t want to see what happened next. I turned and ran out of the door into …

         Splash.

         What? I stared around, confused. Somehow the kids, Yara, the dorm; everything was gone. I was surrounded by the roar of the ocean–the music of men’s, women’s and children’s voices, the scrape and heave of boats being pulled ashore. At my feet in the surf was something that looked like a baby 114whale. It was longer than I was, flapping and twisting frantically, trying to get out of a net.

         “Esme!” I shouted.

         What was this? It was like I’d fallen into another one of her memories – completely different from the one I’d been in before.

         Then in a flash, it was all gone. I found myself opening my eyes in the all-white room of the bubble tent, with its gently-breathing walls. I was back with Luna and Esme in our bunk beds at the Ostrich Labs, miles away from Dragon Mouth Island.

         Esme, in the bunk above me, had let go of my hand.

         “What’s wrong?” Luna whispered across the room. “Did you see it? Our last night at the school before they sent us on these tests … The night we tried to escape.”

         Esme was silent.

         “Wait. What was that at the end?” I asked her, trying to catch my breath. “Not the dorm, but the other place. The sea … the whale …?”

         “Nothing!” Esme snapped like cracked glass. “Mind yuh own business, you nasty, spying …!”

         “Es, stop!” Luna broke in.

         I had never heard Esme talk like that to anyone. 115

         “What?” I cried, reeling, “You’re the one who made me do this in the first place!”

         There was a loud silence.

         Then Esme whispered brokenly, “I’m sorry, Zo … I’m so sorry. Forget about it, okay?”

         I paused. Clearly, I had stumbled out of the memory she’d been trying to show me, into one that I wasn’t supposed to have seen.

         “Okay,” I murmured, stifling my hurt.

         “I’m sorry,” Esme said again.

         “Can we call it a night now?” Luna asked pointedly.

         “Yes …” Esme sounded like a lost little girl.

         I bit my lip, silently going over everything I’d seen.

         Sleep was the farthest thing from my mind.
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            Chapter Ten

            KICK

         

         Kah-Bam! The explosion seemed loud enough to shake the compound. Without so much as a beep, the collar and wristband fell off my neck and arm. I stared wide-eyed at Esme. We were free.

         I pushed open the fence that led to the ostrich pens. The electronic locks were off too.

         “Bogle was right,” I muttered.

         Whatever he’d blown had shut down all power to the facility. Now we didn’t have much time before the suits came looking for the source of the problem. I could only hope that back at the tents, Adri and Esme were doing their part to get the other kids up and to the exits.

         Speaking of exits, we’d better get going. 117

         “The eggs!” Esme shouted over her shoulder, running toward the nursery.

         I guess that left me with the adults.

         The ostriches inside the paddock began to hiss, trill, cough, stamp and flutter their long brown, black and white-tipped feathers, as if they could sense that something was up. The place had the sharp, grassy smell of sand, hay, and bird droppings.

         As the ostriches stamped their narrow legs, I noticed that none of them were wearing the bionic limb enhancements. As Bogle had said, the tech was taken off at night for safety and adjustments.

         That wasn’t much comfort. The birds were still twice my height, with kicks that could send me flying. I hesitated, but the others were counting on us to make a distraction. I couldn’t let them down. With a deep breath, I ran through the paddock cracking open doors, shouting “Hi! Hi! Hi!” like a deranged usher.

         In a second there was chaos. Birds rushed out of their pens and away from the training area. I ran after them, trying to drive them toward the tall metal fence that surrounded the compound. I slid to a stop in front of the giant gates we’d come through the day 118before. This was it. If the power to this area was still on, I’d be fried by the electric shock like plantain slices in hot oil.

         I took a deep breath and pushed.

         The gates swung open. I wasn’t fried.

         The ostriches began to rush past me; their powerful legs kicking up dust as they sprinted off into the cacti-filled distance.

         “Zo!”

         I froze. It wasn’t the sound of Esme shouting my name that bothered me – it was the loud revving engine that nearly drowned her out. I spun around, expecting to see suits speeding toward us. Instead, Esme raced wildly toward me in a red ATV. I jumped out of the way. The ATV screeched to a stop just in time.

         “Get in!” Esme demanded.

         I raised my face off the ground.

         “You can drive?” I coughed, spitting out dirt.

         “Nope,” she grinned, chucking her chin toward the ostrich eggs filling the back seat, encased in some kind of gel-like substance. “But you want to carry these all by yourself?”

         I pictured us being chased by suits on ostriches, 119ATVs, and who knew what else, across the rocky trails to the mountains.

         Esme was right. On foot, we didn’t stand a chance.

         Speaking of the white suits, I could hear explosions and shouts coming from the heart of the compound. Clearly Bogle was doing his best to keep them occupied. I could only hope that Adri and Luna had freed the other kids. Why were they taking so long?

         “Come on!” Esme urged.

         I muttered a prayer and climbed in through the open sides of the ATV. The ostriches were busy escaping through the gates, disappearing into the distant scrub. We’d better follow their lead and get the eggs to safety, but first …

         “Are there any more of these?” I asked Esme over the engine’s growl, as ostriches rushed past us to freedom.

         “Yeah!” she grinned, swinging the steering wheel back in the direction of the nursery and nearly flipping the ATV on its side.

         “Great.” I muttered, holding on for dear life.

         We could get a second ATV for the others to pack into, then head for the mountains as planned. That is, if Miss Driver’s Ed here, didn’t kill me first.

         “Watch out!” I screeched. 120

         Esme swerved wildly through the fleeing herd of ostriches.

         “Stop!” a nasal voice ordered over a megaphone.

         I flinched. White hazmat suits.

         “Go!” I shouted.

         Without looking back, Esme stamped on the gas, taking the ATV into high gear so fast it felt like flying.

         “If you ever want to see your friends again …” the megaphone boomed.

         Esme pressed the brakes so hard, I had to grab my side of the vehicle to keep from pitching out into the sand.

         “No,” she muttered, slamming the steering wheel with both hands.

         My mouth felt like it was full of dirt.

         We spun around to see Bogle, Luna and the other kids corralled together, surrounded by white suits. None of the kids were wearing their collars or wristbands, so at least that part of the plan had worked. Shui Li, Martí and Kendi looked dazed, like they’d just woken up from sleep, but Luna and Bogle were steaming mad.

         “Don’t touch me,” Bogle warned the nearest suit despite the zapper in their hand. 121

         From the look on Luna’s face, if her gift were fire, this place would already be burned to the ground.

         Wait. Someone was missing.

         “Where’s Adri?” I asked the suit who was dragging Esme and I by our t-shirts out of the ATV.

         He gave an exasperated sigh, “One more word and I’ll zap the lot of you. And don’t worry. We’ll get those research birds back.” He hesitated …“Soon.”

         I bit my lip, tasting the grainy sand that covered my face. We’d gotten most of the animals loose. I hoped at least some of them had escaped for good. Esme looked at me then at the pile of ostrich eggs stashed in the ATV. If only we could get them out.

         As if the suit on the left could read my thoughts, she snarled: “Try it. For all the trouble you lot have caused, I hope your next test is a real limb-twister!”

         I couldn’t even focus on her threats. Where was Adri? What had they done to him?

         “March! Now.” The tallest ordered in a squeaky voice as they pointed their zappers toward us.

         So, we did … although Bogle kept his same rhythmic gait, adjusting his glasses with long fingers and holding himself upright, as if daring the suits to touch him. 122

         They forced us out of the compound’s gates, into the plain beyond. We stumbled around towering hands of cacti as tall as trees. In the distance, Mount Brandaris and her sister hills stared at us with pity. Even if we tried to make a run for it, they were too far away to save us.

         Kadushi cactus stood up like a bouquet of thick clubs. Some of them formed a thick barrier on either side, earning their “hedge cactus” nickname. Da had taught me that kadushi was an Indigenous Wayúu word, found in the Papiamentú language spoken by people on these islands – a blend of their African, Indigenous, Spanish, Dutch, and other heritages.

         I thought about the Indigenous peoples who had lived here long before Columbus came. I’d heard that they left cave and rock drawings all over the islands, including this one. I knew that no matter what my History books said, they hadn’t disappeared. They lived on through these images, languages, foods, place names and their descendants – on the land that they’d shared for hundreds, maybe thousands of years.

         The white suits marched us past a stand of yatu cactus, straight and tall as organ pipes. They bloomed at night and had fruit that looked knobbly and 123thorny on the outside but was yummy white or fuschia on the inside, with tiny, edible black seeds.

         Da had told me about this fruit when I felt behind the other girls at school – when everyone around me, especially on social media, seemed to be more popular, faster, smarter, richer, cooler, and better looking.

         “Not every plant flowers at the same time,” he would say, “and every fruit has its season.”

         I licked my dry lips and thought of the delicious jam that could be made from the yatu cactus’ fruit. What I wouldn’t give to have some of that right now … Or even kadushi soup.

         While some people found it an acquired taste, Da said it was delicious, with the slimy, silky unctuousness of callaloo.

         “Almost there!” one of the suits droned.

         And with that, I was dragged back to reality. Or at least, the strange reality we were in.

         Ahead of us was a golden door shaped like the fossilised remains of a dragon’s wide-open jaws. The suits herded us toward it.

         All around the door was the tall cacti and bushy scrub of the park. But within it was a different view altogether. I caught a glimpse of brackish water. 124The air from the dragon’s mouth felt wet and smelled like mud and brine.

         Where on earth were they sending us next?

         “No!” I begged, trying not to move.

         Adri was still nowhere in sight. I couldn’t leave him behind.

         I struggled but the suit’s gloved hands held me tight. They clapped a golden wristband onto my hand. The same thing was happening to Luna and Esme. Golden collars clicked into place around the other kids’ necks.

         I froze as a glitchy image of Cap’n Peg popped up above my arm.

         Clearly, we were about to have our next test.

         “Ay Girlie! Glad I caught you, kya kya kya!” she laughed.

         “Caught you … Get it?” she coughed, raising her metallic leg. “What happen: stick break in your ears? Thankfully, the Council is in a merciful mood.”

         She added in a loud whisper, “That stunt at the labs showed them you have backbone. Now is time for your next test.”

         “Let us at it then,” Bogle said bravely.

         “Oh no, my sweets … Just them,” she pointed at 125Luna, Esme and I.

         We looked at her, stunned.

         “No!” Luna shouted like a wounded bear while Esme fought in vain to get free.

         Shui Li and Martí looked at each other hopelessly, while Kendi sank to the ground like a deflated ball.

         We were going to be separated, again.

         “Sorry,” Cap’n Peg shrugged, looking vaguely uncomfortable.

         Then she chuckled rudely. “By the way … you never wondered who told us about your little plans?”

         I heard the roar of an approaching speeder.

         My spine crawled.

         I turned around slowly to see Adri pull up in an ATV. The crowd of suits pumped his wristband-wearing hand; patting him on the shoulder as he walked through. His face was like iron, his mouth an expressionless line.

         My heart sank until it hit the hard fact that I’d been trying to avoid.

         “You!” Luna shouted at Adri; her voice high with rage.

         Bogle shook his head sadly, “Is always disunity a bring we down.” 126

         Adri kept staring defiantly at the Dragon Door, as though he couldn’t see or hear any of us, including me.

         “I told you to be careful!” Cap’n Peg reminded me. “Now look what happen!”

         The suits started shoving some of us toward the door. I stumbled forward, with no fight left.

         “Esme!” Kendi cried, trying to get to her.

         “Come on Kendi. Fuerza.” Martí shook herself free of the suits and grabbed his thin arms, calming him down.

         “Don’t worry. Sun nah down, man nah cry,” Bogle tried to comfort us, looking as cool as a cucumber.

         “Yeah,” Shui Li yelled shakily, his hair still in place. “Catch you on the flipside!”

         “Así!” Martí shook both fists in defiance.

         Before I could react, the suits shoved Esme, Luna and I through the Dragon Door to the other side.

         Then, just before the jaws slammed shut, as Luna and Esme turned to wail goodbye, Adri stepped through the door behind us.
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            Chapter Eleven

            SALT

         

         Luna lunged for Adri’s throat. He dodged her and dropped into a taekwondo stance.

         How many fighting styles did he know?

         I stepped between them just in time to stop Luna from trying to grab his neck. She knocked into me hard. I nearly fell.

         “Luna, stop!” I shouted.

         Esme was crouched down, head in her hands. This time, she couldn’t or wouldn’t help me.

         “Please!” I begged.

         Luna drew back, looking like thunder. She stamped over to Esme, helped her up and stormed off with her in hand.

         I staggered after them, glancing back to see Adri 128walking some distance behind.

         Why was he bothering to follow us?

         My wristband beeped. I looked down at the arrow flashing on its golden surface. Right. We were all headed in the same direction. I just hoped that Adri would stay as far away from Luna as possible, for all our sakes.

         A mix of emotions whirled inside. In case it wasn’t clear before, I knew now that Adri would sacrifice anything and anyone to rescue his parents, including us.

         As betrayed as I felt, was he really wrong? Wouldn’t I do anything for my family? But to hurt someone else to save them: that was the problem. Mum always said, “Two wrongs didn’t make a right.”

         My head and heart fought for answers. What hurt most was that I still felt bad for Adri. That night in the samaan tree, over a year ago, when we were on the run from the beast, he had told me about his mum’s fight with cancer, their move from Trinidad to Queens, New York, and how he didn’t fit in at his school in Manhattan.

         Scholarship kid, Indian kid from the Caribbean, kid with the weird accent: there were so many 129reasons to feel like he didn’t belong.

         Talking with him had made me realise that I’d always felt out of place myself – at school and in the new places we’d moved to because of Da’s job, and now Jake’s. I was even the odd one out in our blended family. I’d only ever felt like I belonged in certain moments, like going camping with Da, swimming, or doing gymnastics, and spending time with Adri when we were friends.

         Now, even that was gone.

         I picked up the pace, battling anger toward him, the Council, and myself.

         I couldn’t give up on him, but if things kept going like this, we might never find our way back.

         I dashed tears from my eyes. This was no time to cry. I had to be ready for whatever the Council was going to do next. It was time to focus on what was going on around me.

         We were walking along craggy ground, with a ridge covered in thick scrub running on one side of us, and on the other, a small lake dotted with large blue herons and white-headed terns. The water had a briny smell. The sea couldn’t be far away. Maybe the test was waiting for us there. 130

         The arrow led us to a barely visible track that cut to the top of the ridge. The vegetation was thick. Luna and Esme struggled through first, their backpacks barely making it past the clinging brambles. As they pressed on, I lost sight of them among the low, criss-crossed branches.

         They were probably still mad at me for protecting Adri. I could hear him crashing through the brush behind me, but I didn’t stop. I wasn’t ready to face him.

         Suddenly, from up ahead, I heard a shout.

         “Luna! Es!” I screamed.

         Were they in trouble? I looked back and Adri was nowhere to be seen.

         Great. I had to do this myself.

         I shoved and broke my way through the branches, forcing my way to the top of the ridge. By the time I got there, I was heaving; covered with dirt, twigs and sweat. What I saw snatched my breath away.

         Esme and Luna stood motionless to my right. Stretching out beyond the ridge beneath us was a wide lake: every square inch covered in pink, fluttering flamingoes.

         I had never seen that many birds in one place. 131There seemed to be thousands of them, so that the lake was more pink than blue. They stood in the water, completely relaxed. Their long, stick-like legs, swan-like bodies and arched, elegant necks led up to a white patch just below their round, yellow eyes. Their curved, black-tipped beaks bent gracefully down to the water to grab their next meal – most likely the pink shrimp and algae that gave them their signature colour.

         Some of them even balanced on one leg like they did in pictures!

         Adri broke out of the bushes next to me, huffing and pouring sweat.

         “Shh,” I warned him not to disturb the birds.

         But his eyes weren’t even on the flamingoes and now I could see why. Beyond the lake, was the sea, separated by a thin green belt of grass and a narrow strip of road.

         The road was long. It stretched horizontally to the right, along the coast, following the sandy shoreline.

         As my eyes followed that line, the landscape became even more strange. The flamingo lake was in a great expanse of flat land, separated from the sea by that long ribbon of road. 132

         This land was anything but ordinary. The flats were divided into massive, sharp-edged plots, like giant rectangular puzzle pieces. Some of the plots were green, others were orange, but as we looked to the right, they became different shades of pink: some neon, others close to purple, and still others that were almost white.

         “They’re ponds,” Adri said under his breath.

         Somehow, he had managed to get binoculars out of his backpack and was peering down at the multicoloured flats.

         “Look,” Luna gasped.

         I leaned forward to see what was so shocking that it had interrupted her rage at Adri, even for a second.

         “What are those?” Esme wondered.

         Adri gave a low whistle, while my mouth hung open in silence.

         All the way to our right, in the distance, beyond the brightly-coloured flats, were what looked like towering pyramids by the sea. Unlike the ones in Egypt, they were a glaring, spotless white, almost blinding in the light of the sun.

         Something white from the sea …

         I knew what the pyramids were made of. 133

         “I know where we are!” I blurted out.

         In one breathless rush, I told them everything Da had told me about the Bonaire pekelmeer or salt lakes, and the colourful salt flats where large crystals were formed from seawater by the heat of the sun. Those fifty-foot pyramids in the distance, were each made of tons of salt, ready to ship to people around the world.

         There was stunned silence as we took in what we were seeing. It was so much bigger than I had imagined.

         “Well, why are we standing here?” Esme broke out excitedly. “Let’s go see the flamingoes!”

         Their feathers matched one of the colours in her hair. She got ready to slide down to meet them.

         “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” I jumped in reluctantly. “I think that area is a sanctuary. If we go near the birds, we might scare them into leaving this place and never coming back.

         “She’s right,” Adri agreed with me, for once.

         Luna screwed up her face at him. “Who died and put you in charge?”

         Just then one of the flamingoes raised its neck. A triangular beam of red light came out of its left eye and scanned Esme head to toe. 134

         “What …?” Luna grabbed her as we scrambled back into the shelter of the bushes.

         “Intruders! Intruders!” the flamingo announced in a robotic voice, while its neighbours flapped and squawked.

         Some of the flamingoes flew away to safety. Others rustled and honked in protest, crowding together at the far side of the lake.

         Thankfully, when we ducked down, the robot-flamingo stopped its warning.

         “Animatronic animals for surveillance and security,” Adri hissed. “Courtesy the Council.”

         I had to admit that I could see good uses for that kind of technology, like protecting sanctuaries and catching poachers. But now, we were the ones in danger of being exposed.

         “How do we get over there?” I asked anxiously.

         The arrow on my wristband was pointing toward the sea on the other side of the flamingo lakes and salt flats.

         Luna decided: “We’ll have to walk around the long way, to the road.”

         As much as I hated to admit it, she was right.

         So, we stayed crouched in the brush and used the 135bent trees as cover until we made the trek along the top of the ridge.

         Finally, we were a good distance away from the flamingoes.

         Only then did we go down to the salt flats. We crossed on narrow strips of ground between the ponds. Adri was right. They were covered in shallow water. I could even see the crystals forming in some of them. Their colour probably came from the same algae and tiny creatures that made the flamingoes pink.

         We walked for what felt like forever. One thing was for sure, the salt flats were even bigger than they looked. The sun beat down hard, and the heat of the ground made it feel like we were walking on hot coals. I had never seen anything like this before, far less walked across it. The pink flats stretched out for miles around us, shimmering in the glare of the sun.

         At first, I welcomed the sea breeze, but after a while, it felt like I had salt everywhere – crusting my face, stiffening my hair and burning into my skin. Without any kind of shade, there was no protection from the sun. I thought of the enslaved people, a few generations ago, who were forced to work in this stinging heat day in and day out. Da had told me 136that not far from here, the white one-room, slanted-roof houses some of them had lived in, stood empty at the edge of the sea.

         These thoughts filled my heart with an ache beyond exhaustion, mixed with a growing sense of pride. These mums, dads and children had survived impossible odds. If they had made it off these salt flats, so could I.

         “Thank God!” Esme exhaled.

         Adri groaned in relief.

         Finally, we’d reached the end of the flats.

         We rushed across a strip of grass and the narrow, paved road, onto the deserted beach. The arrow on my wristband flashed faster: a signal. There, tied to a stake in the sand, were two small canoes, dugout and shaped from tall trees. Inside each boat, there were two oars.

         “You mean …?” I asked, but the answer was obvious.

         The Council expected us to row out to sea.

         The others looked as unhappy as I was.

         “Are these things safe?” Esme asked skeptically.

         “They better be,” was Luna’s matter-of-fact answer. “I didn’t come all the way out here to drown.”

         Hysterical laughter burst from my lips. 137

         “I’d rather stay on land, but according to this,” I tapped my wristband, “the door’s out there.” I flung my hand toward the sea. “And it shuts in about an hour.”

         Adri was already inspecting the canoes. They were clearly built for two.

         Luna walked past him as if he weren’t there.

         “Be careful,” she warned me. Her thick eyebrows lowered as she helped Esme into the nearest boat.

         That meant Adri and I were together.

         “You’ll be okay,” Esme said hopefully as they pushed off, sunburn starting to form on her freckled skin.

         I didn’t have much of a choice.

         “Still want to do it all by yourself?” I asked Adri angrily, climbing into the canoe behind him and grabbing an oar.

         He ignored me and started rowing. I pulled my oar roughly through the water on the other side. The boat twisted off-course.

         “Hey!” Adri protested, “We need a rhythm here.”

         “Now you want to work together?” I pushed back in a rage. “The Council took your memories. Well, why won’t you work with us to get them back?”

         I couldn’t stop the hurt from pouring out of my 138mouth. “You know what you are? Selfish! You sold us out. You don’t care what happens to the rest of us!”

         Adri had stopped rowing. I dragged my oar through the water, twisting the boat even more.

         He exploded, “I don’t care! Don’t you get it? I don’t care what you think. I just want my parents back.”

         His face twisted with anger. We weren’t going anywhere.

         I refused to let him see me cry. Instead, I rowed furiously, spinning us around.

         “Fine! I get that you want to save them! But you think this is the way? Betray us and do exactly what the Council says? They lie for a living. They’re never going to do what they promised. If you would just trust me, we could help your parents!”

         “Why would I trust you?” he shouted. “I don’t even know you!”

         I stopped rowing and stared at him numbly.

         “You’re right; you don’t. And I don’t know you anymore either …”

         Before Adri looked away, I saw something like tears in his eyes.

         “Fine,” his voice cracked. “Great. We don’t know each other. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. 139But can we get out of here now?”

         “Fine.” I whispered.

         Maybe I’d gone too far. Was any of this really his fault? I just wished he wasn’t so stubborn. At least that was one thing the old and new Adri’s had in common.

         I cracked a small smile, then bit back a sob. Maybe he was still in there, somewhere. But this wasn’t the time to find out.

         We picked up our oars and started to row. It was time to move the boat forward.
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            Chapter Twelve

            ROW

         

         Luna and Esme were already ahead of us in the other canoe. I pulled my oar firmly through the waves. At least, so far, it was calm.

         Instead of staring at the back of Adri’s head while we rowed, I looked into the water on either side of the boat. We were paddling over a coral reef: a bustling city with strangely shaped buildings made of coral, sponges, and anemone. There were large blue, green, orange, and yellow brain corals, looking like the organ after which they were named. Starburst corals spread next to green and gold elkhorns, mixed with fire corals that were dangerous to the touch. There were sweeping sea fans as delicate as lace: a wonderland of shades, patterns, and textures. 141

         “Look, Adri!” I squealed.

         “Uh-huh.” He kept on paddling; barely glancing over the side of the canoe.

         I rolled my eyes. His loss.

         The reef was full of life. Silver dollars, angelfish and spotted drum darted past beaked parrotfish cleaning the coral like cows grazing in a field. Iridescent squid with bulging eyes moved backward and forward, their long tentacles sweeping the water. Shimmering, crusted, horned and feathery seahorses hid among the seagrass, using their curled tails to zoom past queen conchs, flamingo-tongued snails, and other slow-going crustaceans. A green moray eel lurked in its dark hollow, while a hawksbill turtle glided by, surfing an underwater current.

         As we moved further out, I could see a razor-toothed barracuda hunting in the depths, as silver-striped wahoo and red snapper tried to protect their young.

         A slow-moving shadow passed in the distance: a whale shark foraging for food.

         I rowed in a trance: staring at the world beneath us. I could see Adri watching it all now too, his tension seeping away into the water. 142

         In my mind’s eye I went back to being with Da, scuba-diving at Buccoo Reef in Tobago, an island miles away from this one. I learned that coral reefs were home to endangered species, a nesting ground for animals, and one of the world’s most important ecosystems. Da told me then about the famous fringe reefs of Bonaire: one of the oldest marine reserves in the world. There was even a Foundation, he said, to protect the reef from pollution, hurricanes, and rising sea temperatures that put coral reefs around the world in danger.

         Da had promised to bring me here someday. Now here I was … I couldn’t imagine all the life and beauty beneath me, destroyed.

         “Storm ahead!” Adri warned.

         Dark clouds were forming in the direction that Luna and Esme had gone. I could barely see their canoe.

         “Wait. What is that?” I wondered.

         Far beyond them, there was a bright light. What was it: a lighthouse?

         Adri grabbed his binoculars and shouted, “The door!”

         So that was it. Our way out. 143

         Adri’s jaw clenched. He picked up the pace, paddling hard.

         “Come on!” I agreed, digging in despite my aching arms.

         The wind picked up around us. I glanced at my wristband. Thirty minutes left, but we were so far away. We needed to get there as soon as possible.

         I gave the reef one last look. Then I spotted it: something struggling in the water. It was a baby manta ray, caught in a discarded piece of netting that had drifted onto the reef. Its flat body and triangular wings flapped and struggled, but it was trapped.

         I knew that manta rays had to keep swimming to breathe. Without that, they would die.

         “Adri, stop!” I called out, dropping my oar into the canoe.

         I rummaged around in my pack.

         “What are you doing?” he yelled over his shoulder.

         “That baby ray,” I pointed. “It needs help!”

         “Are you crazy?” he stared at me with wild eyes; trying to keep the boat from twisting off course.

         The wind was lashing the waves now. The air was dark and wet. The storm was almost upon us.

         “We have to keep going!” Adri pulled his oar on 144both sides, forcing the canoe forward.

         There was no time to argue. Finally, I found it in the pack: a folded knife. I clicked it open. It was sharp. I knew better than to jump into the ocean headfirst. I could hit something and get injured. Instead, I slipped off the side of the boat, ignoring Adri’s “What are you doing?”

         I gasped. It was shockingly cold and deeper than it looked. The wind whistled as the waves picked up. I could hear Adri yelling in the background, but I couldn’t hear the words. I felt a stab of regret. Would he wait for me or move on? Could he make it out to the door on his own?

         I shook all over. If he left, maybe Luna and Esme would see that something was wrong. Maybe they would come back to get me. In any case, time was running out.

         I took a deep breath and dove under the water.

         It was more peaceful below the surface, even though the currents were strong. I swam over to the ray as fast as I could. It was barely moving now. I cut into the net with the knife, taking care not to slice the ray’s body. Its skin felt smooth and alien against my hand. I tried to remember if manta rays 145had venomous stings in their tails. If so, I was in trouble.

         Thankfully, the ray didn’t sting me. With one more yank of the knife, it was free.

         It sped away immediately, back into the depths of the reef, without so much as a thank you … I swam desperately for air. As soon as I broke the surface, I spun around to look for the canoe.

         “Adri!” I screamed desperately.

         Yes! There he was, not far away, rowing hard to bridge the space between us.

         The wind whipped and wailed around me, dashing waves into my face. I tried swimming back to the canoe, but the sea was too strong. I tread water, trying not to go under.

         “Hold on!” Adri rowed like a madman toward me; his arms straining.

         It took me a second to realise that he was staring at something behind me.

         I turned to see two fins cutting through the waves in the distance, heading in my direction.

         Sharks. That was all I had time to think before I was swimming at top-speed toward the boat. The current was so strong that moving against it felt like 146pushing against a wall. But it was that or be fish-food.

         I fought until my arms, legs and lungs screamed.

         I looked up desperately, sucking in air. Thankfully, Adri was close.

         “Grab this!” He stretched one of the oars toward me.

         The fins moved with such force, I could see how big they really were. I reached for the oar, grazing it with my fingertips. The fins closed in. Thunder cracked and rain roared down.

         Perfect time for a storm.

         “Come on!” Adri screamed, reaching the oar out as far as he could.

         Without warning, a huge swell rose up behind him and swamped us both, overturning the canoe.

         I spun underwater, holding my breath. The flipping canoe barely missed my head. I had no idea where Adri was.

         I tried to accept death peacefully, but my body fought to live.

         When I resurfaced, by some miracle, Adri was near me in the water and we were only a short way from the canoe.

         “The sharks!” I gasped, trying not to make a splash.

         “Come on.” Adri grabbed my arm and started 147gliding toward the canoe.

         Touching its wooden shell wasn’t much comfort. We still had to flip it over and get in. I looked around, scanning the water for any sign of the returning fins. So far, there was nothing, but they could be below us. My heart stuck in my throat.

         “Come on! Together!” Adri urged me. “One, two, three, push!”

         We tried to push the canoe right way up, but it didn’t budge. There was nothing to brace our feet against to get enough force.

         “Push!”

         Adri and I tried again, lifting the side of the canoe slightly out of the water.

         “Come on,” he urged, “it’s working!”

         Just then, on the other side of the canoe, the two fins re-appeared. And with them came tens more. I choked. A frenzy of sharks? Why? A glimmer of hope slipped in. Maybe they were dolphins. I had heard of wild dolphins rescuing humans.

         “No!” Adri groaned.

         Another huge swell was coming toward us. Before we could move, we were swamped by the wave. I tumbled under the water again, trying to hold my 148breath until I got to the surface. I couldn’t see Adri. Where was he? I panicked. The wave kept tumbling me over. My chest hurt. I couldn’t hold my breath any longer. The last bit of air leaked out of my lungs. Darkness crept in.

         Suddenly, I felt myself being lifted from below. I broke the surface, coughing. Adri was next to me, gulping down air. We looked down. Giant shadows swirled beneath us, keeping us afloat as the storm raged.

         The creatures around us weren’t sharks or dolphins. They were giant manta rays.

         We watched in awe as they circled us and the overturned canoe. Each ray was flat and wide, like an open kite, but the biggest kites we had ever seen. Some of them were up to four times our length, from one wing tip to the other. Their skin was black, grey, and smooth as a wetsuit, with white accents and a subtle sheen. Their wing-like fins pulsed as they glided underwater; some near the surface; others, deeper. At the front of their heads were two flexible prongs like horns, between which they had wide mouths used to suck in tiny creatures for food. They each had two eyes, one on either side of their heads. 149Two of the largest rays swam near us. They watched us and we watched them.

         “Stay still,” I told Adri under my breath.

         The rays stared at us. What they were thinking, I couldn’t tell. Long thin tails stretched out behind them like barbs.

         “Are we in trouble?” Adri muttered.

         I shook my head.

         Mobula rays, as they were called, didn’t harm humans. In fact, we harmed them. They were endangered: killed for their meat, fins, and grills; used in dishes and medicines.

         Thankfully, these rays were still alive. They swam slowly, gracefully, always moving, the tip of their wings breaking the surface like fins. As they turned, their white and speckled undersides flashed in the water. I could see the lines of their life-sustaining gills. They orbited the canoe like planets.

         Adri looked at me with a smile, “Okay, manta-whisperer …What now?”

         I laughed in relief. “I have no idea.”

         “Think we can ride them?” Adri asked.

         “No.” I shook my head.

         I knew that riding manta rays could injure both 150them and us. So that wasn’t an option.

         The storm began to die down. As if in answer, two of the largest rays swam under the canoe and flipped it right side up. One of them gave Adri a gentle boost as he climbed into the canoe. He held it steady while I climbed in.

         “Look!” Adri warned.

         Before we could start rowing, two massive rays came on either side of the canoe, and an even larger one swam up behind. All the rays joined in formation around them, looking like giant wings. The canoe floated vertically like a pencil, between them. The rays waited until we held on to its wooden sides with both hands. Then they took off, moving the smooth wooden canoe forward.

         They swam us through the end of the storm.

         Being propelled by rays all around us, swimming at top speed, was like jet-skiing, windsurfing and water-skiing, all at once. I held on for dear life to the canoe. The sea spray blew hard in my face. I squeezed my eyes closed.

         “Whoo-hooooo!”

         That was Adri, screaming for joy.

         I couldn’t stop laughing. 151

         When we slowed to a stop, I cracked open my eyes.

         Luna and Esme were in front of us, their faces creased with fear. They were seated in front of a door like a golden archway in the sea, covered with carvings of waves and swimming dragons.

         The door was cracked open slightly on one side. Through it, came the smell of dry, hot sand.

         “Thank God,” Esme wept.

         Luna’s eyes were like saucers as she stared from the sea of manta rays to us.

         “It’s okay,” I explained, “They’re with us.”

         “You mean, we’re with them,” Adri grinned.

         “We tried coming back to get you,” Esme trembled, looking around at the swirling carpet of rays. “But the storm kept pushing us back …”

         “We thought you were gone for sure.” Luna’s voice cracked.

         I looked at Adri.

         For a second, his eyes were darker than usual. “We nearly were.”

         “It’s okay Lu,” I exhaled. “We’re here now.”

         “But what …?” Esme’s voice shook even more as she took in the sea of rays moving around us in their slow, sacred dance. 152

         Luna wheezed: “How?”

         “Ask her,” Adri nodded at me.

         “What did I do?” I protested.

         Just then, something small jumped into the air above our canoe, landing with a splash on the other side.

         It was the baby manta ray I’d helped on the reef!

         Somehow, it had brought its pod to help us.

         “Thank you!” I shouted, raising my arms as high as I could.

         It flipped into the air as if to say, “You’re welcome!”

         Right then, all the rays began leaping into the air and back into the water, in a series of joyful jetés.

         Suddenly, we were all shouting “Thank you!”

         We giggled in the spray and splash of the mantas wide, lifted wings. The giant rays flew back and forth over us, in a stunning oceanic ballet.

         Our wristbands beeped. Time was almost up.

         “We have to go,” Luna said sadly.

         The arched door bordered with long, finned, sea dragons, was closing.

         The baby manta swam between our canoes, as its family continued to soar.

         I ran my fingers gently along its back. 153

         “Thank you,” I whispered.

         Maybe, someday, we would meet again.

         We paddled quickly to the door, held on to the arch, and climbed out of the canoes. When we looked back, the rays were racing away. We slipped through just in time.
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            Chapter Thirteen

            SHADE

         

         We were in a flat, rust-coloured coastal desert plain dotted with tall, white windmills. On one side, there were rectangular, rocky hills that seemed made up of cliffs and caves and, on the other, the wide watchful ocean. It reminded me of photos I’d seen of the Hato Plain on the island of Curaçao. Had the door brought us from Bonaire to here? It sure seemed that way.

         We walked across the sand, following the new direction of the arrows on our wristbands. I remembered what I’d read about a temple in Willemstad, Curaçao’s capital: the oldest surviving synagogue in the Americas, where the floor was lined with sand to remind the worshippers of wandering through the Sinai desert and their many waves of arrival across 155the sea to Curaçao.

         If the Ostrich Labs had been in a place of semi-arid scrub, green hills and cacti forests, this place looked even more dry, with cracked reddish ground. As we tramped across the packed, clayey sand, I told the others where I thought we were.

         “Another island?” Esme sighed.

         The dragon doors could clearly move us anywhere in the Caribbean, possibly in the world. I still had some nagging questions. Where was everyone? If this was the Hato Plain, where were the people: laughing, arguing, catching up and sweet-talking?

         I’d done an entire end-of-term project on Curaçao as part of our “Know the islands” series in school. So, I knew that even though the Hato Plain was a protected area, the fact that we hadn’t seen anyone at all in any of the places where we’d been, was most likely the Council’s doing.

         True, this wasn’t the middle of the Kaya Kaya Festival in the Ser’i Otrobanda district of the city, covered in murals and street art with social statements as bold as their colours. Nor was this one of the many markets on the island, filled with vendors selling world-famous Lahara oranges, Surinamese 156kashu, tamarind, and other fruit and vegetables. As I chewed a brown protein bar from the backpack and downed a carton of water, my mouth watered at the thought of real food.

         This definitely wasn’t one of the food markets serving dishes like Indonesian Rijjstafel or rice table, with spicy, savoury nasi goreng, satay, and more; or Dutch Stamppot with pounded potatoes and delicious fermented sauerkraut; or the fried red snapper, plantain and smooth polenta of Piska ku Funchi.

         And this wasn’t one of the high-end, air-conditioned stores run by European and American brands that lined the duty-free shopping areas of the capital. Instead, the Hato Plain was a beautiful, dry, sweeping area by the coast, full of rare plants and animals, with caves or kuebas lined with drawings and artefacts from the island’s Indigenous and African ancestors.

         It was big enough to still have its secrets, but even the Hato Plain shouldn’t be this deserted …

         Somehow the Council always seemed to find spaces with next-to-no people in them and, even when people were nearby, to camouflage their 157activities from the rest of the world. My heart dropped. How could we hope to win against an organisation so powerful and well-hidden? Still, something in me refused to bend.

         “Bad mind has its uses,” Mum would say. “Don’t let them beat you just so.”

         We might lose, but I wasn’t about to give up.

         “Come on guys,” I looked at the arrow on my wristband, “let’s go.”

         We walked and walked until the beat of the windmills faded in the distance. Seconds turned into minutes, and minutes morphed into what felt like forever. Esme checked her wristband for the hundredth time.

         “This is bare foolishness,” she muttered, her cinnamon skin red and peeling in the sun.

         We had walked for over an hour. In the blazing heat of the desert, that was too long. And we still had no instructions from Cap’n Peg, Yara, or the Council, just the arrows on our wristbands pointing the way.

         “We should probably come up with some kind of plan,” Adri croaked.

         But no one was in the mood to talk.

         Our mouths were dry and gritty with dust and 158sand. Despite unfolding wide-brimmed hats from our backpacks, we were sweating through our jumpsuits. I paused again, reaching for one of the water cartons in my pack.

         “No,” Luna coughed, “save … water.”

         I snarled, “Who died and made you boss?”

         “Okay, die of thirst then,” she snapped back, then stamped on.

         Deep down, I knew that she was right, but I felt like I would die without a drink of water.

         Adri and I both took swigs from our cartons. I was too scared to think about how many we had left.

         Esme pursed her lips, warning us: “Wunna carry on. Continue.”

         I pretended that I didn’t hear her.

         The more we walked, the longer our shadows stretched. The day was getting away from us.

         I should have been worried about our lack of instructions from the Council, but all I could think about was the shade that evening would bring. I looked forward to the sun going down and a blessed relief from the heat.

         According to our wristbands though, we still had a few hours to go before dusk. I didn’t have hours 159of walking left in me.

         The expanse of seawater in the distance wasn’t helping. Like the Hato Plain itself, it was stunning at first. Then it was painful looking at gallons of liquid we couldn’t drink.

         “Want to hear a joke?” Esme wheezed, as we trudged along.

         “Nope,” Adri clapped back.

         I giggled deliriously.

         Luna pretended none of us were there.

         “Why did the chicken cross the road?” Esme quipped through the chalky sunblock slathered on her face and neck.

         I stared at her blankly.

         “To get to the giant cactus,” she pointed with one limp hand.

         I tried not to laugh.

         We hadn’t seen a cactus for a while. Up ahead was a round area dotted with cacti and rock towers. It took me a second to realise what that meant.

         Shade!

         I started running.

         Soon the others were right behind me. I collapsed into the shadow of the nearest rock tower, with an 160exhausted sigh. Adri flopped at the base of another. They were taller and wider than we were, each made from one piece of craggy, pitted rock, carved into different shapes.

         “Look!” Esme cried, gulping a mouthful of water, “that one’s a snake!”

          “Yup. A boa constrictor.” Luna frowned at the carving.

         “That one’s a giant crapaud …” I jumped in. “I mean frog.”

         Even Adri got into it, pointing one out. “That one looks like a croc!”

         “Caiman,” I corrected.

         “Okay. Caiman,” he snorted.

         “Cai-man in the Ca-ri-bbe-an!” I sang weakly.

         Adri rolled his eyes. “You definitely need to get out of the sun.”

         Luna rubbed a palmful of water over her head and wiped some of the sand and sweat off her face: “Okay guys, we rest here for a bit, then we move on.”

         “Do you ever relax?” I complained.

         “Yeah, what’s wrong with staying here until the sun goes down?” Esme pushed back.

         “Because we don’t know what’s out there!” Luna 161argued. “Do you really want to be here in the dark?”

         I pressed my point. “I’m just saying that since we don’t know how far away the door is, we can at least walk when the sun’s not out. We have torches after all …”

         “No. Luna’s right,” Adri jumped in. “We can’t be out here in the dark. We’ve got to keep going.”

         My face burned. Would he ever take my side?

         “Mr. Know-it-All,” Esme huffed loudly.

         “In any case, nobody asked you,” Luna snapped at Adri.

         His face flushed. Clearly, she hadn’t forgotten the kids he’d left stranded back at the Ostrich Labs. I shifted uneasily, thinking of them stuck there, while I laughed and talked with the person who’d betrayed them.

         “Forty minutes,” Luna said to me and Esme, “then we move on.”

         Adri’s chin dropped at her obvious disgust. I wondered if he was having second thoughts about what he’d done. He got up and walked over to the farthest rock tower; the one shaped like a hunched bird. My stomach squeezed. I knew he was wrong but … 162

         “Why do you always have to be so hard on everyone?” I accused Luna.

         “Hey,” Esme jumped up to defend her, but Luna raised one hand and looked at me.

         “Because of your little ‘friend’, my friends are trapped who knows where. Besides …” she got up and came toward me as softly as a jungle cat. “You don’t know squat.”

         I braced myself. Her face shone wild and bright as her silver nose-ring.

         “I’m tough because I’ve had to be.”

         Her eyes held mine until I looked away.

         “I’m sorry, Luna,” I mumbled, wishing I could just go over to Adri and make everything right. “It hurts to see him like this.”

         She breathed heavily. “I know.”

         As Luna and Esme sat down in the shade, my mind went back to restoring Adri’s memories. Getting him to agree to the process was one thing, but how could I do it if I didn’t even know how?

         I turned to Esme. “Please teach me some more memory-work.”

         “No way,” Esme shook her head, leaning her pack against the rock behind her, then settling against it 163like a cushion.

         I thought about what I’d stumbled into last time in Esme’s memory. The image of the baby whale in a net on the beach came to mind. For some reason, she hadn’t wanted me to see that part of her memory, or anything connected to it.

         I had enough sense not to bring it up now.

         “Esme, please,” I begged. “Just help me. Maybe we can try with one of Luna’s memories.” I looked at Luna hopefully. “You said I don’t know you, right? We can change that!”

         “Ha!” Luna threw her head back and laughed.

         “Let you rummage around in my memories?” she chuckled, running a shocked hand over the buzz-cut side of her head, while a black curtain of hair fell over the other side of her face. “That and a flying donkey, you will never see.”

         Esme’s face was closed. She lay back, pretending she was sleeping. Then it hit me.

         “Okay, well instead of us going into your memories Esme, or Luna’s; why don’t we go into mine?”

         I could see that Esme was listening, even with her eyes shut.

         “That way you still get to teach me how to control 164my gift, but I don’t enter your memories at all; just my own.”

         Luna said nothing. It was Esme’s decision.

         “Please,” I begged. “Isn’t that what gifted kids do? Help each other? I need this. If I can bring back Adri’s memories, he won’t sell us out again. We might have a chance to escape this time and find a way to save the others.”

         Esme took a deep breath and sighed, “Give me a minute.”

          “Sure,” I said, “Take your time.” Like I had all the time in the world.

         Luna started sorting through her pack, but I could tell that she was paying close attention to Esme’s and my conversation.

         While I waited, I checked out the statues. Who had made these and why? They were in a wide circle facing each other, like an outdoor ampitheatre. I realised that most of the animals weren’t native to Curaçao, but were from other Caribbean countries and South America. And they were all at-risk or endangered – each with a reason to feel threatened by humans.

         That was weird. Who had carved them here and why? My skin prickled. I wondered if it was okay 165for us to be here.

         “Okay,” I heard Esme say.

         I spun around to face her.

         “Really?” I kept my face calm.

         “I’ll show you how to flip through memories okay?” Esme explained. “You don’t have to go into them one at a time.”

         I remembered seeing her browse through my memories before. At least, this was a start.

         Esme came over to my patch of shade. I was in the shadow of a rock shaped like a giant bald-headed monkey with sharp, bared teeth.

         She continued, “We’ll see if you have a memory locked away, maybe from when you were little. And I’ll show you how to release it.”

         She looked at me warily. “That’s it, okay?”

         I was singing inside. This was exactly what I wanted to hear.

         Before she changed her mind, I stretched out my arm. Esme sighed and took my hand.

         In my own mind, Esme showed me how to scroll through memories like a display on a screen. I could even focus on a time-period, person, experience, or emotion, to see the related memories. She taught 166me to fast forward or rewind through memories, to get to certain moments more quickly. If I wanted to drop more fully into a memory, I could.

         “But …” she taught me, “you don’t have to fall willy nilly into other people’s memories. You don’t have to be afraid to touch people once you learn to control your energy.”

         “Okay,” I murmured. “I’ll try.”

         From what I could tell, harnessing my energy for memory-work was like the focus, breathing, and visualization exercises we did in our warm-ups for gymnastics and swimming, especially leading up to tournaments.

         Esme, standing next to me in my mind, seemed surprised at how quickly I learned.

         “I can do this!” I grinned.

         “Okay, good,” she nodded, her eyes warming from hazel to brown, dimples deepening as she smiled. “Show me again.”

         So I did.

         I scrolled through my memories of Adri like a digital album of the past. However, this time, as I looked at the images of him and I together, a year ago in Samaan Bay, I paused. I thought about 167how Adri had helped me overcome my fear and hopelessness when we were trapped in the Flesh-skinner’s pit. He could have just left me and saved himself, but he didn’t.

         I scrolled to the moment in the forest when he’d decided to go back into the Council’s power, for his parents’ sake.

         Cold tears ran down my face. Esme was quiet. Sometimes I wished that it had never happened, or at least, that it had all happened differently. What if Adri had simply been a lost boy I’d rescued from the river? What if we’d found our way out of the forest, becoming friends along the way? What if we’d found his parents safe and sound, back at the village, celebrating our return?

         A cold and powerful feeling rushed through me, like an icy glass of water on a sweltering day.

         “What’s happening Zo?” Esme asked, looking around us.

         I didn’t answer, but I could see what was bothering her. As I imagined a different past for Adri and I, the memories in front of me began to change. Colours shifted and their shapes blurred, as if they were becoming something else. 168

         I wondered: what if a year ago, after Adri and I escaped the forest in Samaan Bay, Da had taken me to live with him in New York? What if I had become Adri’s next-door neighbour in Queens? What if we saw each other every day?

         “Zo, what are you doing?” Esme broke in, her voice rising.

         I ignored her, breathing in deeply and focusing. I could see it. Out of the old memories I had of Adri, new memories were starting to take shape. Why couldn’t I go further?

         What if instead of being gifted kids trapped by the Council, Esme and Luna were our schoolmates in New York?

         Esme looked up and saw her face begin to form in one of my memories, in a school and uniform she didn’t recognize. It was still blurry, out of focus, but coming together, like the huge smile on my face.

         Esme grabbed me, horrified. “Zo! Stop this right now!”

         But the cold energy surged through me. I was powerful in a way I had never been. Finally, I could make things happen, instead of them happening to me. In my memories, I could have the life I imagined: 169a past full of dreams instead of nightmares. My new memories kept taking shape, ready to replace the old ones.

         Without warning, Esme slammed into me.

         Crack! I felt the full weight of her mind and body. Then everything went black.

         I woke up on the sandy ground of the Hato Plain, staring up into the wide, glaring sky.

         “Ow,” I groaned, rolling onto my side. My head hurt like I’d been hit by a truck.

         Esme was standing over me, shaking, her eyes a terrified shade of green. She had snapped us both out of my memories.

         “What happened?” Luna asked, as I got up slowly.

         “She was doing it …” Esme muttered.

         “Doing what?” I asked angrily. “Why’d you hit me?”

         Esme stared at me then at Luna, with a grey face. “Zo was replacing her memories with invented ones,” she said clearly, slowing down every word.

         “What?” Luna took a step back; her eyes darting from side to side.

         Why were they acting like this? And where was Adri? I looked around carefully, trying to quiet the drumming in my head. He was under the farthest 170rock tower away from us. It looked like he was sleeping.

         “Invented memories Lu!” I could hear the crack in Esme’s voice. “I’ve never seen anyone do that.”

         “I’ve heard of someone like that,” Luna growled darkly. “A memory-worker at one of the Council’s holding centres who can put fake memories into people’s heads.”

         “Do they know she can do this?” Esme wondered out loud. “It’ll be trouble if they ever find out.”

         “Hello! I’m right here.” I shouted. “Can you talk to me please?”

         What were they going on about? They looked at me from the sides of their eyes, like I was a dangerous animal.

         “Guys, enough. Tell me what I did wrong. I was just wishing that things were different, that’s all.”

         I felt sick, nauseous: whether from the memory-work or the tackle, I didn’t know. I hoped that Adri kept napping and didn’t hear this. How would I ever get him to trust me again, if Luna and Esme thought I was a threat?

         Finally, Luna swung toward me. “Get to your feet,” she barked. 171

         It was a strange relief to see the Luna I knew, rather than the scared girl I’d just seen her become. I tottered to my feet. Esme must have knocked me down hard. Now she was staring at me like I was a poisonous snake she’d stumbled across in the desert.

         “Never, ever do that again,” Luna warned me, her eyes as hot as coals. “Inventing memories to replace the ones you have? Don’t do it. Ever. To you or anyone else!”

         “I’m sorry,” I stammered, “but what’s the harm? Couldn’t it be used to help people if I learn to control it? If their actual memories are awful, I could …”

         “No!” Esme yelled so loudly she made me jump. “It’s too dangerous. One of the most dangerous things you can do …”

         She sank down heavily on the sand next to her pack, like a stone had fallen on her head.

         I felt fear crawl up my spine and wrap itself around my neck. What was this terrible power I had, if it made Luna and Esme so worried?

         Luna took a deep breath and pushed back her hair, picking up where Esme had left off.

         “Listen, Zo. Transferring someone’s memories 172into someone else. Inventing memories. Creating memories to replace the one’s you or others already have. Those abilities are rare, not meant to be used. They can all go terribly wrong.”

         “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to …” I pleaded with them both, my hands hanging uselessly at my sides.

         Sometimes it felt like everything I did was wrong.

         Then I remembered Da saying that no one was a mistake. Everything and everyone had a purpose. I tried to believe that about myself.

         Esme whispered in a broken voice, “Believe me Zo, I know …

         “Um, guys …?” Adri interrupted.

         “Not right now,” Luna shut him down, as she went over to comfort Esme.

         He was up from his nap. How much of this had he heard?

         I felt defensive and angry at the same time. Not to mention that my head still hurt. Adri should know better than sharing his thoughts on memory-work. He didn’t even want his own memories restored!

         “Okay, fine!” I clapped my hands. “I’ll never do it again!”

         Esme looked tormented. Luna was skeptical. 173

         “It was a mistake … I get that now,” I searched for the words to regain their trust. “All I care about is getting Adri back his memories. The real ones. If he says yes, I wouldn’t even go in alone. Esme can come with me, to make sure everything’s alright.”

         “Guys!” Adri’s voice sounded strange, high-pitched, insistent.

         “I know you don’t want to do it Adri!” I swung around to face him. “I was just saying that if …”

         The words dropped from my lips. Luna turned to see what I was looking at. Her eyes bulged out of her head; body frozen in place.

         Finally, Esme saw it too. Her mouth opened and closed slowly like a beached fish.

         With a shaking arm, Adri pointed at one of the rock towers.
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            Chapter Fourteen

            SHADOW

         

         Luna hissed. I blinked. The heat was messing with my eyes. I could swear that I saw the shadow under the snake-shaped rock tower coil and uncoil by itself.

         “Run,” Luna ordered under her breath, but I for one, couldn’t move.

         I blinked, hard. There it was again. This time, the shadow under the caiman-like rock raised up from the ground on all fours. Energy coursed through my veins. I snatched up my pack to run when something hit my legs, hard, throwing me down.

         I spun around and the shadow of the monkey-shaped rock I was under dragged me backward by my ankles toward a mouth full of teeth like claws.

         “Luna!” Esme screamed as the caiman-shadow 175crawled heavily toward her, crushing the sand under its weight.

         How did a shadow have weight? Or a life of its own? This wasn’t the time for answers. The monkey-shadow loomed over me; teeth bared. I grabbed my pack and slammed it into the dark mass again and again, until it let me go and backed away, growling.

         Meanwhile, the giant bulging, frog-shadow had come to life with a belch and was hopping heavily in our direction.

         I tried to run but couldn’t leave the others.

         Adri wrestled with the snake-shadow that was wrapping itself around him like a massive live boa constrictor. The caiman-shadow had Luna and Esme cornered between a spiky cactus and pile of rocks.

         Soon, we’d all be trapped.

         As I tried to figure out what to do next, Luna raised her hands to shoulder height, palms facing outward. What was she going to do? Direct traffic?

         She closed her eyes and a blinding light burst from her hands. In the face of that light, the dark shapes shrieked and pulled away, including the giant shadow-monkey that had been creeping back toward me.

         Then we did what we’d learned to do best … Run. 176

         I’d forgotten about Luna’s gift. Now, it was saving our lives.

         “Follow … arrow … on … wristband!” Luna reminded us, as we sprinted away from the stretching shadows.

         At least, if there was a door out of here, we’d be headed in the right direction.

         Fear gave us a second wind. I ran like I’d never been tired.

         I looked over my shoulder to see that the huge snake, caiman, monkey and frog shadows were still chasing us: stretching out from the rock statues that cast them.

         I saw a glimmer of hope. If we could run far enough away from the sources of the shadows, maybe we could get away from the shadow-creatures themselves. It seemed like they were already close to their limit, getting thinner the longer they grew.

         The desert rolled out in front of us like a rescue raft. We picked up speed. Soon we were out of the shadows’ reach.

         I sucked in air and the sudden sea-breeze, grateful to be alive.

         “What …?” Luna gasped, letting the light in her 177hands go out.

         “What were those things?” Esme asked what we were all wondering, but none of us knew the answer.

         Given that the Council still hadn’t sent any instructions, I wondered if they’d just sent us here to kill us. We huddled together, shaken, but still moving; afraid to stop in one place for too long. I glanced at my wristband and looked around. The arrow had led us closer to a long line of low cliffs that went down to the sea.

         The coastline next to us was grey, rocky, and pitted from years, maybe even centuries of sea spray. The surf crashed up onto the rocks, leaving behind saltwater pools. White crystals of salt covered the rocks where seawater had evaporated.

         “Keep moving!” Adri rushed ahead of us, in the direction of the arrows on our wristbands.

         He was on high alert, looking everywhere for signs of danger. I tried to catch up with him, but he was moving too fast for my wobbly knees.

         Luna and Esme took up the rear.

         “You okay Es?” I heard Luna check in.

         It hit me again that for all their squabbles, Luna and Esme were like sisters. I looked at Adri’s lonely 178back marching in front of us. I missed my friend and would do whatever it took to get him back, but he didn’t even look back to check on us.

         Suddenly, there was a loud clicking sound overhead, followed by a “Yap, yap, yap!” like a mechanical dog. I looked up. A warawara bird flew above us. I knew from Da that they looked like hawks, with a slicked-back pomade of black feathers on top of their heads and bodies, an orange, vulture-like face, round golden eyes with black pupils, and a sharp, curved white beak above their black and white spotted chests. They had black bodies, with bands of white on their powerful wings and tails.

         “What was that?” Esme trembled.

         Warawara, or caracara as they were sometimes called, were birds that hunted small animals like lizards, mice and crabs, and scavenged dead or dying ones. Even though we looked and even felt half-dead, I tried to convince myself that we were way too big to be in danger.

         “It’s okay,” I assured the others, “they don’t hunt people. We’re good.”

         As soon as the words left my mouth, I realised how wrong I was. On the ground ahead of us was the 179warawara bird’s shadow. In a second, the dark form rose up and began flapping silently toward us.

         “Luna!” I shouted.

         She was already on it, blasting light from her hands toward the shadow-creature. It fled long enough for us to run, but the warawara kept following us overhead and so did its shadow, shrieking in pursuit.

         We ran around a bend in the coastline. What was that up ahead?

         Adri and Luna shouted, “The door!”

         I sobbed with relief.

         There it was, not too far away, a rose-gold door made of rectangular panels, with gold geometric cutouts and a golden seal made of interlocking Chinese dragons carved on its free-standing frame.

         Next to the door was a divi divi tree, bent in the direction of the trade winds.

         There was just one problem. Both the door and the tree cast shadows.

         Before our horrified eyes, the warawara’s moving shadow converged and joined with the door and tree shadows to become one giant winged shadow-creature. It swooped in our direction with a high-pitched cry. 180

         “Luna?!” Adri’s voice shook.

         “I see it,” she snapped.

         Then, with a strained look on her face, Luna closed her eyes and turned her palms toward the shadow, pushing it back with her light.

         “Door!” she groaned.

         Together, Adri, Esme and I sprinted for the door. As soon as I touched one of the dragon carvings it swung open with a creak. We dashed inside and stood in the doorway, looking out.

         “Luna, now!” Esme screamed.

         But Luna didn’t move. It seemed to be taking all she had to keep the giant shadow-bird at bay. Her light began shrinking as the shadow’s wingspan grew to fill the sky.

         Dark talons reached down toward her.

         “She won’t make it,” Adri muttered.

         Then he grabbed something out of his rucksack and ran back through the door to Luna’s side.

         The winged shadow dove toward him, but shied back up as he flicked on the light in his hand.

         “Torches!” I shouted.

         Before I could get mine out, Esme was back in the fray, beaming torchlight right at the shadow, as it 181tried to grab Adri and Luna.

         “Take that and that!” she yelled.

         I jumped in next to her, shining my torch just in time to keep the shadow’s beak from snapping Luna’s left arm, which was hanging limp and lightless at her side.

         She was running out of strength, and soon we would too … either that, or batteries. Our torches were small hand-held versions, not meant for shadow-beast battles.

         As Adri tried to get Luna to safety, the shadow flicked one huge wing, sending him flying, and dashing the torch from his hand. I dove to grab the light, but it rolled out of my reach.

         “Get Luna to the door!” Esme roared.

         Adri was knocked out on the ground.

         “I’ll get him!” Esme assured me. “Help Luna!”

         The shadow was spinning like a storm now, with talons and beaks, and a loud whirring sound like the beating of many wings. I pressed toward it with my puny torchlight and grabbed Luna’s unlit hand. She held the other hand high, keeping the darkness at bay. We inched back toward the door and I pushed her in.

         “Esme,” she gasped. 182

         “Don’t worry, I’ve got her!” I promised, turning back.

         Somehow Esme had managed to fight her way over to Adri and pick up his dropped torch. She stood over him now, like a warrior, holding the two torches high against the dark.

         I pushed forward until I got to her side.

         “Let’s go!” I shouted over the shadow’s wail.

         “Take him!” she said, “I’ll hold it back!”

         “Now!” she flashed as I hesitated; her eyes golden in the dark.

         I gave Esme my torch and grabbed Adri with both hands, dragging him back toward the door. Esme brought up the rear, walking backward slowly, keeping the shadow from swallowing us whole.

         One of her torches flickered. We were still some distance from the door. Adri was no easy weight to pull.

         Meanwhile, Luna was barely keeping the shadow away from the door, with the fading light in one of her palms.

         I thought of Adri in our past adventures: swinging toward me in the nets that had us trapped long ago, in the darkness of the Flesh-skinner’s cave. 183

         “I won’t leave you,” he’d said and he hadn’t.

         I couldn’t leave him now.

         “Ahhhh!” I screamed as I dug down and dragged him the last few steps to the door.

         Luna pulled him in. “Where’s Esme?” she shouted, staring past me.

         I looked back. “She was right behind us,” I stammered.

         But I couldn’t see anything in the dark.

         Luna rushed forward, ready to jump back in.

         “Wait!” This time I was the one grabbing her.

         “Let. Me. Go!” Luna fought me.

         “Come on Es,” I muttered under my breath, trying to keep Luna from running to her death. “Come on.”

         There they were, the small eyes of light from Esme’s torches, getting closer as she raced toward us, chased by the roaring shadow.

         Luna and I struggled just inside the doorway. I held her tight, willing Esme toward us. Luna raised one hand against the darkness, with her last little bit of light.

         One of my Da’s favourite verses rose up in my mind: “The light shines in the darkness and the darkness has not overcome it.” 184

         It hit me. “She’s not going to make it!” I shouted.

         I let Luna go. We needed to go back out and help Esme fight with the light we had left.

         “Move!” Luna yelled, as we stepped out of the door, keeping her fading hand high.

         The shadows opened like a giant maw … Oh no, were we too late?

         Seeing us coming toward her, Esme put on a burst of speed. I didn’t know she could move that fast.

         We grabbed her and launched ourselves back together. As we ran, all I could do was pray.

         Just as the roaring fangs snapped down, we barrelled through the door.

         With one foot, Luna slammed it shut against the dark.
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            Chapter Fifteen

            OPEN

         

         Luna stood over me, eyes blazing. “You almost left Esme behind!”

         I picked myself up slowly from the ground and hobbled over to check on Adri, who was coming to with a groan, rubbing the side of his head.

         “No Lu!” Esme stepped between us, “I told her to go ahead of me.”

         “Then you’re as much of a fool as she is!” Luna shouted.

         “I thought you were …” Her voice cracked.

         Esme put a bruised arm around her shoulders, “I know …”

         Luna lowered her face, but I could see the glow of tears in her eyes. 186

         “We’re here Lu,” Esme comforted her.

         “And where exactly is that?” I wondered.

         The golden door, as usual, had disappeared from view. Instead of desert, we found ourselves in a large and fragrant field. It was a totally different time of day than the one we’d left behind. Here, the morning sun rose pink and gold over the horizon. The dewy grass was full of deep orange and red marigolds, yellow buttercups, and puffs made up of red and gold star-shaped flowers, called milkweed by some.

         The air was full of the lemon scent of vervain plants, shaped like lilac flowers on green fingers of grass. And a sweet, honeyed fragrance came from the butterfly bush, whose small purple and fuchsia flowers came together in the shape of popsicles.

         All around us, bees buzzed and butterflies fluttered.

         Butterflies: there were so many! Blue morpho or emperors, with their vibrant cobalt wings and elegant black borders, scarlet peacocks with their bright red hearts and black and white-speckled edges. Then there were clouds of monarch butterflies who, according to Da, flew across the Americas each year, from North to South America and back again. Now, they were in danger of being wiped out by destruction 187of their habitats, pesticides, and changing weather patterns.

         I looked around. Mum always said that a butterfly’s wings could start a hurricane. She meant that seemingly small things could lead to disaster. It was true, but so many of our disasters were man-made. Without these pollinators keeping plants alive, whole ecosystems could be in danger, not to mention the foods we ate.

         Thankfully, in this field, monarch butterflies had found safety.

         It seemed as if, for the moment, we had too.

         Even though we knew that we needed to be on the lookout for what the Council would do next, it was hard not to take the chance to breathe.

         We sat down in the bright green grass and munched on chips and bars from our packs. While we ate, Luna and Esme told us more about their friends – the other gifted children they’d lived and trained with at the Big House and their failed attempts to escape.

         “I hope they’re okay,” Luna murmured, her face tightening. I could tell that she felt responsible for them, like little brothers and sisters. Maybe that was why she always seemed on edge. 188

         “Me too,” Esme sighed. “Hopefully, after all this,” she waved around, “we’ll be back with them.” Adri was silent with a look of shame on his face.

         “Agreed,” I said quickly, trying to change the subject. “But can we eat something more than chips and protein bars? We can’t save anyone if we starve to death first.”

         I hadn’t eaten a meal in ages.

         “True,” Esme nodded, digging around in her pack.

         Even Luna agreed.

         Adri went with Esme to a gurgling brook nearby, while Luna and I set up the solar heater. We boiled water to refill the thermoses and rehydrate cups of corn-soup from our packs.

         An hour later, after all the prep, we were ravenous. The snacks had only increased our appetite.

         The rehydrated soup was surprisingly good. I ate as fast as I could without burning my tongue.

         Luna belched loudly and grinned, “Sorry.”

         We all laughed.

         “At least the Council did one thing right,” I said, with a stretch and a yawn.

         Adri’s face darkened. I bit my lip. That was a silly thing to say. 189

         He glared at me. “Back there in the desert … who got me away from the shadow?”

         “Esme,” I told him softly.

         “Zo did too!” Esme jumped in.

         Adri sat completely still, staring into the distance.

         He looked at us with a confused look on his face. “You risked your lives to help me, even after I betrayed you and the others …Why?”

         I met his eyes.

         “Because that’s what friends do.”

         He looked at me for what felt like a long time. I held his gaze and my breath. I could feel Luna and Esme watching us. No one spoke.

         “Okay, I’ll do it,” Adri announced. “I’ll let you and Esme bring back my memories …” He faltered, suddenly uncertain, “If you can.”

         I wiped my tears and turned to Esme, “Please help.”

         Her freckled and sunburnt face was radiant under her multicoloured hair.

         “Let’s do it,” she grinned.

         “I’ll stand guard,” Luna promised, her face softened by the garden we were in, as if by a painter’s brush. Her beautifully dark and watchful eyes, guarded by blue-black lashes, were full of an openness I hadn’t 190seen before.

         Esme and I sat on either side of Adri, our hands in touching distance of his.

         “Be careful, okay …? One, two, three,” Luna counted us down. “Go.”

         We took Adri’s hands, and went in.

         Esme and I splashed into water up to our ankles. We were standing in the shallows at the edge of Las Cuevas beach in Trinidad. Behind us was yellow sand and beyond it, the rocky caves for which the beach was named. In front of us was the green water of the wide-open bay, with striped fishing boats and fishing pelicans in the distance. Adri stood within arm’s reach of me, looking out at the water, but he didn’t seem to know that we were there.

         “Is this normal?” I asked Esme, as the salty breeze blew into our faces.

         “Everybody’s memories replay differently,” she told me.

         In this case, instead of a rolodex of images or different video windows, it felt like we were inside of a movie.

         “Do you want to let him know we’re in?” Esme asked. 191

         I tapped Adri’s shoulder gently. He looked around with a start.

         “It’s Zo and Esme,” I said in my most calm voice, “We’re in one of your memories.”

         “So, it’s started,” he said, looking back out at the water.

         He smiled. “This is a good one.”

         It was then that I saw the family a little way out in the water.

         “You want to go closer?” Esme asked Adri.

         He nodded, with a huge grin.

         We walked out to the little group carefully, the water lapping at our knees and then our chests. Somehow, the sea felt warm. The water was so clear I could see right down to my feet. None of us wore shoes. I could feel the sand hug my toes.

         I recognized Adri’s mum Lila from her Frida Kahlo brows and loud, raucous laughter. She wore a light pink headscarf over what looked like a bald head, while sporting a pink and white tracksuit. His dad Sarun wore neon pink swimming shorts and Adri wore a matching pair.

         Both Adri and his dad had full heads of hair. His dad even had a long beard. I had never seen any 192of them this way. They looked different, younger. Adri and his dad both had the same slightly crooked noses, that gave them a wry, humorous look.

         His dad was cracking up at something his mother had said: a big booming laugh that filled the sky. Adri was between them, a year or two younger than when I first met him; floating on his back and looking up at them with a look of such sheer joy that it hit me in my chest just how much he must miss them.

         “This was after her first set of treatments,” the Adri standing next to me said, looking at his old self. “The first time she lost her hair. Her first remission. We came back to Trinidad to celebrate then too. I can still taste the sea; hear their voices.”

         Esme and I listened. We could see his dad go swimming nearby, while younger-Adri floated near his mum in the water.

         “You know what Mai said to me that day?” Adri muttered, standing next to me.

         “I was resting on my back in the water, totally relaxed, my ears going in and out of the sounds of birds and talk and wind and laughter above the water and the quiet below, where I could only hear my heart and the sounds of the sea. The water rocked me 193like Mai used to when I was little. Da was swimming nearby. He was so relieved, so happy we were all still together.

         While he swam, Mai bent over and whispered in my ear: “Do you know four questions we all ask ourselves?”

         “No,” I said laughing, thinking that she was trying to crack a joke. “What?”

         All of a sudden, she was serious, her eyes shining down on me like stars.

         “We ask ourselves: Who am I? Where did I come from? Where am I going? And … most importantly,” she touched the tip of my nose with one finger, like a blessing, “Why am I here?”

         As Adri turned to look at Esme and I, everything around us spun and disappeared.

         We found ourselves standing in a cement bunker, in front of a metal vault with a round handle. I looked at Esme, trying to catch my breath.

         “It’s okay,” she said calmly, “He led us here …That vault holds your wiped memories, doesn’t it Adri?”

         He nodded sadly.

         “You see,” Esme reminded me, “not even the Council can take memories away completely. They 194just get some of them locked away.”

         Adri and I looked at each other, then flung ourselves on the door handle, trying to turn it with all our strength. It didn’t move an inch.

         “It doesn’t work that way,” Esme advised. “You need a code … For some people it’s the right sequence of smells, sounds, images, or words. It could be things that you’ve seen, or said, or done a thousand times before, just not in that order and in that exact way.”

         I fell back. Adri’s head was bowed, thinking.

         “Do you have any idea what it is?” I squeaked.

         Of all the possible combinations, how were we going to find the right one, here and now?

         “I think it’s words,” he muttered, glancing at Esme. “I don’t know why.”

         “Trust that,” Esme touched his shoulder lightly, then dropped her hand. “Just try.”

         Adri bowed his head again. Whether he was breathing deeply or praying, I couldn’t tell.

         Then he whispered, his voice breaking over each word: “Lila, Sarun … Mai, Pa!” he called out with pain in his voice. After a deep breath, he added: “Zo.”

         I stayed completely still, trying to take in what I had just heard. 195

         At first, there was no change. Then there was a loud crying sound.

         The door to Adri’s missing memories creaked open. Images, sounds, and colours began to leak out. We tried to pry it open all the way, but instead, it started closing, as if it had a mind of its own.

         Suddenly, we were booted out of Adri’s memories, back to the field of flowers, with Esme and I kneeling on either side of a cross-legged Adri.

         Luna kept watch with her bamboo sticks nearby, asking questions with her eyes.
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            Chapter Sixteen

            RETURN

         

         Adri turned to me slowly. I felt as though I was seeing him for the first time in a long while.

         “Zo!” He said my name in a whisper. “I know you.”

         I grabbed his shirt and burst into a million questions, tears of joy pouring down my face.

         His face lit up, then dimmed.

         My heart dropped. “What’s wrong?”

         I could see the worry on Luna and Esme’s faces.

         “You’re Zo, from Samaan Bay,” Adri said slowly.

         That was all he could remember. He knew that he knew me and that, somehow, I was a friend, but that was all for now. Exactly who I was, how we’d met and the rest of our time together, back in Samaan Bay, were still shut up behind the Council’s door 197in his mind.

         It hadn’t worked.

         Adri stared at me, feeling my pain.

         “I’m so sorry Zo.” His words tumbled out one after the other. “I know you’re my friend, but I remember what I did back at Lionfish Beach, the Ostrich Labs. I left you, sold you guys out, including your friends.” He turned to Esme and Luna, face twisted with remorse.

         I didn’t know what hurt more, seeing the recognition on his face mixed with his still-lost memories, or the pain he felt at what a side of him had done.

         “It’s okay,” I told him, trying to stop my tears and his. “It’s okay. Don’t worry. We can fix this.”

         “Come on,” Esme said suddenly; fists wide on her hips, chess earrings swinging, eyes glinting in her wolf-moon face. “Let’s try again … if you’re willing, Adri. Let’s finish the job this time.”

         I was shocked to hear Luna say, “Yes.”

         Hope crept back into Adri’s eyes.

         Then we heard the sound we’d been dreading.

         “Ay-ay! Look at the par-tay! How come nobody eh invite me?” Cap’n Peg’s hairy voice filled the air. 198

         I jumped. This time, she wasn’t a projection from our wristbands, but an actual flesh and furry-legged spider, hanging from one of the flowering bushes nearby.

         “But where the cake?” Cap’n Peg swung closer. “You cyah have a party with no cake!”

         I looked around for the Dragon Door, but there was none in sight. How had she gotten here without one? Maybe through one of the web portals I’d seen her and the spider-crew make, back in the forest of Samaan Bay.

         “Surprised to see me?” her mandibles snapped open in a grin. “You all finished kiki-ing? Because we have work to do. And by we, I mean you.”

         Suddenly a golden door shimmered into view behind Cap’n Peg. And it was open.

         “Ew!” Esme covered her nose.

         Luna gagged. Adri and I shrank back and tried not to retch.

         From the door came the most disgusting smell. It almost overpowered the sweet scent of the garden around us.

         Cap’n Peg climbed up onto the frame and sat on top of the door. 199

         “Whew! That’s riper than my crew’s socks before washing day! But that’s life eh? One minute you’re up. The next …”

         Suddenly, Cap’n Peg threw two thick ropes of webbing around Luna and Esme, yanking them through the open door. Before Adri and I could react, both they and Cap’n Peg were gone.

         Adri and I rushed to the door and pushed our way in, not even remembering to grab our backpacks.

         To our shock, we found ourselves sliding and spinning down a large, twisting pipeline, like a water-slide lined with grease instead of water, trying not to get tangled and stuck in each other’s arms and legs. We slid down and around until we were dizzy. Finally, Adri and I flew out of the pipe at top-speed, flipping into the air, shouting at the top of our lungs, with no clue where we would land.

         Out of the blue, I was gripped by what felt like several pairs of metal hands that lifted me through the air. Adri was flying right next to me. He and I were being carried, some would say kidnapped, by what I could only describe as two flying machines made of trash.

         One of them seemed to be made of tens of empty 200food containers, joined together to form a Jenga-like, building-block body. The other was made of melded plastic bottles and bags, like a weird hot-air balloon.

         Attached to these bodies were old helicopter rotors and wings, spinning and keeping us in the air. From the base of each frame, several steel rods hung down like legs, each ending in a pair of grips that looked like large versions of the metal claws used to grab stuffed toys in an arcade.

         Those claws were holding Adri and I around our shoulders, upper arms, and waists, airlifting us to who knows where.

         Above us, the two machines beeped and rattled in what seemed like their own language. Were they simply machines or a form of artificial intelligence? I had no idea, but they smelled like the work of the Council.

         Literally. The air stunk – a funky, chemical, smoky, acrid smell, just like the odour that had come through the door into the garden.

         Speaking of the door. Where were Luna and Esme? Where had Cap’n Peg taken them?

         “Look down!” Adri shouted. 201

         I did and saw something I couldn’t un-see.

         At first glance, it seemed like we were flying over the biggest dump, or labasse as we called it in Trinidad, that I had ever seen. It was about the size of several towns. But as I looked closer, I realised that this was more than a dump, it was a trash city. There were things that looked like skyscrapers, statues, vehicles, homes, streets and streetlights, bridges, mountains, rivers, valleys, lakes, plains, cliffs, and plateaux, all made from different kinds of trash.

         The machines flew lower. Now I could really see what the place was made of.

         Anything unrecycled and unrecyclable had made its way here. There were single-use plastics, including bottles, bags, disposable containers, food cartons and wrappers, plates and cutlery, plus styrofoam objects of every kind, batteries and broken lights. There were PVC pipes, discarded furniture and household appliances, spray cans, old car parts, scooters, skates, and bikes, tossed building materials, used computer parts and cracked mobile phones, plus clothing made from non-biodegradable materials.

         This didn’t include what looked like industrial waste spilling out of giant pipes into lakes made of 202oil spills, artificial dyes, detergents, chemical cleaning solutions, sprays, and liquids. They all mixed together to form a pungent, almost unbearable smell.

         “What is this place?” Adri muttered.

         I had no idea. The only signs of life I could see were more trash-machines, in all kinds of shapes, sizes and materials. They seemed busy sifting, sorting, demolishing and re-shaping the trash around them, like a robot colony, or workforce. They were loud, communicating through a series of beeps, bops, whistles, squeals, revs, whirs, buzzes, shrieks, and roars, as they went about their day.

         In addition to their various sounds, the machines also moved in different ways based on their construction and materials: driving, rolling, crawling, flying, burrowing, leaping, swimming, sliding, stomping, slithering and running through the trash-scape as if it were their home.

         Maybe it was.

         Soon we were flying over what looked like a huge stadium or arena, made, like everything else, out of trash. From it rose a roar like the noise of a crowd at a football match. From this height, I could see the wide, sunken field in the middle of the stadium, 203shaped like a giant bowl. It was surrounded by a sheer wall, impossible to climb, then a circle of stands, with rows and rows of seats: a place big enough to hold thousands of people.

         The machines that were carrying us descended.

         Finally, they were going to put us down, but why here?

         As they dropped to the middle of the stadium, I understood. The seats were filled with machines of all kinds, in a frenzy of excitement. I could hardly hear myself think above the noise of the crowd.

         Down on the field, I realised that it too was made, not of grass, but of compacted trash. In the middle of the field were five columns standing in a row. Chained to each column by their golden wristbands, were our friends, Luna and Esme.

         Attached to the other two columns were two of their friends from Dragon Mouth Island: Martí and the little boy, Kendi.

         My heart sank. Where were the others?

         All of the rucksacks were piled at the base of the fifth column: a visible reminder of everything we’d been through so far. As the flying machines dropped us off next to our fellow survivors, we could see 204that they were out cold, as if in a deep sleep.

         What fresh madness was this?

         “Hello Bots and Machines!” Cap’n Peg’s voice boomed over loudspeakers, while her image hung over the stadium, “Welcome to your entertainment extraaaavanganza!”

         Why did she sound like a wrestling announcer? Whatever the reason, it couldn’t be good.

         Cap’n Peg kept going: “Today, we have for you a contest between man and maaachine!”

         The crowd booed at the word “man” and cheered loudly at “machine”.

         Cap’n Peg’s image continued, unfazed. “We have before us one of our top Warriors: Adri Khan! And Zo Joseph, our resident Memory-Worker!”

         The crowd booed.

         Adri and I stared at each other. What were we being set up for?

         “One will fight the Beast!” Cap’n Peg declared to deafening noise from the stands. “The other will free the Champions!”

         Oh boy.

         Adri reached out and took my hand in his. It was surprisingly warm and comforting. I just 205kept breathing.

         It was a relief to be able to focus and control my abilities, without falling into his memory when he held my hand. I couldn’t thank Esme enough. Now I just had to rescue her from whatever this was.

         “With the one called Zo’s help,” Cap’n Peg pointed at me with one sharp furry leg, “each champion must go back to a key memory: the moment when they first used their powers.”

         There were screeches and boos from the crowd. What did they have against gifted kids?

         “I heard some gifted kids made them,” Adri muttered, “to work as free labour for the Council.”

         No wonder the machines were angry. The Council was probably using this tournament as a way to distract them from more important things, like demanding their freedom.

         Cap’n Peg kept rolling, unfazed by the noise of the crowd.

         “Zo here, will help the Champions find a word or phrase from the first time they used their powers: any of the key words from the entrance interview our esteemed Head-high-mistress-ness Yara did with each child, when they first came to the Big House 206on Dragon Mouth Island.”

         By ‘came to Dragon Mouth Island’ I assume she meant ‘were taken there by trickery or by force.’ A wave of anger ran through me. I gripped Adri’s hand tighter.

         Meanwhile, Cap’n Peg’s image looked over its shoulder. Clearly, whatever room she was in, she wasn’t alone.

         “I know, I know, Your High-most-less,” she muttered irritably, “I getting to that.”

         She continued: “Only when Zo, then the Champion she’s with, says those words out loud,” Cap’n Peg announced with a high dose of drama, “will the Champion’s chains break free.”

         The machines burst into a volcanic din. It sounded like they were mostly rooting against us.

         Cap’n Peg’s image let loose a foghorn blast for silence. The machines piped down.

         “Then, and only then,” she rolled on, “will the Champions have the chance to help the Warrior, Adri … Hopefully, he survives that long,” she cackled.

         The crowd cracked up with mechanical laughter.

         I glanced at Adri in horror.

         “The rules are … no machines from the stands are 207to intervene in today’s match!”

         Some of the machines booed that announcement at first, but they quickly piped down as more of the flying machines that had brought Adri and I here, hovered in front of the stadium.

         Clearly, the Council believed in enforcement.

         “As I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted,” Cap’n Peg continued, smirking. “The Memory-Worker: that’s you Girlie,” she clucked at me almost sympathetically, “must access the Champions in the order in which they are presented!”

         “And our Champions are, in order … Drumroll please!”

         A drumroll came out of nowhere.

         “Luna the Light! Esme, the other Memory-Worker! Martí, the Amazing Insect. And, last but not least … Kendi the Bird-caller!”

         Amazing Insect? Bird-caller? Okay, those powers didn’t sound too powerful.

         There were a few isolated cheers from the crowd of trash-machines, but mostly loud boos.

         Cap’n Peg’s image looked over her shoulder again at someone off-screen, muttering, “That is all? These children against the Beast? Kendi the Bird-caller … 208What is that? He does talk to parrots or what?”

         She seemed annoyed.

         “That eh no contest. This is wickedness, oui!” Cap’n Peg waved her robotic leg in protest.

         Then she glanced back quickly, “Okay, okay, cool it. Don’t get your knickers in a knot.”

         She dropped her leg back into place with a forced laugh, “Anyway, it eh my business. Once you all paying me, I good. I just hope at least some of them survive, especially the Girlie. Or the Boss Lady will take mih good eyes!”

         “Alright, I agree. Enough ole talk.” Grumbling, she turned back to the stadium, took a deep breath and shouted: “Let the gaaaaaaaaaaaaaames begin!”
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            Chapter Seventeen

            LUNA

         

         Adri turned to face me, still holding my hand. I refused to let go of his.

         “Zo, you have to go now. Luna first, okay?” His voice softened when he saw the look on my face. “I’ll be okay … Remember,” he grinned a little too widely, “I have a few skills.”

         “I can’t Adri,” I tried to explain. “I just started learning more about this memory-working thing from Esme! I’m not her. What if I do something wrong?”

         I could hear the panic rising in my voice, but I couldn’t make it stop.

         Adri took my other hand in his and held them tightly in both fists. “Listen, from the little I 210remember, I know that you’re someone who never gives up,” he said firmly. “I know that because of you, Zo … You brought that part of my memory back to me. And you can do this now.”

         A hush settled over the crowd of machines as a low rumble drifted out from one of the stadium tunnels that led to the arena where Adri and I stood.

         We looked at the dark tunnel entrance, then back at each other.

         “Steady,” Adri breathed. “Let’s go.”

         “Okay,” I said, releasing his hands.

         Then I ran over to Luna, while Adri turned to face whatever was coming our way.

         Luna was seated on the ground in khaki overalls, with her legs drawn up to her chest, as if, even in sleep, she wanted to protect herself. She was leaning sideways against a Roman-style column, made from what looked like thousands of packed and glued plastic straws.

         Better that those straws were in a weird stadium, than where they usually ended up: in the ocean. I thought about the Great Pacific Garbage Patch and couldn’t imagine the ocean filled with trash like this.

         Anyway, I pinched myself, back to the task at hand. 211

         Luna’s arm was fastened to the column by her golden wristband. I kneeled next to her but paused before taking her hand. How would she feel afterward, about me entering her memories without her permission?

         “You had no right!” I could hear her saying already; closing in on me like a jaguar ready to strike.

         But as I looked into her sleeping face – lashes fanned out from her shut eyelids, her usually iron jaw softened – Luna seemed more vulnerable than I’d ever seen her. For once, she didn’t have to be in charge. She didn’t have to protect everyone around her. Now, she needed someone to have her back.

         Unfortunately for her, that person was me. I would do the best I could.

         Sweat broke out on my already damp skin. I reached out, forcing myself to concentrate. Hopefully, somewhere in her subconscious mind, Luna could hear me.

         “Please show me the first time you used your powers. Please,” I whispered, then softly took her hand.

         I found myself standing behind a crowd of people from different backgrounds, dressed in glittering saris, salwar kameez, hijab, lehenga cholis, ghararas, kurtas 212and sherwani. It was like staring into a sea of bright green, pink, orange, blue, purple, silver, and gold.

         Everyone was seated in an open-air, brick-tiled courtyard, in the middle of what looked like a public garden. It was evening and the darkness in the outer parts of the garden was soft – the scent of flowers mixing with the guests’ perfume.

         In front of the audience, silver semi-circular steps rose from the courtyard to a covered stage. The stage was large, with a well-lit ceiling between two minarets with gold domes. The overhang was marked by two golden elephants in relief, facing each other with their trunks and tusks raised. Some distance away, in the middle of the garden, was the statue of a ship with metal sails, lit with hanging lights, on top of a wide black stand.

         I looked for Luna. What kind of memory was this? I needed to find out where we were, pronto.

         Finally, I spotted her off to the right, leaning against the trunk of a palm tree, sleeping.

         I ran over and touched her shoulder, “Luna, it’s Zo. Wake up!”

         She opened her eyes and yawned slowly. I wondered what the Council had done to put her 213into such a deep sleep.

         “It’s me,” I hurried as her eyes widened, “I’m in your memories. We need to find a name that’s important to you,” my words tumbled one over the other. “From the first time you used your powers.”

         “W-what?” she asked, groggy and confused.

         I thought of Adri facing that thing in the stadium, alone. We needed to hurry up.

         “Where are we?” I asked loudly.

         Luna shook her head and turned around, trying to make sense of her surroundings.

         “Indian Monument Gardens,” her eyes widened. “Georgetown. Guyana.”

         She took my hand and led me past the crowd, close to the stage. Since it was a memory, no one noticed us at all.

         “Indian Arrival Day, three years ago.” Luna muttered. “We came here all the way from our village.”

         “Who’s we?” I interrupted.

         “Me and my best friends, Navi, Sunita, Adanna, and my grandmother Rima, our dance teacher.”

         Suddenly, the scene in front of us disappeared and was replaced by the loud motor of a covered, snub-nosed boat with blue sides and a red roof, blasting 214chutney and soca music. It cut effortlessly through the brown, opaque waters of a river that seemed as wide as the sea, lined by dense rainforest. The boat was filled with giggling schoolgirls and watchful adults carrying all kinds of bags, baskets, and parcels.

         Luna explained, “We’d taken a speedboat from our village on the Essequibo.” She smiled as the memory rolled out in front of us. “We saw pink dolphins playing, river otters … Navi even said she saw an anaconda!” Luna grinned. “We passed islands in that river big enough to hold houses. Look!” she pointed as it sped by. “Gluck Island. No one lives there except queen pink and purple water lilies, with black caiman hiding under their leaves.”

         “Luna, we have to speed this up!” I broke in. What did this have to do with her powers?

         But she was locked in, smiling as the scene changed.

         “We reached Bartica, then Parika stelling.”

         I stared at the docks full of people coming and going, buying and selling gold, diamonds, gas, sugar, animals, clothes, produce, and more.

         Then I thought of Adri battling for his life at that very moment. As fascinating as this was, we had to move. 215

         “Okay, great,” I jumped in, “but what happened at the performance in Georgetown?”

         In a split second, we fast-forwarded from the docks to a crammed minibus, hurtling through the streets of the capital, Georgetown, past the seawall and waterfront vendors, shops, restaurants, and hotels. Before I could breathe, we were back in the Indian Arrival Monument Garden.

         Just then, little Luna and her friends, decked in bright jewellery, wearing red silk pants with pleated, gold-striped skirts in front, and shiny fitted tops, came shyly onto the stage to the audience’s applause.

         They began to dance to the rhythm of what I guessed was her grandmother’s voice, a pair of tabla drums, and the brass ghungroo bells around their ankles.

         Luna stared at her younger self as if she were in pain.

         “What happened?” I asked her.

         “Shhh,” she said, pointing. “Look.”

         Suddenly, there was a muffled ‘Boom!’ in the distance. Everything went dark in the garden and beyond.

         A baby cried. People called out to one another, 216trying to get their phones. Then suddenly, in the darkness, two lights blinked into place on the stage. They grew stronger and stronger until people could see Luna and her friends, illuminated by the light that was beaming from her palms.

         I looked from my Luna to the one on-stage.

         Her younger self stood frozen, as her friends pulled back in fear. People in the audience pointed and whispered. Someone screamed.

         Little Luna’s hands dropped to her sides – her eyes as wide as a full moon. Quickly, her grandmother ran on-stage and pulled her behind the scenes.

         “By the time the electricity came back,” Luna murmured next to me, “we were already rushing out of the gardens. My Nani took me back to the village right away, but everybody was already talking about what had happened. People had seen the light come from my hands and those who hadn’t, wanted to see for themselves … Some said I was a god. But I wasn’t. Just me.”

         Her voice broke.

         “All I wanted was to play with my friends, dance, go to school, live a normal life. But soon, our village leader wanted me to become a tourist attraction and 217bring money to the area. When Nani refused, he had her declared an ‘unfit’ guardian– said that she was too old to take care of me properly and that I would live with him and his wife.”

         Luna frowned. “The night before they came to take me away, my Nani said, “Come.” She brought me to the room we shared at the back of our clay house.”

         As she spoke, the scene played in front of us like a movie. Luna’s grandmother adjusted her choli with a clink of the gold bangles on her arms. Her veined and spotted hands still had the precise grace of a dancer. Her Nani’s face was like a roadmap of life: filled with twists and turns, valleys and peaks.

         According to Luna, her already petite frame had shrunk over the years, but her voice was still crisp and clear, like someone who’d had to speak up for most of her life.

         That night, she reminded little Luna about some of her stories: how, even in her young days, Nani’s face had been too dark and her hair too wiry to be considered beautiful by some. But she didn’t care – never did. It hadn’t stopped her from marrying the most “bad fuh days” canecutter in all of Demerara-Mahaica. And when he died, instead of staying near 218the fields that had sapped his strength and the people offering her their pity, she had picked up and left. She looked for a place where she could find some peace and found herself in St. Jude village, up the Essequibo River, teaching children to dance.

         Then, one night, when she was still new to the place, a shrouded woman passed through the village and left baby Luna on her doorstep. Despite her age Nani didn’t hesitate. Life had seen that she still had love to give.

         Of course, the neighbours had questions galore. But she carried herself in a way that made most people in the village think twice about crossing her openly.

         “I say let dey talk,” Nani reminded young Luna with a razor-sharp grin, “Monkey know which limb to jump ‘pon.”

         “But I too old to run now beti,” Nani admitted, “and I cyah keep you safe here.”

          “You not coming with me?” little Luna asked, her voice shaking.

         Nani shook her head. “It have time fi fight and time fi run. This is what you have to do.”

         Luna’s chin dropped next to me as, in the memory 219in front of us, her grandmother shaved off her childhood hair, dressed her in boys’ clothes, and gave her all of the money and gifts she had.

         Nani grinned through the water filling her eyes, gold teeth flashing in the lamplight. “Gi them hell pickney. Gi them hell.”

         Luna turned to me in the light of her memory.

         “So, I made my way to the coast and stowed away on a tanker to Trinidad. Someone on the ship must have seen me though, because when I landed in Port of Spain at night and tried to sneak away, Old Man Yancy was right there waiting. He gave me a choice between the police, going back to the village and their plan for my life, or going to a place with other children like me, where I could learn to control my powers. I didn’t know anything about the Council then, so I went with him.”

         Luna looked at me with a mix of sadness, betrayal, and rage.

         “Old Yancy took me to Dragon Mouth Island that same night. And that’s where I’ve been ever since.”

         Once more, Luna took in the golden memory of her Nani standing before us, giving away her most valued possessions in exchange for her granddaughter’s 220freedom.

         “I know which words I need,” Luna said to me firmly. “Let’s go.”

         In a second, we were back in the stadium, surrounded by the jeers and noise of the trash-machines. Luna was still sound asleep, chained to the smelly column. Nervously, I whispered the words she’d told me to say.

         A thin needle came out of the band on her wrist and jabbed her lightly in the arm.

         She jolted awake and wasted no time.

         “Nani Rima!” Luna said loudly.

         Her wristband detached from the column. She was free.

         I nodded … a new understanding between us …

         Then we spun around to look for Adri.
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            Chapter Eighteen

            ESME

         

         Thankfully, even though it felt like we’d spent ages in Luna’s memories, only a few seconds had passed.

         Adri ran up to us, breathing sharply. “Boy, am I happy to see you!”

         He rummaged through the backpacks nearby and pulled out rope, Luna’s bamboo sticks, and two small discs that expanded into shields.

         Just then, a looming creature peered out of the stadium tunnel with lidless, glowing, green eyes.

         “What is that?” I cried.

         “Our next test,” Luna smiled at me grimly.

         Adri shook his head, “And it’s a big one …”

         We looked up to see a long, snake-like creature slithering out of the darkness. It was a dragon, 222but different from any dragon I had ever seen. The huge, coiling creature was made of the used parts of other machines; welded and hinged together into one menacing creature. It was made of clanking car parts, plane propellers, clacking train wheels, growling engines, flashing light bulbs, beeping computers and mobile phones, television screens crackling and switching off and on, blasting sounds, images and static.

         The dragon’s skin was covered with steel sheets carved and layered like scales, studded with hundreds of metal bottle caps in different colours, that glinted and flashed in the light. Its mouth was filled with rows of teeth made of sharpened metal and broken glass. Its eyes were giant green electric lights. They turned in our direction, blazing brightly. The creature slid straight for us, belching out more smoke than a factory. It looked hungry.

         Adri and Luna stood together in front of me.

         “Zo, run! Go get Esme!” Luna yelled.

         With that, she and Adri turned toward the dragon, while I skated over to the column where Esme was chained and sound asleep.

         Suddenly, Luna called out to me. 223

         “Hey! Listen … about Esme’s memories,” she panted, trying to hide the worry in her eyes.

         “It’s okay Luna.”

         After all, Esme was a memory-worker and could help me make my way through her mind.

         Luna paused, as if trying to find the words to say.

         “What is it?” I asked impatiently, hearing the dragon’s train-like roar as Adri fought to keep it away from us.

         Then it came back to me: the memory I’d stumbled into back at the Ostrich Labs. I shivered, remembering how angry Esme had been.

         Maybe she wouldn’t be that much help now after all … I shook my head.

         Either way, I couldn’t leave her to be dragon meat.

         “Need some help here!” Adri shouted as he ducked under the metal dragon’s massive jaws.

         “Coming!” Luna looked at me with wide eyes.

         “Be careful,” she warned.

         There was no time to explain exactly why.

         I reached my hand out to Esme’s sleeping shoulder and stepped into her memories.

         I was in a small, simple shipyard, surrounded by the skeletons of three boats. The sharp smell of cedar 224filled the room. Wood chips covered the floor. The boats were abandoned, the shipyard empty except for Esme. She was lying down in a corner of the room on a pile of spiralled wood shavings. I ran over to wake her up.

         “Esme, Es …” I shook her arm gently, then as hard as I could.

         She jumped up with a vengeance.

         “What are you doing here?” she screamed at me. “Get out!”

         “Esme, wait,” I tried to explain, but didn’t get the chance.

         Her face was hard, eyes snapping. The air around us began to flash and crackle with the energy of her mind. Esme threw her hands in my direction and a wall appeared between us. It snapped open into four walls around me, trapping me in a cell of her own making. As I pushed against the nearest wall, it unfolded into a maze filled with doors that slammed shut as I ran toward them. I couldn’t get out.

         Worse, the walls were closing in. I could feel the pressure as they pushed against me. What would happen to my mind if it got squashed in a place like this? 225

         I called for help, but no one answered. Esme was nowhere to be seen.

         Inside the shrinking box, my head and limbs twisted uncomfortably in the smaller and smaller space. I fought to breathe.

         Finally, it hit me.

         I shouted, “Esme! Luna’s in danger!”

         The walls stopped grinding closer. Esme’s voice boomed around me as if from a loudspeaker.

         “Don’t lie to me Zo. What’s happening?”

         “I’m not lying,” I protested. “The Council is keeping you guys knocked out. You, Martí and Kendi.”

         Trying not to lose it in that small space, I explained: “We need to find a word or phrase from the time when you first used your powers.”

         There was a long pause. Then the metal box around me disappeared and I was in a wide-open white space with Esme.

         Her shoulders sagged. Her head dropped as she muttered, “Fine, but I’ve never shown this to anyone but Luna.”

         “What?” I asked, trying to stay calm after I’d nearly been crushed to bits.

         Esme swiped her hand and the scene around us 226changed. “It all started with the whales.”

         We were in a motorboat on the ocean, surrounded by dolphins. They raced and leaped in the wake of the boat, chattering and clicking as if in warning.

         Younger Esme, in waterproof overalls, with her hair in neat plaits, sat between two people who could only be her parents. She had her dad’s freckles and brown skin, and her mum’s laughing eyes. Her mum steered the boat, while her dad stood at the front, with a rod in his hand.

         Esme stared at her former self, then looked away.

         “It was a beautiful day,” she said softly.

         The boats were racing in from the sea, toward a golden shore in the distance.

         Other people were in boats all around us, speeding in from the deep. Suddenly, the dolphins were gone and in their place was a spout of water that drenched both us and the boat. It was a humpback whale. I knew from Da that they came to the Caribbean in the winter to give birth to their calves.

         This whale was an adult, the length of three boats. What was it doing so close to shore?

         It rose to the surface of the water to breathe; air and water spouting out of the blowhole on its knobbly 227head. Its skin was like weathered rock, mottled grey and silver. As it circled the huddle of boats, I could see its white stomach, marked by long, vertical lines from its head to a wide, two-finned tail that beat up and down in the water. I saw the swirls of seaweed and patches of barnacles crusting its back and stomach, like diamonds.

         The sound that came from the whale was unlike anything I had heard. It was a low, deep, melodic cry that echoed through the water. I felt a surge of sadness. I could see that Esme felt it as well. She looked at her parents who were staring at the whale. Her younger self gripped the side of the boat like she wanted to escape.

         That was when I saw it, in the sea at the center of the crowd of boats: a baby humpback caught in a net.

         That was why its mother was chasing us. Suddenly, I realised that the people in the boats were carrying harpoons and rods … My heart sank. This was a whale hunt.

         Next to me, Esme was pale. The mother and baby humpback called to each other in high and low cries, as the fishermen launched their harpoons.

         “Go!” I shouted desperately. “Swim!” 228

         But the whale wouldn’t leave her young.

         Tears ran down both Esmes’ faces: the person I knew now and the version of her trapped in the memory itself. The whales’ cries grew louder but there was no escape. My heart sank as they struck harpoons into her body. She tried to dive, but didn’t go far. Not while her baby’s cries filled the air.

         The green water around us turned red. The metallic smell of blood filled the air. Next to me, Esme gagged. Her younger self hid her face in her mother’s lap.

         “It was my first time on the hunt,” Esme said, choking.

         I watched in horror as some of the villagers dove into the water to sew up the mother’s mouth so that her body wouldn’t fill with water and sink. I wanted to close my eyes, but I couldn’t.

         It wasn’t over. The fishermen dragged the net with the baby calf toward the shallows. Without even the strength to cry out, it barely fought against the net.

         Esme’s dad walked up to the calf with a sad look on his face. As a leader of the village, he had the job of putting it out of its misery.

         “Daddy, no!” 229

         Little Esme’s boat was in the shallows. She jumped out and ran across to her dad, begging him to free the baby whale. Some of the older villagers nodded in agreement. This wasn’t how the hunt was supposed to be; how they had done it in generations past.

         “Suckling mothers and the young go free,” they said, clicking their teeth.

         This hunting by trapping calves would bring a curse.

         Some of the young people had bitter and hungry looks. Hadn’t enough been taken from them? Land taxes, no jobs, boat-building done by machines. With big company trawlers, there were already fewer fish in the sea. This was their right, they argued. One of the few things they had left. Once a year, they could eat whale-meat and beat the songs and dance the dances and remember that this island was theirs.

         “Besides,” one thin man with a scar across his left eye argued, the calf was already injured from the net and better be disposed of quickly before the authorities came along.

         Many were silent, looking on, to see what this new Village Head would do.

         “Esme, not now,” her dad whispered as she pulled 230at him, pleading.

         He signalled her mum to take her away.

         Little Esme’s small hands balled into fists. Her eyes grew hard as rocks. Then she reached out and touched her dad’s arm with one hand and the weak whale calf with the other.

         I could feel a wave of energy surge from the whale, through Little Esme, into her dad, as she sent the baby whale’s raw memories of its mother’s death, into her father’s mind. Like videos flashing across a screen, I could see the roaring waves and the desperate race for safety, the cutting net, and the harpoons slamming into its mother’s red side. I could hear again the whales’ cries as they called to each other and the horrible emptiness at the end of the mother’s song.

         Grown Esme stood next to me with her eyes pressed closed, as if she couldn’t bear to see this one more time.

         Meanwhile, Esme’s dad’s eyes grew wide, as she, a little girl with more power than she realised, forced him to feel the baby whale’s memories. He staggered, screaming in agony at the terror of the dying whale, as if it were his own.

         “Stop!” Esme’s mother cried, but the little girl 231grabbed her arm, sending the whale calf’s memories into her mum as well, twisting her face with anguish.

         The rest of the village fell back, crying out in confusion and fear.

         In the chaos, Little Esme pulled the net off the baby whale.

         It slid into the water and escaped back out into the deep.

         I couldn’t help but be happy it was free.

         “But at what cost?” Esme asked next to me.

         She raised her hand and froze the scene around us.

         Her round face was drawn.

         “After that, the village thought I was a witch. My parents were sent to a mental hospital on St. Vincent to recover. But nobody wanted to keep me there either. On our islands, news travels fast. They sent me to live with an old aunt in Barbados … Aunty Emmeline.”

         A small smile ran across Esme’s face. “She loved me, told me that it wasn’t my fault; that my gift could help heal someday …”

         I could see Esme now as the eight-year-old girl she once was, with haunted grey-green eyes, wild wiry hair, and powerful dreams. 232

         “I tried to keep going until I could learn enough to go back and fix it,” Esme confessed. “A year later and I was just starting to feel at home in Barbados. I’d learned how to keep myself from falling into people’s memories. I was learning to talk like everyone else, walk like everyone else: trying to fit in. Then my aunt fell sick and was sent to hospice. I thought maybe I could go back home, but the Council had been watching me all that time.”

         Most likely, Esme guessed, they’d heard about what had happened on Bequia. In any case, as soon as her aunt went into care, a letter came from her parents saying that she was off to a new boarding school in Trinidad; a place where she could get the help she needed.

         At least, that’s what the Council had told them.

         Mr. Yancy came with all the documents drawn up and already signed. He brought her to the Big House on Dragon Mouth Island. With her aunt gone, no one looked for her there. No one called or wrote.

         “I was lost,” Esme looked at me through eyes bright with tears, “until Luna came.”

         She looked out at the frozen scene: the beach, the whale, her parents, the villagers, and the little 233girl she once was.

         “I hear it’s different there now. No more whale-hunting. Instead, people run whale-watching tours for tourists and visitors from the islands. The village is booming and alive again. New boats being built and all.”

         We stood there in silence for a moment, thinking of the lives lost and saved.

         Finally, I remembered Luna and Adri fighting off the dragon while I was here inside Esme’s memories.

         “Es,” I spoke up. “I’m so sorry, but I have to ask … What do we need to say to get out of here?”

         She looked away from me, at the distant horizon.

         Then she whispered, “Whale song.”

         My heart filled with both sadness and relief.

         Esme pictured her parents just before the whale hunt. She held them gently in her mind.

         I could see now why she was so clear about not entering people’s memories without their permission, not inventing memories, or planting them. I knew now what the gift had cost her.

         In the blink of an eye, we were out of Esme’s head and back in the arena, hearing the crash of metal as the dragon roared and swarmed toward us. 234

         “Whale song,” I murmured quickly.

         The needle came out and Esme was awake; her story still floating in her eyes.

         I had no idea how much time had passed, but Adri and Luna were right there behind us, fighting for their lives and ours.

         Esme sucked in a long, high breath, like a diver rising for air.

         “Come on,” she said. “They need us.”
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            Chapter Nineteen

            FIGHT

         

         “You good?” I called out to Adri.

         He was running, using the rope and his expanding and contracting shield as defensive weapons, distractions, and a way to slide around the field. This way, he kept the dragon on the move, while Luna blinded it with flashes of light from her palms.

         “Sure,” Adri grinned. “Just getting my steps in.”

         I stifled a laugh.

         Luna was less than impressed.

         “We planning on doing this all day?” she barked.

         “I vote No,” I said weakly.

         “Why did no one tell me we get a vote?” Adri threw himself across the arena, skidding just past the dragon’s snapping jaws. 236

         The trash-machines packing the stands roared at the near miss.

         “At least they’re having fun,” I said to no one because no one was listening.

         I helped Esme to her feet. In the middle of the chaos, Luna met her eyes with relief.

         “I’m okay!” Esme answered her unasked question, steadying herself on my arm for a second, then letting go.

         “Thank you,” Luna called across to me warmly.

         Then she snapped back to business, blinding the raging dragon with a new blast of light. “Now go free Martí and Kendi!”

         So, while Luna and Adri tried not to get eaten, Esme and I ran to get Martí and Kendi awake and detached from the columns.

         We needed to hurry because the dragon was changing.

         Its head and face were covered with a series of moving metal plates. Suddenly, those plates shifted in different directions, like branches stretching from the trunk of a tree. The left side grew into the grunting head, powerful jaws and crushing arms of a bear. From the right side, came the head and 237shoulders of a spotted leopard with snarling, razor-sharp teeth. And in the middle, the dragon’s flat-nosed, fork-tongued face.

         “Look out!” Luna warned, warding off one of the heads with her bamboo sticks.

         The bear snapped one of them in half with its paws.

         “Really?” she asked, sucking her teeth and grabbing a shield, clicking it into place on her wristband.

         I dove into Martí and then Kendi’s memories. It felt like hours but was really less than a minute before they were both free.

         The dragon-bear-leopard was still wreaking havoc in the arena.

         “Yup. Just what we needed. More of this thing!” Adri shouted, trying to keep the snapping heads at bay. My mouth dropped open as he moved seamlessly between muay thai and other martial arts I couldn’t name. I had almost forgotten his gift.

         “That guy’s good,” a newly-free Martí noted, adjusting the pink headband around her afro-puffs as she took it all in … the fight, the dragon, the arena.

         She seemed unfazed by the scene in front of her, as if she’d seen worse. I wondered what kinds of tests the Council had put them through before and what 238they’d done to survive.

         Now Martí stretched her neck from side to side and bounced lightly on the balls of her feet, loosening her limbs like a prizefighter. She cracked her knuckles, ready to jump in.

         It was great to have another fighter awake, but after coming out of a deep dive into her memories, I needed to check that she was okay.

         “Had a nice rest?” I asked with a straight face.

         Martí stared at me as if I were crazy. When she realised that I was joking, she laughed her most raucous, head back, body-shaking laugh.

         “Eres chistosa pues! The mattress was a bit hard … and made of trash, so no. Pero, soy lista. I’m ready to put that thing over there to sleep.”

         “Okay, but be careful,” I warned, getting out of her way.

         Martí clearly didn’t scare easily. Kendi, on the other hand, clinging to Esme, was shaking in his boots like me. I just did a better job of hiding it.

         “Come,” I told him, imitating Luna’s ‘orders not requests’ approach.

         I put an arm around his scrawny shoulders and heard his teeth jackhammer. 239

         “It’ll be okay,” I comforted him while Esme checked on Martí.

         “H-h-how?” he stammered, pointing out our three-headed dragon problem with wide eyes.

         The dragon-bear-leopard roared like a screeching train, lashing out with its sinewy body and heads. Esme, Kendi, and I ducked to avoid the flying debris that made up its scales and tail. Adri and Luna went skidding on their backs through the dust and trash.

         “Time for backup,” Martí said grimly. Her heart-shaped face, sparkling eyes, and crooked grin began to look much more formidable than cute.

         In front of my eyes, her skin hardened and darkened to a perfect shade of black. Her legs and arms flattened and segmented, growing spiky hairs. Lastly, her head, chest and body curved and separated into three armoured sections. My mouth fell open.

         Martí had transformed into an insect I’d never seen at that size, with shiny black armor, a hard frill like a triceratops, and two huge, curved horns.

         “Yeah!” I cheered.

         Esme and Kendi high-fived.

         Even though it was only about one third of the dragon’s size, Martí was now the biggest rhinoceros 240beetle I had ever seen. Most importantly, I knew from Da that this insect, aka the Hercules beetle was, in relation to its size, the second strongest animal in the world, able to lift up to 850 times its own weight.

         As if to prove it, the Martí beetle lowered her horns and charged the three-headed dragon, sending it sliding into the side of the field, to the deafening jeers of the packed stands.

         Adri and Luna picked themselves up. They looked as shaky and dusty as I felt.

         “Martí can’t stay that size for long!” Luna warned. “Find somewhere to hide!”

         Esme and I grabbed Kendi and ran to the opposite end of the field from the still-stunned dragon.

         “In here!” I yelled, pointing to a gap in a tall pile of trash.

         Kendi slid in first, then Esme.

         “Okay, come on!” she waved me in, but I couldn’t join them.

         This spot wasn’t safe enough. They were too exposed. I had an idea.

         “Your packs!” I shouted.

         “Why?” Esme wondered, as I turned back to the arena. 241

         “You want to die?” Kendi shook his head at my foolishness like an old man.

         I ignored them and dashed back over the field for our backpacks. Inside, each one had about two or three shields shrunk to the size of discs. I grabbed as many as I could.

         “What are you doing?” Luna called out, as she and Adri grabbed rope from the packs, while Martí, in giant beetle form, stood guard over the prostrate dragon.

         I didn’t have time to answer, but I could already tell that tying up the dragon’s mouth or limbs wasn’t going to last long. I dug around in the other packs, looking over my shoulder every second to keep an eye on the beast.

         At first, its bear, leopard and dragon heads were dazed from being slammed into the side of the arena. But now the metal plates were moving again, absorbing all three heads into one large serpent-like face with a whip-like tongue. In a flash, it was back up and charging toward Martí’s rhinoceros beetle form.

         Luna and Adri ran toward it with ropes, but it was too late. Martí lowered her horns and braced for impact, but the dragon only picked up speed, rolling 242into a ball of solid metal and raising the flaps on its back so that they looked like spikes.

         “Look out!” I yelled uselessly.

         Luna and Adri jumped out of the way just in time.

         Crack!

         I could hear the impact as the dragon-sized bowling ball connected with Martí’s rhinoceros beetle shell.

         She went flying upside-down and landed hard on her back; her insect legs weakly beating the air.

         I froze, trying to remember how hard the rhinoceros beetle’s shell was; convincing myself that she’d be okay.

         As the dragon slithered toward her, Luna and Adri leapt in, keeping it at bay with Luna’s blinding rays and Adri’s fighting skills.

         “Have … to … find … a … weakness …” Adri shouted through gritted teeth, doing some capoeira kicks and spins to evade the dragon’s jabs.

         My stomach dropped. “Guys! Martí’s shrinking!” I warned.

         And she was … fading down to a quarter of her size. She was no match for the dragon like this. Quickly, I jumped back into action. 243

         “Luna! Your stick!”

         Luna hesitated, then tossed me her bamboo rod.

         “Here!” I ordered, shaking off the shock that she was actually listening to me.

         While Adri distracted the dragon, I pushed the bamboo gently between Martí’s shell and the ground. Hopefully, this would work as a lever.

         “One, two …” Luna and I pressed down on the stick together with all our strength.

         After three or four tries, Martí flipped over and back onto her six spiky legs. Thankfully, she was still moving and in one piece.

         “Great!” Adri gave us a thumbs-up, barely avoiding a huge swing of the dragon’s clubbed tail. “Now, some help pleeeeease!” He jumped on the tail, lassoed it with rope, and held on like a cowboy at a rodeo.

         Before we could move to help him, Martí shrunk even more.

         “You can’t stay like this!” Luna told her.

         She was right: it was time for Martí to change back to herself before she got seriously hurt.

         Instead, the beetle looked at us with one of its round black eyes, as if there was something it was trying to say. 244

         The dragon roared, trying to buck Adri off its tail. Luna skated toward him as he held on for dear life. I looked around for somewhere soft for them to land. Then, without warning, with a whir of her wings, Martí flew up and into the dragon’s wide-open mouth.

         I shouted in shock. Luna turned and ran toward me as the dragon slid in my direction. I was stuck to the spot, deaf to the roars of the trash-machine crowd. What had Martí done? Why had she let herself be eaten? Had she just given up?

         At the last second, Luna shoved me out of the way of the dragon’s snapping jaws. She stuck her bamboo stick into its mouth, propping it open.

         “Martí!” she screamed. The bamboo rod snapped as the dragon reared above us.

         “No!” Adri tried to scramble up the dragon’s spiky metal tail.

         Luna pulled herself up to her full length and closed her eyes. I couldn’t look away from the gears and joints inside the dragon’s jaws. Its broken-glass teeth and many points of discarded metal shone brightly in the sun. I hoped it would be over quickly for me like it was for Martí. 245

         Just before the dragon’s jaws snapped around us, they froze in mid-air. The dragon coughed, blasting us with its trash-flavoured breath. I gagged but kept moving, grabbing Luna’s arm and dragging her out of the way.

         “Hey!” Luna protested as I crashed her ‘noble warrior facing death’ moment.

         “Sorry!” I cried. “Not sorry!”

         I yanked Luna away from the dragon as it went into a fit of coughing. It curled and uncurled in discomfort, then sat down with a confused look.

         Too much dust from the trash? Allergies? Indigestion?

         I had no idea and didn’t want to find out.

         “Come on!” I hurried Adri off its drooping tail.

         We stared at the twisting dragon with a mix of confusion, grief, and rage; still reeling from Martí’s loss.

         One thing was for sure, we couldn’t stay here.

         “Let’s move!”

         Now, I was the one shoving both Luna and Adri to safety. Or at least to a safer spot than this.

         “Guys!’ Luna pointed, arm shaking.

         I couldn’t help but see. 246

         “Gross,” Adri groaned.

         With lots of writhing and wretching, the dragon reared back, fuel-like slime dripping green from its mouth.

         Then it coughed up what looked like a large plastic ball.
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            Chapter Twenty

            OUT

         

         I stared at the ball the dragon had just thrown up.

         “No way,” Adri breathed.

         Luna shrieked, sprinting forward.

         There, inside the life-sized, slime-covered bubble ball was a slim, studious boy with dreadlocks and cracked, blue-rimmed glasses.

         “Bogle!” Luna ran toward him.

         Joy ran through me, then concern. How long had he been in this hamster ball in the dragon’s stomach? Thankfully, through the clear plastic, he seemed okay.

         Luna grabbed a knife from her belt and started cutting him loose.

         As if on cue, the dragon coughed again, spitting up a second ball. In it, was a tall muscular boy with 248perfectly coiffed hair.

         “Shui Li!” Luna cried, using her knife to free them both.

         Adri held back. I figured he wasn’t sure how they would respond, since he’d betrayed them back at the Ostrich Labs.

         I ran over to help them, just in time to hear the whir of tiny wings.

         Suddenly, Martí was standing next to me, as her own girl self, helping Luna to break open the thick plastic, ventilated with small holes, wrapped around Bogle and Shui Li.

         The dragon seemed out of it, at least for the moment. It had thrown up a lot for one day.

         To my surprise, Luna grabbed Bogle, Shui Li, Martí and me in a huge, all-encompassing hug.

         Adri kept one eye on the dragon and one eye on Bogle, who gave him a ‘Don’t-think-I-forget-you’ frown.

         “Martí!” I stuttered, “we thought you were gone!”

         “No,” she answered with a mischievous grin. “Just looking for weaknesses inside that thing! Then I found these guys and had to get them out.”

         Shui Li bent over trying to catch his breath, but 249Bogle was scanning the stadium, field, columns, and crowd – all scattered with trash and the remains of different machines.

         “I have an idea,” he offered.

         Already? He’d just been half-digested. What could he possibly have in mind?

         Before I could find out, Luna grabbed the front of my shirt. “Esme and Kendi, remember?” She pointed over to the other side of the field, at their not-so-great hiding place.

         “Right!” I grabbed up the small discs I’d collected from the backpacks and rushed back over to where they were.

         “Mm, still here! Thanks for asking,” Esme growled accusingly, but Kendi focused on what I had in my hands.

         “Give me,” he said and began clicking the discs open into shields.

         They could expand to different sizes, but fully opened, each shield was wide and tall enough to cover most of us from the knees up.

         With Esme’s help, we attached them one to the other, in a honeycomb shape, by their magnetic undersides: the part that would normally attach to 250our wristbands.

         Soon, Esme and Kendi were behind a wall made of shields, blocking the way into the trash pile. There was just one loose end: I was still outside.

         “Okay,” Esme grudgingly approved, “now get in!”

         “Stay still,” I shushed her from the other side of the wall, camouflaging it with more trash.

         Just as I was finishing, Esme gurgled something I couldn’t make out, but I heard Kendi yell, “Duck!”

         I did and felt something ‘Whoosh!’ over me, barely missing my head. I scrambled back against the outside of the shield wall, to see a metal dragon the size of a pigeon rise up in the air.

         Across the field, in front of my eyes, the dragon was falling apart. Or was it? No. It was splitting itself up into smaller flying and crawling creatures, each with its own head, legs, and in some cases, arms, tails, and wings. Each of the creatures was unique in its shape and parts. Some seemed quite beautiful as they curled out toward us – a miniature work of trash art – but they all had threatening teeth and claws.

         Their sudden appearance sent the machine-crowd wild. The air filled with sounds: clacking, clamouring, baying, banging, wheezing, tapping, 251crunching, clicking, popping, booming, hissing, whistling and more.

         Shui Li, Luna, Martí and Adri danced back-to-back in whirling and shifting pairs, using their powers of water, light, metamorphosis, and martial arts, to fight the swarm of mini creatures all around them.

         But wait. Where was Bogle?

         I didn’t have time to worry about him for long. The pigeon-sized dragon and a couple of its friends flew toward me, ready to strike.

         “Zo!” Esme warned.

         “Yup! I see!” I grabbed a metal stick from the nearby trash, but I was no match for all of the mini dragons.

         As they closed in, I heard a scream like a war cry.

         It was Kendi, of all people, bursting out from the fortress we’d built, with a shield in his hands. Esme ran beside him and they both roared at the top of their lungs.

         What was Kendi screaming?

         “Shields! Shields!”

         Right. I grabbed up one next to me and braced for the creatures’ attack.

         Weirdly, Kendi and Esme’s shields were the wrong 252way around, with the inner sides facing out. I didn’t have time to figure out why.

         Snap! Bang! The small metal dragon slammed into Kendi’s shield, but once there, it seemed strangely stuck, talons clawing the air.

         The same thing happened to a three-tailed, sharp-toothed metal manicou stuck onto Esme’s shield.

         Then I saw what Kendi had figured out without the rest of us.

         “Magnets!” he shouted, giving a gap-toothed grin I had never seen before.

         The back of each shield was magnetic. These creatures were made of metal. It was an irresistible combination.

         “Guys! Trap them on the other side of the shields!” Kendi called out in a ringing voice I didn’t even know he had.

         “Heads up!”

         Esme and I grabbed as many shields as we could from the wall we’d built and tossed them to the other kids. They grabbed the rest from their backpacks.

         Bang! Ping! Splat! All around the arena, the small but dangerous creatures came sliding and sticking onto the magnetic side of the shields. 253

         The trash-machines in the crowd were too far from us and too large to be sucked in by magnets, but they registered their protests with boos and horns.

         I ignored them, as more of the mini dragons and other creatures from the former dragon’s parts, slithered, skittered, and flew toward us.

         There were so many of them. Soon, our shields were covered. We couldn’t trap them all.

         Esme, Kendi and I ran to join the others. The seven of us formed a circle facing outward, with broken pieces of metal, sticks, ropes, trash, backpacks, and anything we could grab, in our hands. The remaining metal-mites, as I was calling them now in my head, closed in on us with rattling tails and snapping jaws.

         This was it. Our last stand.

         Then, out of nowhere, Bogle jumped between them and us, spraying fire from his mouth and hands. Wait. What? I squeezed my eyes closed and opened them again. Bogle, with his gift of seeing the world in a different way and making inventions from the things around him, had found the parts and fuel in this trash-field to make two massive fire blowers.

         He used them now to great effect, blasting the incoming metal creatures with red-hot flames. 254

         “Down!” he shouted as we cheered.

         We hit the ground as he threw one of the fire-blowers to Luna and they went to town, warding off the creatures. Soon, the stadium erupted in chaos. Some of the metal-mites weren’t made only of metal, but pieces of plastic, unrecycled glass and paper as well. These parts lit on fire and, as the mites flew wildly into the stands, they spread fire through the trash-machine crowd.

         Fire-alarms blared, and lights flashed as trash-machines and metal-mites rushed madly for the exits, ignoring Cap’n Peg’s disembodied voice on the loudspeaker repeating, “This is an emergency. Kindly proceed in an orderly fashion to the nearest exit.”

         When none of the machines seemed to listen, but instead were crawling, flying, climbing, and scrambling across the seats and up the aisles, the tone of Cap’n Peg’s announcement quickly shifted.

         “Kindly proceed … Okay, fine. I done eh! I tell you to proceed in ah orderly fashion to the nearest exit. But if you want to run like mad ants, run!”

         “Yay!” we cheered as trash-machines rushed for the exits. Esme and Martí high-fived each other and I gave Adri a huge hug. He hugged me back, shaking 255with exhaustion. Only Kendi and Shui Li were quiet.

         Luna and Bogle sprayed fire, laughing. The dragon was gone; the metal-mites toast. The trash-machines were fleeing the stadium. Finally, after all these losses, we’d won.

         With a ‘shhhhh’, sprinklers went off in the stands and on the field, but the fire still raged out of control.

         “Guys,” Shui Li interrupted, “They’re getting hurt.”

         Bogle and Luna stopped blasting the fire-throwers, as we looked up into the stands. The cheers died in my throat.

         All around us and in the stands, machines were limping, falling, and bursting into flames.

         “It’s not stopping,” Kendi whispered as the fire spread.

         We needed to get out quickly, before there was no way out.

         “The tunnel!” I shouted, but nobody moved.

         I took in what they were seeing.

         The trash-machines were in a panic in the stands. I could see their terror as they tried to escape the blazing heat and thick, belching smoke. Their cries sounded like animals caught in a trap.

         The look on our faces changed from triumph to 256shame. Bogle and Luna dropped the fire-throwers from their hands under Kendi’s clear-eyed gaze.

         “We have to do something,” Esme whispered.

         “Claro,” Martí agreed, looking to Luna for answers.

         “But what?” Kendi asked.

         Adri nodded. Luna looked lost.

         I didn’t know what to do. Things had gotten way out of control.

         “Already on it,” a confident voice broke in.

         We turned to see Shui Li standing quietly in the middle of the arena, not caring about the sprinklers messing up his hair. He closed his eyes and slowly raised his hands on either side of his chest, palms up, fingers open, as if about to give a gift, or receive one.

         For a second, nothing happened. Then there was a rumbling under the stadium. The ground shook. And the sprinklers burst open into geysers. Water rushed up from underground pipes and even, it seemed, from aquifers deep below the surface.

         We looked around, amazed. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

         Shui Li kept his eyes closed and his hands open, calling the water to him. Water shot up into the air from the field and raced down the stands. Water upon 257water, running on every side, putting the fires out.

         “Shui!” After a while, Luna’s voice snapped us to high alert.

         Shui Li’s eyes flew open. With the fire gone, the remaining machines had quickly exited the stadium. Those who couldn’t move were airlifted out by the helicopter-like drones that had brought Adri and I here.

         But no one came for us …

         Standing there, surrounded by the high smooth walls around the field and the towering rows of stands, it hit us that the arena was shaped like a fishbowl, and we were at the bottom of it.

         I looked around with fear fluttering in my throat. This fishbowl was filling water.

         “Make it stop!” Adri shouted as water rushed past our legs and started rising.

         Shui Li looked around helplessly. “I can’t!”

         As if a dam outside of the stadium had broken in answer to Shui Li’s gift, water rushed over the sides of the arena, down the stands and onto the field. Water blasted through the tunnel with a vengeance. There was nowhere left to go.

         “Hold on to something!” Esme called out, as the 258water reached my waist, then my chest.

         We each tried to grab something around us that could help keep us afloat, but there weren’t that many options. Adri swam over to help Kendi, as we all began to tread water.

         Was the Council really going to leave us here? It seemed so. There was no Yara, or Cap’n Peg to be seen. The entire arena was deserted.

         I looked down as the water kept rising. We could no longer touch the bottom.

         “We have to get out of here,” Adri warned, “now!”

         He was right, but how?

         Esme looked gently at Luna and a shadow fell over her face.

         My thoughts sank. We were going to drown. It was only a matter of time.

         I thought about my parents, like I had over the last few days, wondering if they even realized I was gone. Or was Ms. K keeping that under wraps as well while they were away, just like she’d hidden the Council’s spyglass for me to find? Maybe she’d told them that I was in one of my moods and didn’t want to talk with them, every time they called to see if I was okay.

         Sadly, from the way I’d been behaving, I could see 259why they would believe her.

         So many secrets. I felt sick to my stomach. If I never came back, they wouldn’t even know what had really happened to me. What lie would she tell them then? That I’d gone swimming in the Bocas and drowned? I thought of Tayo growing up without his big sister, of Jake never realizing that I thought he was cool, of Mum and Da not knowing who I really was.

         I bit back the tears. Why add to the water all around me?

         “You’re bigger than this Zo,” my Mum would say years ago when she, Da and I were still together, and it was just us … On mornings, I would wait, fidgeting, for her to come back from an extra-long, overnight painting session in her studio. I’d barely eat the breakfast Da had made before leaving for work in the wee hours of the morning. And when Mum appeared, rushing in with her drawn face and dark circles under her eyes, I would pretend that I was angry she was late, when I was really just relieved that she had come back.

         I’d be there, tossing my schoolbag on my back when she came through the door. And I would want to say, “I know you and Da are arguing all the time 260now and I’m scared.”

         But instead, I’d screw up my face. “Great. Late again!”

         Mum would be in her overalls stained with paint. She’d smile sadly and say, “I’m sorry Z,” and pretend to dab a bit of blue on my nose.

         “You know love,” she’d whisper, her eyes trying to find mine, “we’re bigger than this.”

         But were we? Was I? In the end, they’d gotten a divorce. Da was working and living far away. Then Mum and Jake met and I had a new brother, Tayo.

         Endings and beginnings … I tried to snap myself out of my thoughts.

         Smoke wafted through the stadium. The wall that separated the field from the stands was still too high and steep to climb, while water kept rising around us in the sunken arena. We were trapped.

         Shui Li was still trying to use his power to make the water stop flowing, but I could see from his face that he was spent. No one, not even Esme, was talking. Everyone used their energy to tread water. Adri was helping Kendi as best he could. It didn’t look like we were going to make it.

         “Just because something’s over, doesn’t mean it’s 261the end,” I could hear Da say. “Come on, Zo, don’t give up.”

         But I was tired of swimming; tired of trying to stay afloat.

         I could see that the others were tired too. None of us could last much longer.

         Unexpectedly, we were arrested by the most beautiful sound, like songbirds calling each other home at dusk.

         I spun around in shock. It was coming from Kendi. As Adri helped him stay above the water, he was singing.

         We all stared at Kendi with our mouths half-open: this skinny, blue-black, beautiful boy, singing past his fear and ours.

         Esme was the one who saw them first.

         “Look!” she cried.

         I blinked at her, confused. Then I looked up and saw them coming: a phalanx of birds flying our way.

         “Kendi, you called them!” Luna and Bogle shouted.

         “¡Eso, pano!” Martí swam over to pound Kendi’s back, nearly choking him.

         Adri held him up, tiredness slipping from his face.

         I waved my arms like an air traffic controller, 262calling “Here! Over here!”

         Kendi scanned the sky: his eyes gleaming like stars. “I kept calling, but I didn’t know if there were any birds around here. I didn’t know if they could hear me.”

         “But what are they carrying?” Luna murmured.

         Beneath the birds was a golden light.

         As they drew closer, we could see the cloud of birds of all shapes and sizes, holding ropes in their beaks and feet. The ropes were tied to a thin golden shape – the outline of a dragon in flight: another Dragon Door.

         Our joy and relief mixed with fear.

         The birds stopped overhead; their wings beating the air like fans. Still holding on to the ropes, they lowered the door gently toward us. It was taller and wider than all of us.

         Inside the glowing dragon outline was a shimmering, shifting mist. It was this or stay in the water.

         Together, we swam toward the door and clambered in.
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            Chapter Twenty-One

            BACK

         

         Suddenly, we were back in Dragon Hall being blow-dried by vents somewhere in the walls. Somehow, our wristbands were gone. I rubbed my wrists and looked around me.

         This was the place Mr. Yancy had dragged me to, on Yara’s orders, inside the invisible Council school on Dragon Mouth Island. We were in the Big House, in the long, arched hall lined with dragon doors of all kinds.

         We stared at the doors. There were hundreds of them, dragons adorning each one, their eyes glinting in their own cold light. I could see the doors’ intricate workmanship: fierce dragons with yawning jaws, comical dragons with goofy grins, some 264holding orbs or clutching swords, each representing a different culture in the past or present, from all around the world.

         The details were mesmerizing: complex texts hiding within the metalwork, symbols and inscriptions winding around the dragons’ wings. Every door was unique and beautiful. The carvings on each door had an ancient quality to them: designs worn by time, etched in gold.

         However, my admiration for the doors’ beauty gave way to a nagging anxiety. What did those symbols mean? What secrets and places did they hold, like the ones we’d just survived? Most of all, what did the Council have waiting for us behind these closed doors? My heart pounded in my ears. I couldn’t take much more of this.

         Out of nowhere, Cap’n Peg’s hologram appeared in mid-air. I jumped. Next to me, Adri straightened up with a sharp breath. The others rustled and were still. All I could think was, ‘Here it comes.’

         Cap’n Peg had lost her trademark cackle and was looking at us with something like pity.

         That could never be good.

         “Well, ducklings,” she croaked, clearly referring to 265our recent swim. “Now that you light a fire under we backsides and nearly smoke me out, is time for your last and final test!”

         She moved from one of us to the other with her red, robotic eye, swivelling it from side to side. The patches over her eyes looked like they belonged to a deranged and deadly pirate.

         I held my breath, waiting to see what was coming next; scared to even look at the others around me.

         Cap’n Peg dropped her voice until we leaned forward: “And speaking of last … or first. Whoever gets through the door at the end of this hall first, gets one wish fulfilled by the Council.”

         Disbelief and hope ran through my body.

         I could see the other children picturing themselves leaving this place and going home. I did the same. I could practically feel my Mum’s joy, coming back from Barbados to find me safe and sound, not even knowing what I had been through.

         “Is this for real?” Luna burst out.

         “Little girl, I look like I playing with you?” Cap’n Peg bristled. “That is what they tell me. That is the deal.” She tapped her robotic leg, “But there’s just one thing …” 266

         Martí groaned, “¡Por supuesto!” while Shui Li and Bogle muttered angrily.

         Cap’n Peg ignored them. “If you win the race, you get to choose. Either you make one wish for yourself that can’t be used for everyone here, or you ask for this whole group to pass today and graduate out of school.”

         The room buzzed as what she was saying sank in.

         Cap’n Peg’s robotic eye moved from one of us to the other like a laser.

         “No more tests,” she grinned. “No chance of failing and being turned into …” she cut her eyes at me. “Well, you know what.”

         I thought of Alice-Ann, the girl in Yara’s office, reduced to a white, furry pet.

         Hope, mistrust, fear, and longing raced across our faces.

         “So let me get this straight,” Esme interrupted with a nauseous look. “We could all graduate … today. Or the winner could wish to get out of here for themselves, and that’s it! The rest of us are stuck here?”

         “Exactly.” Luna stared at Adri with a mixture of fear and distrust.

         He was in his own world. I knew that he had only 267one thing on his mind. From the iron look on his face, it hadn’t changed. My stomach flipped. Despite everything we’d been through together, despite the memory that we were friends, one thing would always come first for him: freeing his parents from the Council.

         I thought of trying to convince him that if we could get through this task together, all of us would help him find his parents and fight to free them. But I could tell there was zero chance of him listening. He didn’t even look at me. He was set on reaching the door first, no matter what.

         I could feel the others sizing him up and coming to the same conclusion.

         “Finally, you get it!” Cap’n Peg’s hologram chimed in. “You all a bit smarter than I thought.” She began to fade. “Now, on the count of three. One …”

         Luna’s face hardened. Esme tensed. Marti cracked her knuckles. Shui Li stretched. Bogle scuffed one sneaker on the floor.

         “Two …” Cap’n Peg intoned.

         “Guys,” Kendi asked quietly. “Please don’t do this. Divide and conquer. Don’t you see what they’re trying to do?” 268

         I got ready.

         Cap’n Peg thundered, “Three!” and was gone.

         Immediately, Adri was off. Everyone except Kendi raced after him down the hall, toward the giant door at the end. Kendi sat right where he was, curling his head in his hands.

         It’s okay, I told myself. When I won, I’d choose for everyone to graduate. That helped Kendi too.

         The problem was, Adri was pulling ahead.

         “No!” I shouted.

         If he got to the door first, we were all doomed. Who knew what Yara and the Council would do to us then? I saw flashes of Alice-Ann’s red hair fading to white fur; the horror as her ears grew twitchy and long. I wondered if her mind was a rabbit’s now. Or worse, if she was still herself inside, a girl trapped forever in a rabbit’s body.

         “Adri, stop!” I screamed.

         Everyone seemed to have the same idea. Bogle pulled out a device from inside one of his sleeves and aimed it at Adri’s head.

         “A war this!” he shouted, as blinding flashes shot out of the device.

         For a moment, none of us could see, but no one 269stopped. We kept running full speed down the corridor, bumping into each other along the way.

         When I could see again, Adri was still ahead. Somehow, Bogle had missed him.

         Meanwhile, Martí had transformed into a black hornet called a ‘marabunta’ in Trinidad. With a loud ‘Bzzz!’ she divebombed Adri’s face and arms, peppering him with vicious stings. He howled in pain as bumps reddened his skin, but he managed to protect his eyes and keep running.

         Taking advantage of the distraction, we sprinted towards the door, trying to knock him out of the way.

         Suddenly, Adri swung his arms and legs faster than I’d ever seen, like a fast-forwarded version of kung fu, knocking the marabunta Martí out of the air. She slammed against the other side of the corridor so hard that she was knocked back into her own shape. Her body was at an awkward angle; slumped against the wall with her eyes closed.

         “Martí!” Shui Li cried, running to see if she was okay.

         Bogle and Esme hesitated, looking back with concern, but I told myself that Martí was fine; that I’d seen her take worse hits than this.

         Luna and I kept going, pressing toward Adri. He 270was so close to the door at the end now, just a few strides away, but I was close to him too.

         I knew what I had to do. Despite everything Esme had shown me, despite everything she’d said, I needed to go into Adri’s memory. Once in there, I could bring back his memories of our time together, our friendship, all of it, and make him understand that we needed to work together to free ourselves first. Then we could help his parents.

         I sprinted after him with Luna on my heels. I could feel a jackhammer in my chest, hear her ragged breath, and see the sweat pouring down Adri’s neck.

         He looked back at me, still running. So close … I reached out my hand.

         As I grabbed his arm, Adri pressed something in his hand. A net came shooting out. With a jolt of energy, it froze all of us in place, except him, just like it had when the suits captured us near the ostrich nest.

         Adri smiled harshly at Luna but looked at me with regret.

         “I’m sorry Zo, I have to do this.”

         This was it. He was right there. He’d won.

         But not yet … Before he could pull his arm out of mine, I leaped into Adri’s memory.
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            Chapter Twenty-Two

            GIVE

         

         I stood in front of the metal door in Adri’s mind, that locked away his memories of Samaan Bay. I threw myself on the round vault-like handle, but it didn’t move an inch.

         “No!” Adri rushed up to me and tried to push me away.

         I fought him tooth and nail.

         “Zo, leave now! You shouldn’t be here.”

         He tried to keep me away from the door with his long arms, while making sure not to hurt me.

         Then I remembered the keywords.

         “Lila, Sarun, Mai, Pa!” I yelled as Adri begged me to stop.

         Looking straight into his eyes, I shouted. “Zo!” 272

         The door cracked open, and some memories flew out like mist. Then it slammed shut again like before.

         I rushed over to the memories that had escaped, while Adri sank down to the floor.

         “Why are you doing this?” he whispered. “Some things I want to forget.”

         “Like what?” I peered into the memory in front of me.

         Adri and his parents climbed into a small motorboat at a wooden jetty. His dad untied the boat and they took off. I recognised the old jetty and rocky beach at Samaan Bay. I saw Adri’s silver water-shoes and green swimming trunks. He and his parents all had bald heads: their hair shaved and donated to celebrate his mum’s remission.

         I had been in this memory before, when Adri and I first met, but never this early in their boat-ride. I’d only seen when the trip was already underway, just before the accident caused by the Council.

         Now I could tell why Adri wanted this memory to stay locked away …

         He was quarreling with his parents, arguing about their move to the U.S.

         “We did it for you too!” his dad pleaded. 273

         Adri shouted, “But I don’t want this! I don’t want to stay there. Now that Mum’s well, we can come back to stay. I want to come home. Back to Trinidad!”

         I could feel the rage rise off him like heat. Beneath it was a gaping loneliness that I recognised as well.

         “What about your new friends?” his mother asked, worry lining her face.

         “I have no friends,” Adri screamed. “I have no one. But what would you know? You’re never around!”

         She stared at him, pale.

         He looked out at the sea. “I’m sorry Mai. I know you’ve been sick. It’s just …”

         His dad steered the boat sharply back toward shore. “Okay Adri, that’s enough. Let’s head back, have something to eat, and talk through this calmly.”

         “No!” Adri insisted. “We’ve come this far. I want to see the cove. Let’s keep going.”

         “You sure?” his mum asked quietly, looking at his dad. “Yes.” Adri snapped. “We’re here, right?” His head dropped. “Who knows when we’ll be here again.”

         “Okay,” his dad sighed. “Let’s go.”

         The scene froze. Adri stood next to me in his memory, dressed in the khaki overalls we’d been 274given back at the Ostrich Labs.

         “You see,” he cried, clenching his fists. “It was me! My fault they ended up in the accident. My fault they were taken by the Council. They wanted to go back to shore, but I said no. And one of the last things I did was fight with them …”

         The agony on his face was almost too much to bear.

         So that’s why he’d been willing to sacrifice us all for his parents. Not just out of love, but out of guilt.

         “Adri,” I murmured. “It’s not your fault.”

         He wasn’t listening. Other memories of his parents swung across his mind. I caught glimpses of his family celebrating each birthday with homegrown flowers, feasts of Punjabi and Parsi dishes, and books carefully chosen as gifts.

         I saw them at Las Cuevas beach together, swatting sandflies and running, screeching, into the calm green water, cold at first until his mother sapped his head.

         I saw filmi movie nights strewn with popcorn and handsewn blankets, when his dad broke out into off-key singing, and they pushed the chairs aside for a living-room dance party.

         There were moments filled with so much love and joy, it hit me again how much Adri must miss them. 275

         And while he missed his parents, I missed him. Somewhere behind that locked door was his memory of me and our time in Samaan Bay; of the friendship we’d built together. If I could just get it open, get him to remember me fully, I could stop him from fighting me and the others. I could get him to work together with us to get out of this test and work out a plan to free his parents, the better way.

         My way was better … right?

         As Adri stared at the rolling memories of his family, I stifled my own guilt.

         I pushed hard against the door to Adri’s memories that the Council had locked away, but it wouldn’t open. It felt like I was banging on an immovable wall. No matter how hard I pushed, it wouldn’t give way.

         Even saying the keywords this time didn’t work. It wasn’t just what the Council had done. Adri had locked these memories away too.

         A feeling of hopelessness washed over me.

         Tears ran down Adri’s face as he stared at the memories of his parents. He really was willing to give up anything to be with them again, even a part of himself. I could tell that he loved them so much. At the same time, they loved him too – their only 276son. What wouldn’t they give to free him from this prison?

         It was then that I remembered something Da had always taught me about love. “For God so loved the world,” he would quote, “that he gave His only Son …”

         That was it … Giving was one of the things that grew from love; not forcing Adri to do what I wanted him to do.

         I took a deep breath and turned away from the locked door to face my friend.

         Instead of trying to force the door open and unlock his lost memories, I began to share my memories with him.

         I showed him camping trips with my Da: seeing manatee pop their fat, grey, bald heads just above the water, as we rode a boat through the Nariva Swamp. I shared the smell of pine cones, earth, and wet leaves, as Da and I hiked through the Trinity Hills, watching a family of quenk go down to the river for a drink. A flock of green and yellow parrots squawked goodnight in the trees. Da and I sat by the campfire we’d built, as sparks flew upward, singing songs and telling stories until the stars shone brighter 277than hundreds of fireflies overhead.

         I showed Adri evenings when Jake read aloud to Baby Tayo, his small face shifting from excited to amazed as he heard tales of faraway wonders. On the old table nearby, carved with my first attempts at writing, Mum taught me the art of blending paint. I could still see the new colours emerging from the old; feel the soft brush strokes on paper. I showed him how the paint seemed to move under my mother’s hands, as if gifted with its own kind of life.

         Then I showed Adri my memories of us in the forest, so many moons ago …Tough things too. Like how impatient I’d been with him on our trek through the woods; how scared I’d been at the thought of even trying to find his parents and how much I had just wanted to get out of there as quickly as possible, away from the strange creatures that were hunting us.

         I showed him how I’d hidden my terror with anger and acting like I knew what to do, when really, I’d been just as lost as he was.

         I took him back to the night in the samaan tree when we’d finally talked. He had told me about his mum fighting cancer, and I’d told him how much I missed Da since my parents’ divorce. As we’d shared 278the parts of ourselves that we thought made us weak, that was when we’d truly become friends.

         Then I showed him the pit we’d found ourselves in days later, hanging over the Flesh-skinner I’d learned to fear. How when I was too tired to fight anymore, when I’d given up and begged him to leave me, he hadn’t let go, but had helped me get free and find the rope to climb to safety.

         Now it was my turn to return the favour.

         I felt the power of those memories wash over me. As I shared them with Adri, his face began to change. A grief that was hardening in him like concrete, began to melt away.

         Suddenly, next to us, the door to his memories began to glow, like a small spark lit in a dark place.

         Adri stood slowly and turned to face me, looking at my memories in that light.

         Before either of us could speak, the door to his locked memories flew open with a deafening blast, its fragments flying toward us like shrapnel.

         I grabbed him but before we could dive out of the way, the fragments changed into batimamselles: glinting multicoloured dragonflies that flew toward us on translucent wings. 279

         Behind them, Adri’s memories rushed like water through the room, with all the emotions that came with them – sadness, fear, longing, and joy. I held my breath as the wave of memories washed over us and out to reclaim their rightful places in his mind.

         Finally, we both took a deep breath. A clean scent wafted through his mind like freshly washed clothes, or a room finally open to sunlight and air.

         Adri looked at me and laughed: a loud belly-laugh.

         His face returned to some of the boyishness it once had, mixed with the lessons he’d learned in the past year.

         “Zo,” he hugged me, “I remember! I remember it all!”

         I searched his eyes and saw our friendship alive there again, along with everything Adri had chosen before and since: the journey that only he could choose.

         He flinched as pain passed over his face. “I’m so sorry for what I did Zo … what I’ve been doing.”

         I raised one hand to stop him.

         “I know,” I smiled through tears. “Me too.”

         I released him and dropped out of his mind.

         Immediately, we were back in Dragon Hall, with 280rows of golden doors on either side. I was still frozen in place by the net, along with Luna and the others. Adri stood looking at me.

         He pressed the button and the freeze-net rattled off us and rolled back up into the device in his hand. He put it down on the floor and straightened up slowly with his head high and hands at his side.

         The others shook themselves, as their limbs came back to life.

         Martí opened her eyes slowly.

         “You okay?” Shui Li asked softly, cradling her head.

         “Yes,” she nodded, squeezing his hand. “Claro.”

         Luna tensed, about to lunge toward Adri, when he stopped her in her tracks.

         “I’m sorry, Luna! I’m sorry, all of you.” He raised his empty hands.

         Luna scanned him with narrowed eyes, searching for the truth.

         Her mouth opened slightly, but before she could say a word, Bogle piped up: “Zo. What are you doing?”

         He’d seen me move. It was now or never.

         I turned and threw myself toward the door at the end of the hall. 281

         Adri stared at me in shock.

         Bogle and Luna flung themselves after me, but somehow Esme was closer.

         “Stop her Es!” Luna screamed.

         “No Lu,” I heard Esme say firmly. “I’m going back to get Kendi.”

         After what had happened with her parents, she would never again use her power to compel others. Not even now.

         I had a head start and despite Luna and Bogle’s speed, the freeze-net had made all our limbs weak.

         With one more push, I forced myself forward and hit the handle of the last door with one hand. The door-handle was a diamond-scaled dragon with ruby-red teeth, fighting a lion with kind eyes and a mane like the sun.

         I saw them in slow-motion. Which one would win?

         Then the door opened, and I was through.
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            Chapter Twenty-Three

            WIN

         

         Yara stood in front of me like a bird of prey, her face and body cloaked in shadows, smoke, and flame. I remembered her power to mimic other people she’d seen; changing her face and body, even her voice, to match theirs. She was a shapeshifter, a lagahoo from my Da’s stories. Yet she was also something more: a person both fragile and powerful, terrifying with a hint of tenderness, serious yet with an undercurrent of dry humour, ready to fight for those she loved but tired of having to fight, broken yet undefeatable, full of contradictions.

         I shook my head. The truth was, I had no idea who or what Yara really was, beneath the surface of the tall, ebony-skinned woman in front of me. 283

         Adri and the other children rushed through the open door behind me, saw her and slid to a stop. Terror took over their faces. Once again, they found themselves face to face with their dreaded Headmistress.

         “You,” she called, as if striking iron. “Come.”

         Her hawk eyes pinned me to the spot.

         I took a deep breath and looked around at the others, all stuck in various stages of fear. Even Luna was breathing heavily, arms limp at her sides, trying to figure out what to do next.

         I knew what I had to do.

         I stepped forward, facing Yara, despite my trembling legs. She nodded slightly, dropping her lashes like a veil.

         “As the winner of the last test …” she declared in her bell-like voice. “It is time to decide what you want from the Council.”

         She raised one talon-like hand: “Choose wisely.”

         I breathed in deeply to calm myself down, then said more clearly than I felt: “I know what I want … For Adri and his parents to be together again: safe and free.”

         The breath rushed out of Luna as if she’d been 284punched.

         The room was silent. I couldn’t look at the others, but I could imagine how they might feel.

         Adri’s face twisted in confusion. Clearly, he hadn’t been expecting this.

         Bit by bit, a smile dawned on his face. It made everything, for the moment, seem worth it.

         Yara studied me for several seconds. She gave me a look I couldn’t place. Was it anger, satisfaction, or pity?

         Then with a swish of her heavy skirts, she pronounced: “The Council grants your request.”

         She flung her sharp nails, decorated like icicles now, in the direction of the Dragon Door behind us. The open doorway glazed over, then cleared to reveal Adri’s parents sitting calmly in what looked like a half-empty airport terminal. Somehow, we couldn’t hear any sound and although we could see them, they couldn’t see us.

         Yara explained, “The memory of their stay with the Council has been wiped from their minds. But you,” she jerked her chin in Adri’s direction, “they remember … They think that in the past year, they have recovered from a freak boating accident 285in Samaan Bay. They believe that since then, after leaving Trinidad, they have been in a remote location with you, while your dad picked back up his archaeological research and your mum has been writing a book, thanks to a grant from an eminent international organisation.”

         Yara smiled thinly. “Right now, in fact, they think that you have gone to the bathroom and will soon return. So don’t disappoint,” she ordered.

         Adri took a step forward, his eyes like the sun.

         Then he stopped suddenly and turned back toward me.

         “Thank you,” he said simply.

         Despite the pain in my chest at disappointing the others, I forced myself to smile.

         “I’m glad for you,” I choked. “Now, go.”

         But Adri turned almost angrily to Yara.

         “What about them?” he demanded. “What’s the Council going to do with them now?”

         “Good question.” Yara answered coldly, her eyes passing over each of us in uncomfortable detail.

         I tried to figure out what she meant. Would we all be different-coloured rabbits nibbling grass on the grounds? 286

         At the moment, we were in a corridor at the Big House, with carved fretwork on the walls, made up of different creatures and faces expressing all kinds of emotions.

         Like the fretwork come to life: Luna looked defiant; Esme, protective; Bogle analysed the situation for a solution. Martí got ready to fight, while Shui Li wanted peace but was ready to jump in if need be; and Kendi watched to see what was coming next.

         Yara announced in a flat voice, as if reading from a brochure: “After completing more training here on Dragon Mouth Island, you children will be given another chance to pass your tests. Should you be fortunate enough to do so, you will be sent to join eminent families who are waiting eagerly for you and your gifts.”

         Our faces showed everything from rebellion to relief. Even though I found it hard to believe anything the Council said, I had to hope that what Yara was saying was true and that each of us was going to get another chance at a future. But what kind of future was it? To be sold into the service of some rich families by the Council, using our gifts for who knows what ends? 287

         Would I ever see my real family again?

         I could tell that we were all wondering the same thing.

         “Congratulations!” Cap’n Peg’s hologram popped out of thin air, making all of us, including Yara, jump.

         “You all fail! Every last mother’s one of you.” The spider shook its head so hard, the red polka-dot bandana it wore shifted to one side.

         “You happy?” she asked me. “You reach where you going? And all for one kiss-me-tail little boy.”

         “Thank you Cap’n Peg, that’s more than …” Yara tried to break in.

         “Glad to see me?” Cap’n Peg asked as I pulled away. “No? Well, lemme give you all a joke! Why did the chicken cross the road?”

         Confusion joined irritation and anxiety on everyone’s face.

         “To get to the other side of these tests!” Cap’n Peg cackled.

         “Am I right?” she chuckled to herself, the gold rings on her legs clattering against each other. Clearly, she had caught her second wind since the disaster at the trash-machine stadium. 288

         Yara was not amused.

         “Time to go,” she announced. Her voice was like a bell marking the hour.

         My heart sank.

         “Yes Sir, Ma’am,” Cap’n Peg half-saluted, grinning rudely.

         She needled me, “I’d be laughing if I was you little Two-Legs. You’d rather be turned into a rabbit? You ever see a rabbit laugh? Exactly!”

         She changed gears as a storm filled Yara’s face.

         “Line up you lazy landlubbers …” Cap’n Peg ordered us around. “Quick, march!” I shuffled forward to join the line of children about to follow her back to the dorms.

         “Not you.” Yara’s voice sliced through.

         Everyone stopped in their tracks.

         She was looking right at me.

         “W-what?” I stammered, confused.

         “What do you mean?” Adri frowned, turning back from the door that held his parents. “What are you going to do with her?”

         Cap’n Peg chimed in, “Why you think everybody always after your little friend? You think you like her, but you is her worst enemy.” 289

         I could feel my face burning as Adri flushed a deep shade of red.

         Martí rolled her eyes and sucked her teeth. “¡Ya vamos, por favor!

         Bogle agreed, “I never sign up for all this susususu foolishness.”

         Shui Li shout-whispered, “What’s happening?” while Kendi looked from one of us to the other like a baby bird.

         Luna cut in, “Is there a point to all of this?” she asked impatiently.

         She was standing as far as she could from Esme, avoiding her like the plague. Esme kept her head down, staring at the sneakers she’d decorated with beads, buttons, and thread, into a bright mosaic. Even her candy-coloured hair, sticking up in every direction, couldn’t cheer me up now.

         Clearly Esme’s choice not to stop me from getting through the door first, was something Luna wasn’t ready to forgive. My chest hurt thinking about the rift I’d caused between them.

         Yara continued as though no one had spoken: “Zo’s family is expecting her on their return from Barbados. It is not the Council’s wish to attract any 290more attention to themselves or their Watcher, Ms. Kofi. So, Zo is being sent back home … for now.”

         “What?” Luna protested. “Really?”

         Adri heaved a huge sigh of relief.

         My head spun. I didn’t know how to feel.

         “Lu,” Esme tried to say, but Luna cut her off with one hand.

         Martí looked ready to box someone. Shui Li shrugged like he already knew life wasn’t fair.

         Bogle slow-clapped. “Great. A wonderful news that. We could go now? Inventions Workshop ah mornin.”

         Adri gave me one of his lopsided grins. We were going home. My happiness mixed with guilt.

         “I’m so sorry,” I tried to say to the others.

         They stared at me with a mix of envy and despair.

         Then Kendi cut in. “I’m happy for you Zo,” he said firmly. “Don’t worry, you guys, our time will come.”

         I didn’t know how to feel.

         Despite my apparent escape, I was abandoning them – losing everyone who knew about my gift; everyone who could understand what the Council had put us through. 291

         As if Yara read my mind, she warned, “Do remember that there are consequences for speaking about the Council to any outsiders.”

         “Besides,” Cap’n Peg chimed in with squawks of laughter, “who would believe you?”

         “Now.” Yara’s voice had a final note.

         Adri stepped toward me.

         “I’ll find you,” he promised quietly. “Out there.”

         Then he turned and walked through the Dragon Door behind us.

         I saw him race toward his parents. Their faces lit up the room. Their son, who had been away for a little while, was back in their arms again.
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            Chapter Twenty-Four

            FREE

         

         As the door through which Adri had gone clicked shut, I turned toward the other kids: Esme, who’d taught me everything I knew about memory-work and respecting the minds of others; Bogle with his genius ability to invent almost anything from what people might call scraps; Shui Li and his power to move water with nothing but his will; Martí’s ability to transform into any kind of insect; and of course, Luna, light-carrier and leader.

         I tried to find the words to tell them what I saw in each of them, how powerful they were and would become. Somehow, I knew deep-down that the Council couldn’t control or contain them for long.

         I tried to speak, but the words wouldn’t come. 293

         “Don’t cry,” Esme came to my rescue with a small sparkle in her eyes, “I have a feeling I’ll see you again someday.”

         “Yes,” Luna vowed, eyes burning into mine, “We will. And when we do, don’t think I’ll forget what you did.”

         Despite her threats, it was all I could do to keep from giving her and Esme a huge hug.

         Yara gave us a piercing look. I wondered if she was remembering her own sister and how the Council had forced her to say goodbye.

         “Alright, alright,” Cap’n Peg cut in, clearing her throat, and tapping an imaginary watch. “Enough chit-chat! Stay strong eh Girlie,” she encouraged me with a surprisingly warm, spidery grin.

         My fellow-warriors and lost friends spun on their heels to go, marching after Cap’n Peg’s hologram.

         “Come with me,” Yara growled in my direction.

         “Will I ever see them again?” I asked.

         Yara gave me a strange look and one tap of her bejewelled nails, “That’s up to the Council, but …” her voice dropped below a whisper, “my sister Kala always used to say, “Love is the key.””

         Suddenly, I remembered the key she’d secretly 294slipped me, back when we first met at the Big House. I still had it in my right pocket.

         I looked around wildly. If there was a key, there had to be a door. Clearly, there was something more at work.

         “Stop!” I shouted.

         I had seen something.

         “You, Cap’n Peg, Yara, everyone. Stop!” I interrupted their trek to the dorms.

         “Let me tell you what’s about to happen.” The shock on their faces was priceless. “You’re going to back away, Yara. Or I’m going to tell Cap’n Peg and the Council everything!”

         “What …?” Cap’n Peg spluttered. “Girlie, you gone mad?”

         Yara moved away slowly as I pulled the dragon-shaped key out of my pocket.

         There, on the wall, was a bit of fretwork that matched its shape.

         Cap’n Peg gasped. “How did you get that?”

         “Back away,” I warned Yara. “And not a move from you Cap’n Peg.”

         The other kids looked completely confused. Luna stared at me like I was unhinged and a traitor. 295

         I held the key up and pointed to the spot on the fretwork that matched it. That spot started to glow bright gold.

         I breathed a quiet sigh of relief. I was right. It was a keyhole.

         “So, listen up,” I announced. “I’m going to use this key and every single one of us kids is going to walk out of here.”

         Luna’s eyes lit up when she saw the golden shape of a door forming in the wall around the dragon-shaped keyhole.

         Esme bit back a sob of relief.

         “I knew it!” Kendi gave her a huge hug.

         “Zeen …” Bogle laughed.

         “Now we’re talking,” Shui Li pumped his fist.

         Marti grinned, “You heard the girl. ¡Vámonos!”

         They all rushed up to me and the new door.

         “Fools!” Yara fell back with a burning smile on her face. “You have no idea where this leads!”

         Since she was the one who had secretly given me the key, I guessed that she was just acting.

         Cap’n Peg, however, looked distraught.

         “Um, listen, Girlie,” she stammered. “Zo. Friend. This is not it, okay? This is not the door you want 296to go through.” Her voice trembled, giving me pause.

         I looked around at the others, then nodded, “Let’s go,” and moved the key toward the lock.

         “Wait!” Cap’n Peg squealed. “I’m getting a message.”

         Her hologram turned around as if listening.

         “Okay. Okay. Your Eminence-ness. Of course. A grave breach … Me? I have no idea. I would never, your High-ness-nest. Never! But yes, of course, of course. Whatever you say.”

         Yara stayed still as a statue, on the other side of the corridor. So, who was Cap’n Peg talking to? And were they going to try to stop us?

         With a click, I put the key into the lock.

         “Stop! Please, Girlie,” Cap’n Peg begged. “There’s no need for that. The Council has made an unprecedented decision.”

         She tried to smile but ended up shivering nervously.

         “You can go back to your family as discussed. And your little friends here, can go anywhere they choose.”

         “New York!” Kendi piped up softly. “I always wanted to go there.”

         Bogle patted him on the shoulder. “Lil’ man might be right. Is a hard place to find people still. Might be jus’ what we need.” 297

         Luna and all of us looked at each other. Was the Council telling the truth? I kept my hand on the key and turned it slightly in the lock.

         “Please!” Cap’n Peg moaned. “Believe me.”

         “I want to see,” I said firmly, not moving.

         “Headmistress!” Cap’n Peg signalled Yara, who sullenly bent her neck closer to the Dragon Door behind us: the one that Adri had gone through.

         The golden collar around her neck beeped and the door opened to reveal a crowd packed in front of what looked like a New York City subway line. Their backs were to us, and no one seemed to notice we were there. A sign on the wall said: ‘Times Square’.

         I could hear the rumble and roar of a train approaching.

         Esme, Luna, and the others hesitated, on the lookout for some kind of trap. I kept my hand on the key in the other door.

         “This is your chance,” Cap’n Peg croaked, flapping her robotic leg. “Go!”

         “One thing first!” Luna ordered.

         Then she gave me a huge hug.

         All the kids laughed as I reeled from shock.

         “Bet you weren’t expecting that,” Esme grinned, 298giving me one of her own.

         “Okay all! Hold hands,” Bogle advised.

         They did, as each looked back to give me one last smile.

         “Thank you!” Kendi sang sweetly.

         They paused for a second then sprinted forward through the door just as the train pulled in.

         “Her too,” I demanded.

         “Who?” Cap’n Peg’s one good eye bulged out of her head.

         I pointed at Yara.

         She was the one, after all, who had given me the key and a way out. Now she stared at me with what looked like surprise and a hint of joy.

         “Do it. Now!” I yelled at Cap’n Peg’s hologram. “Or I’ll open this door.”

         I hoped that whoever she was communicating with could hear me. I turned the key in the lock.

         “Fine! Fine!” Cap’n Peg screeched, huddling and whispering with the person or people off-screen. “Duly noted. Remote authorisation approved!”

         With a ‘click’ the golden band fell off Yara’s neck, falling with a thud to the ground. There was a mark where it had clenched her throat. She had been 299their prisoner too.

         Fire and wind filled Yara’s eyes as they met mine. She was herself again: fierce and wild.

         “Well done Zo …” she offered with a lightning smile. “Orevwa, daughter of Sekou.”

         An electric jolt ran through me.

         “Wait!” I called, “How do you know my Da?”

         But she was already gone. As the train took off, she flew through the Dragon Door and disappeared into the tunnel, in the opposite direction.

         From inside the subway tunnel, a powerful wind blew and shut the door with a bang.

         “Happy?” Cap’n Peg croaked.

         “Yes, in fact. I am.” I smiled.

         “Now you have to go home chile,” the spider shared gently. “Your family is waiting for you.”

         Cap’n Peg ignored the locked door at which I was standing with the key, as if by avoiding it she could make it go away.

         Instead, she inched past me and clicked the Dragon Door open once more. This time, instead of the New York subway, it revealed my room back at the house on Monos island.

         Ms. K thankfully, was nowhere to be seen. 300

         The sharp, sweet smell of cedar reached out to greet me. The gleaming wooden room, with billowing white curtains like sails, still looked like the inside of a ship.

         Where would it take me next?

         “Ready to give me the key, Girlie?” Cap’n Peg reached out her robotic arm.

         “Almost,” I assured her. “Once I’m in, safely. For now, you just stay back please.”

         “Okay, okay Missie,” she obeyed.

         As I stepped through the Dragon Door to my old life, I held on to the key to the door I hadn’t opened. What was so powerful and dangerous behind it that the Council had been willing to cut loose everyone I wanted released?

         I fiddled with the key in my hand, as Cap’n Peg kept her distance. She watched me with concern and pride on her face.

         “But Girlie, you not easy …” she noted with a rueful smile. “Small, but mighty!”

         “You too!” I waved at Cap’n Peg, tipping an imaginary beret … Who knew what stories she could tell?

         I pictured everyone I had grown to love. At least, 301now, they were free … So was I.

         Thanks to the memory-work Esme had taught me, I didn’t have to be afraid of a hug. My gift no longer controlled me. A big grin crossed my face thinking about the long squeeze I would give Mum and then Da when I saw them again. I couldn’t even wait to see Jake and Tayo.

         Wherever I went, I would carry them with me. And I would always find my way back. I didn’t feel lost, and I wasn’t alone.

         It was time to open a new door.
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         Read on for a peek at Zo’s earlier adventures:
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            Chapter One

            WARNING

         

         Was the old man standing next to me crazy, or cool? I didn’t have much time to decide.

         Even in our heavy island heat, he was decked out in a three-piece multicoloured suit, with a floor-length coat made of scraps of fabric from every corner of the globe. To top it all off, he wore a straw fedora pulled low over his eyes, with a blue chicken feather dancing on one side.

         “You better watch your back with that one,” he muttered, interrupting my thoughts in a wheezy, almost laughing, voice.

         “What?”

         I inched away from him, nearly tripping over a speckled goat that, for some reason, was wandering 306the Samaan Bay market like a stray.

         “Maaa!” it protested, rolling its eyes at me through wild tufts of hair.

         “Sorry,” I muttered.

         Great. Now I was talking to goats.

         “You will be sorry, if you don’t get away from her.”

         Who was this guy talking about – the goat? Thankfully, it was already strolling away, not even bothering to look back at me. Meanwhile, the nearest vendor was at the other end of her stall, selling rough-skin lemons. She didn’t have many customers. The rest of the market was loud and swarming with people, but this dusty corner was almost deserted. What crime did you have to commit to get stuck at a stall way out here?

         Among the bones of old tents, shredded tarps and broken tables, the old man was strangely mesmerizing. He was lean, with a face full of dark angles and shadows. He wasn’t looking at me. Maybe he wasn’t talking to me at all. He seemed to be thoroughly inspecting a heap of bright orange mandarins, overripe in the sun, taking over the air with the smell of citrus and day-old roses.

         I glanced around. Was no one else seeing this? 307Despite his get-up, nobody seemed to pay the old man any mind. I definitely didn’t want to be the one staring with my mouth open, “catching flies” as Ms. Kofi would say.

         Where was she anyway?

         Ms. K, the woman in charge of my life here in Samaan Bay, was nowhere to be seen. She was probably still on the other side of the market haggling over the price of yams. She’d told me to get a bag of limes and come back to her quick sharp. But this was my first Friday market, and the most excitement I’d seen since moving to Samaan Bay the week before.

         It was barely dawn, but the crowd in the rest of the market was as thick as ants on a pile of sweets. People had come from the surrounding villages to buy and sell their goods. For once, the half-dead village was pulsing and alive. In the crescent-shaped market, calypso, soca, chutney, reggae, dancehall, jazz, pop, afrobeats, filmi and gospel music blasted from the open stalls. Vendors sheltered under pink, green and blue tarps, chatting loudly over the noise, catching up on news, and selling everything from gru gru bef to underwear, saltfish to yard fowl, car parts, coconuts and “Cold-in-the-ice!” drinks. 308

         Sweat stuck my t-shirt to my back. Somehow, I’d wandered out here, away from all the action. A drink of water sounded great right now. I turned to go.

         “Girl, listen quick, I don’t have much time,” the old man’s voice froze me in my tracks.

         “Mr. Yancy,” a melodious voice cut in, “why you don’t leave this child alone?”

         The lemon vendor had just finished her sale and was staring at us suspiciously.

         “You’re Zo, right?” she asked, raising purple, pencilled-in eyebrows.

         Apparently someone had sent my name out on the village hotline: look out for Zo Joseph, new to Samaan Bay.

         “Why you don’t mind your business, Miss Lady?” the old man snapped at her.

         She puffed up like dough tossed in hot oil. “Who you calling Miss Lady?”

         I backed away slowly. Why was I here at all? I should be with my dad in New York, instead of in Samaan Bay watching two strangers argue.

         Da … I swallowed the lump that grew like a plum seed in my throat whenever I thought of him. 309Right now, he felt like a world away.

         As the vendor and Mr. Yancy went back and forth, something caught my eye. My mouth dropped open in slow motion. Was this for real? The old man’s coat seemed to change shape every time he moved. The patterns and colours shifted as if the coat had a life of its own. I looked closer. It was almost like it was rustling, moving, taking the shape of … my face.

         I jumped back, choking.

         “L-l …” My lips wouldn’t move.

         I shook my head and the coat stopped moving. It was still a crazy clash of cut-out materials, but that was all. I swung around wildly. No one near me seemed to notice anything strange. The old man and the vendor were still bickering, and she hadn’t missed a beat. Clearly the heat was messing with my eyes.

         “Listen, you!” the old man hissed at me suddenly, making me jump. “Do you see her?”

         Under the hat, his eyes were golden-brown, glowing with a strange light.

         “Wha-a-t?” I stammered.

         The vendor quarreled about “mad people” coming to upset her day. The old man snorted at me. What on earth was he talking about? I could see the vendorlady 310just fine. She was busy explaining to him, in no uncertain terms, that her name was Mrs. Boukan, not Toucan, and that she didn’t appreciate his brand of nonsense at this hour in the morning. She was a powerful woman, with a stubborn smile and a bright blue headdress tied high above her forehead like a bird in flight. He’d be better off leaving her alone.

         As for me, limes or no limes, I needed to get away from here and back to Ms. K.

         Too late. There was Ms. Kofi, pushing her walking stick through the crowd on the other side of the field and limping hard in my direction. Now I was in real trouble. Time to go.

         The old man spotted Ms. K too. He turned back to me, and for a second his face stopped me cold. Somehow, he seemed more scared than I was. He looked wild and … hunted.

         “You don’t see her?” he asked again desperately. “I know you can. You better wake up and use it before they do!”

         What was ‘it’? Who were ‘they’?

         Before I could move, he lunged forward and tapped me once with his index finger on the crown of my head. 311

         “Hey!” I protested, ducking away.

         “Wake up!” he hissed.

         “Ay!” the vendor shouted. “Leave that child alone!”

         She batted at him across the table, scattering her fruit.

         He ignored her, pinning me in place with an acid stare.

         Suddenly, a cloud of red dust swirled around me. I sneezed, seeing stars.

         When I opened my eyes, the vendor was restacking mandarins, sucking her teeth and muttering. “Utter foolishness …”

         Ms. K was headed for me with a face like rain.

         And the old man was off in the distance, speeding away, with his coat flapping behind him.
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